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To Mike, who asked for this dedication (and whom I love more than I can say)






PROLOGUE Emma (Then)


The night air is so humid I can practically touch it. Air isn’t something that you’re supposed to think about. It’s just… there. That’s the way it should be anyway—just something that you take for granted as you breathe it in and out. Not something you have to actively ponder. But tonight, the air’s so hot and dense that it feels as if it’s pressing up against me, holding me back from where I really want to be.

I love the summer, but I hate this night.

My hair plasters itself to the back of my neck, and when I bend my elbow to tie it back up again, the skin on my upper arm sticks to my forearm. Blisters chafe themselves into painful bubbles under the straps of both my shoes. Nothing works the way it’s supposed to right now.

Even the hotel feels off tonight. The lawn is usually crawling with guests playing games under the lights or laughing as more and more alcohol seeps into their systems. But as I trip across the grass, no one’s doing what they should be. Instead, they wilt on the verandah as elegantly as they possibly can. Not that elegance is easy to maintain in this heat. But they’ve paid through the nose for a vacation from a bygone era, as the brochures promise, and they’re all determined to have one no matter what.

Through the open ballroom doors, a waltz by Strauss streams out into the night air. I should be in there right at this very moment, swirling around the dance floor in that dizzy haze that only a waltz can provide.

I’m going to be in such enormous trouble when I get back.

I still have to get out of here.

This whole night seems to be conspiring against me. It even isn’t just the heat and the humidity and the sweat. It’s the way the air hangs with the aroma of orange day lilies that burst to life this morning and then shriveled up and died by nightfall. Hovering on top of that is the smell of freshly cut grass and smoke from the bonfire by the lake.

Sounds from guests who are scattered around the lawn and by the pool mix with the buzz of cicadas. The chirping of crickets. The off-key songs of the frogs at the edge of the little fishpond.

It’s all too much. Too close. My brain can’t process this kind of sensory overload right now.

And I know it’s not the island’s fault, or even the hotel’s, that I’m feeling this way. I know it’s just circumstances beyond my control.

I slip into the rose garden, then run down the darker, more secluded part of the lawn. I can’t handle any more polite small talk tonight.

Honestly, I’m not sure what I can handle anymore. So many people expect so many things from me that the line between where their expectations end and I begin is starting to blur.

I make my way to the greenhouse, but its long shadows and the whistling sound of the hot wind through one of the boarded-up windows push me back out the door again. So I run. Around the grounds, through the playground, the pool area, even the rose garden again. A small pit of despair starts to form in my stomach.

The lake. All I need is a little quiet time by the water and everything will be okay. Just as I get to the end of the path there I hear it: a low voice singing my favorite old Gershwin song, “Embraceable You.”

Relief, fear, worry, and something that feels like a pure burst of joy take hold of me all at once. I had no idea up till now that I could feel all those emotions at the same time, and I’m not sure the discovery is doing anything to make me feel better.

As soon as I turn the corner, I see him. Even with all the other emotions jumbled inside me, something else entirely takes hold in my chest.

He sits where the sand meets the trees. The half-moon shines in his hair and casts him in a silver light. For a second, it’s like looking at a ghost, as if he could evaporate into thin air and slip through my fingers forever.

“What’re you doing here?” he asks.

I take a deep breath. “How did you know it’s me?”

“I always know when it’s you.”

He always knows when it’s me. What am I supposed to do with that?

“What are you doing here?” I ask, throwing his question back to him.

He doesn’t say a word, so I walk over and sit down in the sand next to him. It’s pretty clear that I’m the one who’s going to have to keep the conversation alive.

“I had to escape,” I tell him.

“Me too.”

“Your dad?”

He picks up a stone and tosses it into the water. “Yours?”

A pathetic little laugh escapes from me. “How did you guess?” I ask. “Too many expectations.”

“Too many demands,” he adds.

“Too many ways I’m supposed to live my life.”

“Too many ways I’m not supposed to live mine.”

We turn at the same time and look at each other, and he gives me a sad smile.

“So what’re we going to do about it?” he says.

There’s no easy answer to that one, though. As much as I hate all of my parents’ expectations for me, I also hate the thought of letting them down. I’m all they have, after all. I know what that means. It’s just that they’ve gone from telling me what they wish I’d do and moved right into demanding that I do what they want me to do.

If I think about it too much, I start to feel sick. I need to move—to run or to swim or to make something.

After raking my hands over the pine needles on the ground, I finally pick up a handful. They’re still the soft, pliable texture of newly fallen needles. I wrap one around my pinkie and then tie it into a knot, warping tiny pine needles into the spaces I make between the needles.

“What’s that?” he asks.

“A gift,” I tell him. “For you.”

He leans in closer to see what I’m doing. His leg, his arm press against mine. His damp skin sticks to mine, but I don’t mind this time. Even in this heat I still feel something like a chill as I lean into him more. He takes the basket from my hand, his fingers brushing against my palm.

“Only you can make something out of nothing like this,” he says in a quiet voice.

I shrug just a little. Not enough so that I have to move away from him.

His fingers close gently around the little basket I gave him and he looks over at me again, this time with serious eyes. “Thanks for this,” he says. “I’ll keep it with me. Always.”

Always.

He’ll keep it always. He always knows it’s me.

I have no idea how to respond, so I don’t say anything at all.

Something is swirling inside me—something has been for a while now—though I’ve never quite been able to figure out what. I can feel it in my stomach, moving upward to fill my chest. Ready to explode if I can’t find a way to just… release it.

A fear lurks inside my brain that the explosion would be less like fireworks and more like a nuclear bomb exploding if I ever let myself go.

I want this and don’t want it, all at the same time.

The moonlight glimmers in his eyes as he watches me.

He understands. I know he does. I can tell just from the look in his eyes.

Nothing about that is comforting.

My chest begins to ache as the feeling that I’m about to explode grows even stronger. It’s so huge now—so overwhelming—that I have to do something to make it stop.

So with one last, desperate look at him, I lean in and press my lips to his.

And the world explodes.

Not with fireworks or nuclear bombs, but with something I don’t even have a name for.

Because with this one kiss, everything has changed.






CHAPTER 1 Lexi (Now)


Sometimes when I was little I’d spin in circles till I got dizzy. Partly I liked the thrill of the spinning, like I’d created my own little hurricane with me at the eye of it. But I also liked what happened after my body stopped but my brain hadn’t caught up to that fact yet. Everything would still be twisting and turning. I’d look at the world around me, and it would be the same as it had been before I’d started spinning, but everything would look different, too.

I sort of feel that way right now, but without needing to spin to make it happen. Even on a quiet night, our kitchen looks a little like it’s swirling from the off-kilter blur of color that is my half brother Connor’s art taped onto every possible surface. Tonight is not a quiet night.

Dad chops veggies and hums as Connor literally runs in circles around the kitchen table fetching ingredients for him. My stepmom, Abby, smiles at them from her work-cluttered seat at the head of the table like nothing makes her happier than her two guys (as she calls them) making dinner. It’s a heartwarming scene, really.

As I stand in the doorway, though, it’s hard not to wish that some of this familial warmth was aimed at me. It’s not fun to feel jealous of a five-year-old, especially one I love as much as I love this kid. But a tiny pang of envy hits me anyway. I barely remember my mom, and would’ve killed to have this kind of relationship with my dad when I was little. Or even now.

Connor starts reciting the poem he “read” at his kindergarten graduation as he runs.


“Kindergarten

Is now done.

On to first grade,

Oh what fun!”



He stumbles on every other word but since he’s five and adorable (even I can’t resist those dark brown curls and dimples), Dad and Abby don’t care.

“Can you do it again?” Dad asks.

“Really?” Connor’s eyes are wide with happiness.

“Of course really,” Dad tells him. “It’s my new favorite poem.”

Abby stops going through her work to listen to Connor recite the millionth rendition of this poem she’s heard over the last couple of weeks. “Wonderful, sweetie,” she says. “Just like you were at graduation today.”

To be fair, Connor did do a pretty great job at his graduation ceremony, even if his paper graduation cap slipped over his eyes during his recitation. As the true child of two lawyers, he just kept talking like nothing had gone wrong.

Even if he hadn’t, Dad and Abby would still tell him he’s the best.

The pang of envy returns. When I turn back to look at the stairs, it becomes a wave of nausea. Because while everything’s swirling around down here, I know what’s waiting up there.

The package arrived while Dad, Abby, and Connor were at the store, so none of them saw it. It’s addressed to me, or at least to some alternative-universe me: Alexandria Roth. My first name and my mom’s last name before she married Dad. The return address lists a nursing home in Michigan.

I turn and glance back toward the living room. To the stairs that lead up to the bedrooms. All I have to do is get through dinner and I can go see what’s inside the package to alternative-universe me.

“Lexi, did you hear me?” Dad’s voice cuts through my thoughts.

“No… what?”

“The table?” he says. “Can you set it? The pizza’s already in the oven.”

“Oh… of course,” I mumble. “I just zoned out for a second.”

“Well, try to zone back in, okay?” he says. “It’s Connor’s graduation celebration.” Nothing about his tone sounds angry or even annoyed, but resentment that he’s now dad of the year gets under my skin, making the nausea even worse.

Without another word, I set the table while Connor recites the poem again. Then I sit down across from him. The seat next to him has been empty since my stepsister, Chloe, left for school in California. Just looking at it makes my stomach feel worse. If she were here, we’d open the package together. If she were here, I wouldn’t feel this lonely in my own family.

But she’s not even coming home this summer except for a long weekend in August. As I look at her empty chair again, the smell of Connor’s chosen meal for tonight, veggie pizza and French fries, makes me gag. I push the food around on my plate, hoping that no one notices.

“Aren’t you hungry, Lexi?” Abby asks.

“My stomach’s not feeling great,” I admit. “I’m not sure pizza and fries are going to help.”

She reaches over and presses her hand to my forehead. “You don’t have a fever,” she tells me. “Maybe you should go upstairs and lie down for a little while.”

This couldn’t be better if I’d planned it. And I really didn’t plan it. My mind is about as diabolical as… well… a ladybug.

“Maybe I should,” I agree. I get up from the table, only to find my dad looking at me with a crease between his eyebrows. Before he starts in on me, I hurry upstairs. The sooner I get to my package the better.

When I close the door to the room I used to share with Chloe, I grab the package from the floor of my closet. Placing it carefully on my bed, I run my fingers over the address label. Alexandria Roth. It could be some weird scam. It could be anthrax for all I know.

I’m going to open it anyway. Besides, who sends anthrax from a nursing home? I grab a pair of scissors from my desk and slit the package open. I don’t know why I’m so nervous about this. It’s probably just a promotional thing, or even something that got ordered under the wrong name. But then, my eyes snag on the return address again: Refuge by the Lake Nursing Facility.

I take a deep breath and sift through the layers of bubble wrap inside the box.

Just under it all lies a note.


Dear Alexandria,

Let me begin by offering my condolences. Your grandmother was a fascinating woman, and I enjoyed getting to know her over the past few years. She had been talking for ages about writing you a letter and sending this to you, but she put it off too long. I’m sure you’re going to hear from her lawyer about her will, but I wanted to send this to you myself since I know it had been on her mind.

I’m very sorry for your loss.

Sincerely,

Amanda Siedler

Head RN

Refuge by the Lake Nursing Facility



My hand shakes so much that the note falls from it. Her will. I’ll be hearing from her lawyer about her will. My grandmother wanted to send me whatever’s in this box, but she died before she could.

Probably this is the part where a normal person would get all teary-eyed, but I’m like that song from A Chorus Line: I feel nothing.

I remember going to see the play when I was ten and Chloe was twelve. Abby took us for a girls’ night out a few months after she started dating Dad. That song stuck in my head and wouldn’t leave me. Because unlike the woman who sang it, who didn’t feel anything she was supposed to, I felt everything. Every emotion, every minute of the day. And I wanted it to stop.

Now, here I am, thinking about that song again because it’s impossible to feel any sense of loss about my own grandmother.

I guess maybe I should say my estranged grandmother? There are only three things I know about the woman, after all.

I never met her, even when I was a baby.

My parents never talked about her and my grandfather, though I know he died a couple of years after Mom did from the same heart defect. (I had to get tested for it afterward.)

She and my grandfather tried to take me away from Dad after Mom died. This was the one time I ever laid eyes on her. Even then she never said a single word to me.

From stuff Abby’s told me, the custody case got nasty fast. A couple of months after Mom died, I had to appear in court. The judge asked me flat out who I wanted to live with.

There aren’t many things I remember from this time of my childhood, but I remember my dad holding my hand a little too tightly as we walked into a big, empty courtroom. My grandparents sitting at one table surrounded by men in fancy suits and Dad sitting by himself at another. He looked terrified. I hadn’t felt scared at all that day till I realized he was.

A bitter sigh escapes from me. After my grandmother fought to get custody of me, she didn’t want anything to do with me for twelve whole years afterward. There’s nothing she could send me now that could make up for that.

The only emotion I can conjure is disappointment that the one person who might have been willing to talk to me about my mom is gone.

God knows Dad’s never going to.

I pick the letter off the floor and read through it again before looking at what’s in the box. Underneath more bubble wrap is a small chest, about the size of a jewelry box.

The top is painted a deep blue-green, and the four sides of it are covered with intricate mosaics made of tiny rocks and glass and bits of shells. One side of the mosaic pictures a beach; on the other, a garden full of flowers. The front has four people on canoes under a dark night sky. The back is a greenhouse.

“What the hell?” I whisper.

Then I lift the cover.

The hinges creak as if no one’s opened it in a really long time. I gently rest the top of it against the cardboard box so that it doesn’t break off.

Inside, it’s filled to the brim with hoards of stuff: letters, a datebook, fliers. And on top is a postcard with an enormous blue Victorian building with lacy white woodwork and a bright green lawn on the front. It looks fancy and old-fashioned. At the bottom of the postcard are the words:

Palais du Lac Hotel

Mackinac Island

I’ve never heard of this place before, but it’s pretty. I flip the card over and freeze. Because this isn’t just a postcard. It’s a postcard from my mom.

The days I spent with you here will always be the best of my entire life, no matter what else happened. I thought nothing could ever come between us. I never intended to hurt you, but I know I did. Then everything fell apart and you were gone.

If you’ve somehow forgiven me, I’ll be waiting here for you in our palace by the lake. But if not, I understand.

Either way, I already miss you and hope to see you again soon, even if it’s just in my own memories.

Love,

Emma

Underneath it lies a napkin, yellowed with time. On it is a whole conversation, like a series of texts but in ballpoint pen.

I’m the worst.

Lots of things are worse than you.

I just stole stuff.

Like Robin Hood, remember? Steal from the rich and give to the poor.

Except I stole fudge. And the poor is me.

I stole fudge with you, JR. Am I the worst too?

Do you really want me to answer that?

Maybe you ARE the worst.

I knew you really thought so.

Both sets of handwriting are in smudged ink, and it looks like the writers were young. But as I hold the postcard in one hand and the napkin in the other, one thing is clear: Mom’s handwriting is on both.

“What. The. Hell?”

My door bursts open and Connor runs in with his purple blanket. “I brought you Oscar to make you feel better!”

“Jesus, you’re supposed to knock, Connor!” I yell as I shove everything back into the blue chest and slam it shut.

The words come out more harshly than I mean them to. Connor’s bottom lip starts trembling. His little fingers knead into Oscar the blanket’s purple yarn, which he only does when he’s had a nightmare or is really sad.

“Sorry,” he says in a cracking voice.

I shake my head and sigh. “It’s okay. Just knock next time.”

He nods, but still won’t look at me.

“Thanks for bringing Oscar,” I say, trying to make this right. “He always makes me feel better.”

Connor finally looks up. “Me too.”

“Want to be an Oscar sandwich with me?” I already know the answer to this question, which is why I ask it.

Connor wipes his tears and climbs onto my bed next to me. “With pickles and mustard?”

I grab my old yellow sunflower pillow and my even older Grinch stuffy. “Got them. Now get ready, because it’s sandwich time!”

Connor giggles as I grab him, the sunflower, and the Grinch up in my arms and wrap the blanket around us. “OSCAR SANDWICH!” he yells.

“Best kind ever.”

As soon as his giggling subsides, though, he peeks out of the blanket. “What’s in your blue treasure chest?”

I glance down at the Grinch. Like him, I have to think up a lie and think it up quick. “Sneakers,” I say.

There’s only one problem: Connor may be five, but he’s no slouch. “Sneakers came in that?” he asks. “I thought sneakers came in cardboard boxes.”

My eyes shift uncomfortably through the hole Connor’s made in the blanket sandwich and realize he’s right. Sneakers don’t come in wooden chests with mosaics on them.

“They’re special edition sneakers,” I tell him. There’s no choice but to keep it going now. “That’s why they came in that box.”

Connor’s eyes widen. “Wow,” he breathes. “Can I have the treasure chest after you’re done with it?”

I am the worst sister ever. Seriously, the worst.

“Um… well… they don’t fit,” I reply. “So I have to return them. The box, too.”

His whole face droops in disappointment.

“But maybe we could make a box just like it this summer?” I offer, and he’s instantly smiling again. It seriously takes so little to make him happy.

“With little rock pictures?”

“Definitely with little rock pictures,” I say.

Connor gives me one of those full-body hugs only little kids can get away with. “You’re the best.”

A knock sounds at the door and I unwrap us and throw Oscar on the mosaic box just as the door opens to reveal Dad.

“Bath time, kiddo,” he tells Connor. I should’ve known he wasn’t coming to check in on me. Connor hurtles himself at Dad. “Bath time’s the best!” he yells.

Dad laughs and swoops him up in his arms. I watch them, wondering if Dad acted like this when I was little, too, or if a different side of him came out when he started a new family. Did he sweep me up and swing me around like I was the best thing in his world?

Even if he did, I don’t remember it. It’s hard to remember lots of things that happened before Mom died. It’s like the edges of everything got rubbed off and a little blurry after I lost her.

“Lexi and me are going to build a treasure chest,” Connor tells Dad. “With little rock pictures on it!”

Suddenly a wave of panic hits me that Connor will tell Dad about the blue chest. If all the stuff in there really belonged to Mom, I want to keep it for myself.

I have to keep it for myself.

Dad’s already gotten rid of almost everything that reminded him of her. I won’t let him take another piece of her away from me.

Time for a diversion.

“After we make it, we can play pirates,” I tell Connor. “Won’t that be fun?”

The dimples come out in full force. “Argh, matey, it will!”

Just as I think I’ve thrown Connor off the scent, Abby appears in the doorway, laying her hand on Dad’s shoulder. “What’s this I hear about a pirate chest?”

“With rock pictures!” Connor says again.

“Rock pictures?” Abby smiles. “I’ve never heard of that before. How will you make them?”

“Lexi knows,” Connor says with utmost confidence. “She’ll show me.”

Both Dad and Abby look my way.

“Oh… um… maybe we can make sand art,” I tell them. “Or mosaics.”

Suddenly Dad’s eyebrows knit together. “What did you just say?”

“Um… sand art?”

“Or mosaics!” Connor yells in Dad’s ear. Then he looks at Abby. “What’s mosaics?”

“It’s a kind of art where you make pictures from tiles. Or in this case, rocks,” she tells him.

“Oh!” Connor practically sings. “Just like—”

“Or we’ll do sand art,” I interrupt him. “As long as it looks like a pirate chest, it doesn’t matter how we make it, right?”

Connor agrees as he squirms out of Dad’s arms and pulls on Abby to pick him up instead.

Dad, on the other hand, still stares at me like I’m some giant, annoying puzzle he can’t solve. “Since when do you know how to make mosaics?”

I shrug. “I don’t. I just thought it would be a fun thing to do with Connor.”

Abby beams at me over Connor’s head. “You’re such a good big sister, Lexi.”

I don’t know how Abby does it, but somehow she manages not to see any of Dad’s moodiness. Ever. It’s like she put on a pair of rose-colored glasses the first time she asked him out and never took them off.

Dad glances at me again. “You really are a good big sister.” Then he starts to usher them out of my room.

“You can keep Oscar for now, too,” Connor calls back to me. “To help you feel better.”

“Thanks, matey.”

Through the closed door I can hear them talking and laughing as they get ready for bath time. I wait a few minutes to be sure they’re not coming back. Then I lift Oscar off the mosaic box, careful that none of the tiny pieces of the chest get stuck in the yarn.

I need to know what else is in this box.

Just underneath the dirty old napkin is a small notepad that hotels leave in rooms, with Palais Du Lac Hotel printed at the top of each page. A tiny sketch of a short pink dress with a high lace collar covers the top page. The lines and angles Mom used to draw the lace are harsh. Etched around it is a gravestone with RIP in formal lettering written on it. On the next page is my mom’s young handwriting.

Today I had to wear a scratchy lace dress for 3 ½ hours. JR told me I should build a Viking funeral pyre for it. He was kidding but I talked him into doing it for real so I never have to wear it again. Once we have it built I’ll steal marshmallows from the kitchen to roast over the dress’s pyre. It’s a more honorable way to go than this dress really deserves.

I laugh out loud for a second as I read it, trying to picture my mother as a girl doing something as reckless as burning a dress. I hope she didn’t get in trouble. I hope she and whoever JR was got to roast marshmallows as they watched the dress go up in flames.

Mom sounds like she was a handful.

Then I look into the chest again and see it: a single piece of watercolor paper. In the middle of the page, there’s a painting of a pitch-black sky dotted with stars—so many of them that it’s hard to imagine how she even painted something so intricate. The creamy slide of the Milky Way runs through the image, a soft mix of purple and white and even pale yellow. And swirled all around all of this is my mother’s tiny, much more grown-up writing.

The four of us went canoeing tonight. There was no moon so the stars were impossibly bright. It felt like if we just looked hard enough we could see into the universe and understand something important about it—something that no one else had ever discovered. Ryan sang with his annoyingly perfect voice as Linda rowed their canoe. The night was so beautiful that it made my chest ache. Right at that very moment, everything seemed exactly as it should be. I wish I could have put it in my pocket like a piece of lake glass so I could feel it warm and smooth in my hand whenever I needed a reminder that life could be this way.

I put the paper down and run my fingers over her writing and the rough texture of the painting. I wonder who Ryan and Linda were. Who JR was. Then my mind wanders back to Mom herself. Her writing spirals around the page as if she’d tried to create her own little galaxy with her painting at the center of it.

Being able to read this is like getting a part of her back I didn’t know existed before. I’m missing someone I barely remember, yet here she is, through her art and her writing, giving a piece of herself to me.

Mom was beautiful. I can tell even from the tiny note about her dress and this peek into her impossibly beautiful night. She seemed cool and funny and creative, all things I’ll never be. Sadness hits me so hard that it’s paralyzing for a little while. It’s not fair that I don’t know how beautiful she was for myself. It’s not fair that she died so young.

Or that Dad won’t ever talk about her.

Or that I’ll never have a chance now to ask my grandmother about her.

My stomach turns. I’m going to throw up. I grab my recycling bin and hold it against my chest. I focus on the air entering and leaving my lungs. Without my phone, I have no idea how much time has passed, but after a while my stomach starts to feel less queasy.

I return Mom’s stuff to the chest, before stowing it in my closet. Then I slump onto my bed, closing my eyes to try to block everything out.

My grandmother is dead.

My mom’s mosaic chest is here in my room.

My stepsister is halfway across the country.

My dad and Abby are probably going to have a great night without me.

The world starts spinning again, but this time I’m not sure how to make it stop.






CHAPTER 2 Lexi (Now)


I try to sleep but it doesn’t stick. My mind is too restless. Turning on the light, I get Mom’s mosaic chest and place it on my bed again. The postcard, the napkin, the painting. I need to see what’s beyond that.

But what’s beyond it is… weird?

There’s an award ribbon that says I Survived Mackinac Island for some reason. Just underneath that lies a flier for a gallery looking for local artists to submit for a new exhibit. It’s been folded over and over again into a tiny square. Some of the ink has worn off in the creases.

Underneath that is a tiny watercolor painting. In it is a girl who looks strikingly like me. Same dark eyes, same sharp chin. Same unruly black hair. She’s dressed in what looks like a long, flowy Snow White dress. A bird perches on her finger singing out music notes while another nests in her messy hair. Over the top of the picture, in neat calligraphy, are the words I am a perky princess!

I laugh out loud but it quickly turns into something else. Something a little too much like crying. I flip this little painting over to see if she wrote anything else, but it’s not her handwriting I find there. Instead, it’s the same writing as on the napkin.

It was supposed to be an insult. Not an invitation to turn yourself into an actual perky princess.

This makes me laugh wetly again. I guess I just love the fact that Mom was the kind of person who’d turn an insult into… this. This joyful, funny picture owning the insult. Smoothing it out on my bed, I take a closer look. The watercolors are delicate and soft, but the ink lines that she drew around them are thick and bold. The calligraphy looks like something out of a Disney movie.

She was an artist. I already knew that. But I didn’t know what that meant before. Now… now I can see how brilliant she was.

I shake my head and dig in even further. There’s a flier for a karaoke night at someplace called First Church of the Lake. At the top of it is some clip art of microphones and the lines Your wife won’t do karaoke with you? You can duet yourself!

Does this mean my mother could sing? I don’t remember her ever singing to me, but what do I know? I can’t even remember what her speaking voice sounded like at all anymore. It’s just… a void. Where her voice should be in my memory there’s nothing. Why can’t I have even this tiny piece of her? Why did my brain have to erase that for me? There’s an ache in my chest at the thought that I’ll never hear her voice.

I turn the flier over to see what’s under it in the mosaic chest, only to find these words written on the back of it:

So much better than karaoke.

I wish she’d left more information, written some other detail to help me piece together what she ended up doing that night. But this is all I have.

A sob escapes from me. I heap everything back in the chest and slam it shut. Then I open it again. And close it. Over and over and over again… dozens of times, probably. I can’t do this anymore. The chest goes back into my closet and I shut off the light.

Even curled up in the fetal position with the light off, I can’t sleep. It’s like I’m being haunted without there being any ghost to make it creepy. I want my mom back, just not this way.

But there is no other way.

I should have gone through more of her stuff before I got in bed. I owe it to her to get to know her better. I’m letting her down. Oscar the blanket, who Connor never sleeps without, is still in my bed, which means I’m letting him down, too. The thought of him alone in his room being brave without his Oscar makes my stomach churn again.

I go to the window. I get back in bed. I curl around Oscar, willing myself to get the same comfort from him that Connor does.

It doesn’t work. So I pick up my phone. SOS, I type in. Call me.

Then I wait.

It takes all of a minute for my phone to buzz.

“What’s wrong?” Chloe huffs out. “What happened?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” I tell her. “Not really.”

For a long second or two Chloe doesn’t say anything, but there’s music blaring in the background wherever she is right now to fill the silence.

“So… what?” she demands. “You sent me an SOS at two in the morning your time just to say hello?”

“No… sorry… I…” But somehow I can’t get out any other words. “I just…”

“Lex, hold on, okay?”

I nod like somehow she can see me and wait for her to come back. The music in the background gets progressively less loud as the seconds drag on.

“Now spill,” she says.

Somehow I still can’t figure what to say or how. Like talking about it will make everything too real.

“All right, you were pissing me off before,” Chloe says. “But now you’re making me worry. Talk to me, Lex.”

I can do this. I tell Chloe everything.

“Okay,” I begin. “Well… the thing is… my grandmother died.”

“Oh my God,” she says. “Are you okay?”

The force of her concern hits me, even from a couple of thousand miles away. “I mean… you know I didn’t know her at all, so…”

“That doesn’t mean you’re not upset,” Chloe counters.

“So… she died,” I say again. “And the nursing home where she’d been living sent me a chest full of my mom’s stuff and now I want to read all of it because I’ve wanted to have something of hers for so long but I’m feeling overwhelmed and I can’t seem to sleep and I just…”

“Lexi, breathe,” Chloe says, her voice softer now. “Just breathe, okay?”

I nod into my phone. “Okay.”

It takes me a minute to get myself together. I try to focus on the music in the background, less blaring than it had been but still a constant presence on this call.

“Chloe, where are you?”

“At a bar.”

“But you’re not twenty-one.”

“Did you call to lecture me about where I go at night or to talk about your mom and grandmother?” she replies.

“No… no… I’m not…”

This is going all wrong. Everything is. I’m back to where I was a few minutes ago, not knowing where to begin.

“So why don’t you tell me what’s in the chest?” Chloe asks, giving me the starting point I need.

“I… I haven’t looked through all of it yet,” I admit. “But there’s an old postcard she never mailed. And a dirty napkin that has—”

“Your grandmother sent you a dirty napkin?” Chloe sounds totally indignant over this. “Not much of an inheritance.”

I huff out a laugh despite myself. “There’s writing on it,” I tell her. “My mom’s and someone else’s.”

“That makes it slightly better, I guess,” Chloe says.

I flip over the hotel postcard again. “And the postcard was to an old boyfriend or something,” I continue. “Asking if he could forgive her and if he wanted to meet again.”

“Wait… was it addressed to Matthew?” Chloe demands. “Did they break up before they got married?”

“I have no idea,” I tell her. “It has an address written on it but no name.”

“What’s on the front of the postcard?” she demands. “You’re leaving out all the important details!”

“Because I’m in emotional turmoil!” I remind her. “And it’s the middle of the night and I didn’t eat dinner and I can’t sleep and…!”

“Lex?”

I sigh. “Yeah?”

“Sorry I got impatient.”

I nod again like an idiot. Then I turn the postcard over. “The front of the postcard is a big, old hotel called Palais du Lac on Mackinac Island in Michigan.”

“Okay…,” she says, drawing out the last syllable. “Never heard of it.”

“Me either,” I admit. “But there’s a notepad from the hotel that she wrote all over, too.” I take the notepad out. “The writing on it looks like she was much younger than when she wrote the postcard.”

“So your mom clearly went there on vacation, right?” Chloe says. “Probably more than once. You know what this means?”

For a second I try… I really do try… to figure out what she’s talking about and what it could all mean, but I come up empty. “I have no idea.”

“It means you have to go there!” Chloe tells me. “You need to go dig up more about your mom.”

I wince in surprise at her words. “No, I couldn’t—”

“Yes, you could,” Chloe cuts me off. “Matthew never talks about your mom and you want to know more about her, right?”

“Right.”

“Then here’s the perfect opportunity,” she says. “You have to go.”

Go to Mackinac Island and learn more about Mom. Be somewhere she’s been… where she’s walked and made friends and lived. Somewhere her memory might linger.

We don’t live in the same apartment that she and Dad and I shared together. Dad and I moved into Abby’s place after they got engaged. So I can’t even walk around the house and be somewhere she used to be. The idea of going there almost tears me in two, I want it so badly right now. I open my mouth to agree with Chloe, but then reality sets back in. Reality is pretty crushing sometimes.

“Dad would never me let go.”

“Matthew’s such a pain in the ass,” Chloe sighs. “You’ll just have to lie to him about where you’re going.”

“Chloe!”

“What?” she says. “Do you really think my mom or Matthew always knew where I was in high school? Because they didn’t. You know they didn’t.”

“I know but…”

But Chloe is Chloe. And I’m me. Abby probably wouldn’t have even minded if she knew what Chloe had gotten up to in high school. She’s always full support, full steam ahead. Chloe wants to move across the country to go to college with her girlfriend, Kiera? Abby doesn’t freak out that her daughter’s making major life decisions based on a high school romance. It makes me happy to see you so in love.

Connor wants to spend the summer at a local eco camp so he can muck around and be with frogs every day? Abby doesn’t fret over him dragging mud into the house all summer long. You’ll be just like a real scientist, sweetie!

I have no idea what I’m going to do with my life or where I want to go to college? You don’t need to have all the answers right now, Lexi. You just need to be yourself.

But Dad… Chloe didn’t have to grow up with him. All the rules to follow and expectations to meet. It was exhausting. I remember yelling at him once that he spent every day defending actual criminals in court and trying to get them off the hook, but he never let me off the hook about anything.

He was not pleased.

Just the memory of how upset and disappointed he was that I’d use his work against him like that makes my eyes tear up again.

“I can’t do it, Chlo,” I say sadly. “He’ll see right through it and he’ll be so mad at me.”

“Then you have to come up with a really convincing lie,” she counters. “An ironclad one. Something he’ll never suspect.”

Silence falls on the phone. I have no idea what would constitute something Dad wouldn’t see through. Something he’d wouldn’t suspect even though he’s a public defense lawyer and his actual job is to pick apart arguments and evidence.

“You could tell him you’re going to look at colleges!” Chloe shouts into my ear. “That’s it!”

“Chloe, that’s a terrible idea,” I protest. “Even if he goes for it, he’ll ask all kinds of questions about the schools afterward that I won’t be able to answer.”

Chloe makes a dismissive pfft into the phone. “I can research them for you and send you intel,” she replies. “Like Ed in Cowboy Bebop!” She sounds a little too excited about this. “And I’ll feed you the intel during your trip so that you can feed it back to him.” She laughs out loud. “This is the best plan ever!”

I shake my head in the darkness of my room. “You are so scheming.”

“My mom and stepdad are both lawyers,” she replies. “Nature and nurture both doomed me.”

This makes me laugh, just a little. But it’s hard to give her joking my full attention because… maybe it would work? Maybe between the two of us we could pull it off?

“Lex, are you still with me?” Chloe asks. “ ’Cause Kiera just offered to help do the sleuthing with me. We’re going to be… like… a crime-solving duo.”

“Except we’d be doing the crime!” I hear Keira call out gleefully in the background. “Like Ocean’s 8, but without Rihanna!”

“I mean, sadly without Rihanna,” Chloe adds. “Even if she just sat there and did nothing but look like Rihanna, she’d make this whole thing a thousand times better.”

This time I laugh out loud, then clamp my hand over my mouth to muffle the sound.

“Okay, if… and that’s a BIG if… I want to go along with this plan,” I say, “how would I actually get there? It’s not like I have lots of money lying around to buy a plane ticket.”

Another pfft meets this statement. “What’re you, the queen of England?” Chloe scoffs. “You don’t need a plane ticket. Get in my shitty old car and drive there.”

“Your car is really shitty and old,” I protest. “What if it doesn’t make it there and back?”

Chloe lets out an exasperated sigh. “Then you call for a tow truck,” she says. “Or you call me. What’s the worst thing that can happen?”

That is a sadly easy question to answer. “Dad finds out where I’ve really been and freaks out?”

A long, long pause follows that statement. If I couldn’t still hear the music pulsing in the background, I’d think she’d hung up.

“Lexi, how old are you?”

I sigh. “Chlo, you know how old I am.”

“You’re seventeen. Seventeen is old enough to make your own decisions,” she tells me. “You want to learn more about your mom and you have a lead on where to find more. So get a damn oil change and go.”

Once again, I’m at a loss for words. This time, though, it’s because what she’s saying might actually be possible. I might be able to fake my way to Mackinac Island. I might be able to actually walk in Mom’s footsteps and…

My eyes stray to the blue chest and the mosaic of the greenhouse. That picture might be of a place Mom knew. Someplace she’d been, not just something she imagined up for her mosaic. I want to be there, too. I need to be.

My heart thumps in my chest a little too quickly. Tears stream down my face. I’m terrified and excited and so many other things at once that my stomach hurts again.

I could go to Mackinac. I could…

“Lexi, did you zone out?”

“Yeah,” I tell her. “But I’ve zoned back in.”

“So what’re you going to do?”

I squeeze in a shallow breath. It comes back out as a nervous sound. Half sob, half laugh.

“We’ll be your wingwomen,” Chloe continues. “Kiera and me… we’ll make sure you have what you need to keep Matthew in the dark. We’ll have your back the whole time.”

Somehow this makes me wish she was here so desperately that it’s painful. My chest hurts. My whole body does.

“I miss you so much, Chlo,” I tell her, trying to hold my tears back.

“I miss you too,” she says. “I wish we could come with you.”

And then it hits me. Chloe’s not coming with me. No one is. If I do this—if I go to Mackinac Island—I’ll be entirely on my own for the first time in my life. It’s both terrifying and thrilling to think about.

Mostly terrifying, if I’m being honest.

Dad’ll kill me if he ever finds out, that’s a given. And he’s going to find out eventually. The only credit card I have is an emergency one that’s linked to his account and I’m guessing the hotel’s not going to take a reservation without a credit card. When the bill comes in a few weeks, I’ll be toast. It’ll be a miracle if he lets me leave the house again before I go to college. I’m not even exaggerating.

Maybe this isn’t worth it after all.

“You’re not chickening out already, are you, Lexi?” Chloe asks. She knows me way too well. “Because I’m not going to let you. You have to go. It might be your only chance to find out more about her.”

My eyes stray to the mosaic box. I run my fingers over the greenhouse again. I take out the postcard and the notepad and the painting. Mom was so funny and beautiful and alive when she put all of this on paper. I want to know her like that. I ache to.

Chloe’s right. I know she’s right. This is too important to just let go of.

“No, I’m going,” I reply. “No matter what the consequences are, I’m going.”






CHAPTER 3 Lexi (Now)


There’s no possible way that I’m going to pull this off.

I hit Google and look up Mackinac Island as soon as I wake up since I’ve never even heard of the place and it’s… something. Horse-drawn carriages. Quaint little shops. It looks like a movie set, but it’s real. People actually live there. I can’t believe Mom used to go on vacation in a place like this.

Then I look up the hotel itself. It looks like a kind of castle, with its turrets looming over everything else in sight. The kind of place that would have false bookshelves with doors that lead to secret places. It also costs hundreds of dollars a night, which only includes breakfast. While I could eat simply, I’d still need to actually eat. And eating takes money that I don’t have. Plus I’d need to pay for gas and the ferry to get there. The money I make at my part-time job at the supermarket isn’t going to cut it.

I put my phone down, a surge of disappointment coursing through me. Why couldn’t I be from some rich family whose parents would never even notice all the huge fees racked up on the credit card? Why does it have to be so hard to do something as simple as find out more about my mother?

Lying back on my bed, I press both hands over my eyes and try to envision how I can still make this trip happen. My phone dings with a text message, but it’s probably Chloe and I don’t have the energy to face her right now. I can’t bring myself to put into actual words just how impossible this idea would be in reality.

Instead I get up and lift my mom’s mosaic chest out of the closet. Maybe it’ll be enough to just read everything in here. Maybe I won’t have to waste tons of money I don’t have and get grounded for my entire senior year of high school.

With great care, I open the lid of the chest and rifle through what I’ve already read until I find something new.

There’s a sketch of a blond girl lying on a bench that has the name VIOLA BENSON carved over her. Under that, I find a piece of paper wrapped around two friendship bracelets. One’s clearly homemade, an elaborate pattern woven together from pieces of twine or something. The other’s definitely not homemade. It’s got pale blue cording, the kind you find on bracelets in places like The Paper Store, with a silver charm in the shape of the island hanging from it.

The paper they’re wrapped up in has a completely different handwriting from Mom’s or her friend from the napkin and the painting.

I know it seemed at first like I didn’t care that much about the friendship bracelet you made me. But I did. I just always act like I don’t care about anything. Bad habit, I know.

Anyway, you and I both know I’d never be able to make one friendship bracelet, let alone two. And if I did, neither of us would want to wear them. So I did what you’re supposed to do as a good, red-blooded American and bought these for us instead. What can I say? Capitalism runs through my veins.

L

I slip both bracelets onto my wrist and hold my hand over them. Mom must have worn them at one point. They’re hers. Actually hers. I squeeze my eyes shut and try to feel something… anything… of her. Like these two pieces of cord and string could still hold a trace of her I could grasp on to.

But they don’t and I can’t.

I sit with them on my wrist for a while anyway as I keep looking through the chest.

The next piece of paper contains a list of places she wanted to run away from home to. Spreading her stuff out over my bed, I compare the handwriting. It looks younger than her writing on the postcard, but older than the chocolate-stained napkin. Just like with the napkin and the perky princess, this list has someone else’s writing on it, too. The same someone else’s writing. JR’s.

Where I’d like to run away to:

1. Paris

2. Peru

3. Prague

Why’re you starting with all these P places? Does alphabetical order mean nothing to you?

They’re just what popped into my head. I’m not done plotting my escape yet.

4. Johannesburg

5. New York City

6. Rome

7. Mt. Everest

Mt. Everest? People die climbing that thing.

Not if they’re very, very careful.

Um… yeah. Even if they’re very, very careful. Climbing Everest is like asking to die.

Did I invite you to come with me?

Yeah. You did.

But you didn’t want to. So mind your own business. These are my places I want to disappear to!

8. Both islands of New Zealand

9. Tokyo (or Kyoto) (or really anywhere in Japan)

10. Mumbai

It’s not like your parents are poor. Can’t you actually just go to these places?

When I asked my dad about going on vacation in Paris he got annoyed and said, “We’re already in the most beautiful place in the world.”

So you can go to Paris when you’re older.

And if you’re really nice to me, I might let you come with me.

I’m never nice to you.

Then you can stay home.

I read through the places Mom wanted to go and their little notes back and forth.

Mom did actually go to Paris when she got a little bit older, but she didn’t go with her friend JR. There’ve never been many pictures of her lying around, but when I was in fourth grade I found one of Mom, Dad, and me when I was about three at the top of the Eiffel Tower. Dad’s wearing me in one of those kid carrier backpacks. In the picture, Mom and Dad looked thrilled. I, on the other hand, appeared to be howling like someone was torturing me.

When I found it, I was so happy to see a picture of her that I ran to show my dad so he could tell me about the trip.

“I didn’t know we went to Paris!” I told him, handing the picture to him. “Did we have fun? Did Mom like it there? It doesn’t look like I liked it.”

His whole face froze when he realized what I’d given him. His jaw tensed in that way it always does when he’s upset about something.

“Where did you find this?” he asked in a low voice.

“In one of the boxes in the closet,” I replied. “How old was I when we went?”

He gazed out the window, away from me. “You were three and a half,” he said. “We took a belated honeymoon.”

This seemed like a funny idea to me even at the time. I picked up the photo again, eager to see every detail I could. “You took me on your honeymoon?”

Dad snatched the picture back. “Why don’t you go do some coloring?”

I reached for the picture again, but he put his hand over it like a cage. “But Dad, I—”

“Lexi, I told you to go do some coloring.”

I shrank back from him and did exactly what I was told. I found a coloring book, then sobbed into it for about half an hour.

That night, after I went to bed, I heard Dad crying in the room next door. Even then I knew he wouldn’t want me to go in there to help him feel better.

I felt so lost, so alone when I was little. I still do now.

I wonder sometimes if I was a birth control accident he didn’t want to have to deal with. They were really young when Mom got pregnant. Just a couple of years older than I am now. They didn’t get married till I was a year old. Maybe he didn’t want to get married. Maybe he didn’t want me. The very thought makes me clench my fists to keep my hands from shaking. But honestly, it would explain a lot if that were the case.

Part of me wishes I knew where Dad had hidden that picture so I could look at it again now that I’m older. But probably he threw it out. He threw out a lot of her stuff after she died. He packed the rest away.

There’s been so little left of her for such a long time.

Now there’s more.

I lay the list out on my bed along with the other bits and pieces I’ve already looked at. Then I dig back in.

There’s a watercolor painting, done on the inside of a little, flattened paper plate, of a girl with wild black hair just like mine. She’s got her back to me as she looks at the Eiffel Tower, so you can’t see her face, but it’s clear who it is.

The word “Someday” is inked underneath it.

Well, at least Mom’s someday came true. She went to Paris with Dad and me. Mom who I barely remember, and Dad who never smiles the way he did in that picture.

Someday.

The word slides around in my head for a while. I try to force my mind to focus on what my own someday might be, but I come up empty. Anger… frustration at myself for not even being able to formulate a single wish for the future… sweeps over me. Heat moves from my face down my neck and into my abdomen because I have no answers.

Someday I’ll figure out who I am and what I want to do with my life.

Someday all of this will make sense.

Unfortunately, that day isn’t today.

A nagging thought pulses in the back of my mind right now as it has so many times before: If I’d known Mom better, longer, would I know myself better, too?

I put the paper plate aside and tear into the mosaic box, needing to find at least some of the answers. There are more hotel notepads with her scribbling all over them. A practically empty datebook, some fliers.

There are no answers, though.

I pile everything back into the mosaic chest and close it gently. I can’t deal with this now.



After a full afternoon watching a Thomas the Tank Engine marathon with Connor, my mind feels like it’s turned to jelly. That show is seriously weird. Like, slow torture weird. But he can’t resist the talking trains, so I watch it anyway. It gives me time to think if nothing else.

I have to at least try to talk to my dad before I even consider doing something as stupid as sneaking off to a strange island. I haven’t asked him about Mom for a long time. Maybe now he’d tell me more. Maybe now he’d be ready to talk.

So I go in the kitchen while he’s getting dinner ready.

“You going to set the table?” he asks.

“Yeah, sure.”

Plates. Cups. Napkins. Utensils. I get them in place on the table. The whole time I try to figure out how to bring Mom up. How to make him talk to me.

In the end, with no other brilliant ideas for subterfuge, I go with bluntness.

“Dad, can I ask you a question?”

“Shoot.”

He doesn’t look up from the stir-fry chicken and veggies he’s making. I wipe my sweaty palms on my shorts.

“What was Mom like?”

Dad looks up abruptly. His eyebrows bunch together. For a long second or two, I’m not sure he’s even going to answer.

“What do you want to know?”

It’s a good question. One I should have worked out ahead of time. Still, I know what I want to hear. I just have to ask the right way.

“I mean, what was she like as a person? Was she funny? Was she shy?”

Dad stirs the chicken and veggies in the wok. He adds in sambal to make it good and spicy. He doesn’t say a word.

“Dad?”

With a quick nod of his head, he says, “She was wonderful.”

It seems at first like more might be coming. Like he’s just taking his time with his answer. But then the seconds drag on and on and… nothing.

“But… I mean… how was she wonderful?” Hope wells up in my chest that this might be it. That he might actually talk about her.

Instead he turns and opens the fridge to get out some ginger. His shoulders are as bunched up as his eyebrows are. He looks like he’s going to shrivel in on himself.

“Dad?”

With another nod, he says, “There was no one like her. She was… well…”

And that’s it. That’s all he gives me. Now it’s me who feels like I’m shriveling into myself.

I stand by the kitchen table. Dad stands by the stove. Neither of us says a word. This goes on for God knows how long before he finally turns around. The pain in his eyes makes me wince.

“Lexi, I…”

Dad wipes his forehead with the back of his hand. He drops his eyes down to the floor. “Can you go let Abby and Connor know that dinner will be ready soon?”

Our eyes meet, but he quickly looks away. He’s not going to tell me anything. He’s never going to tell me anything.

“Sure, Dad. I’ll go let them know.”

But instead I head straight to my room. Then I check my phone. Two messages from Chloe.

You are NOT going to wuss out of this, the first message says.

Then I scroll to the second text.

Are you?

With a grim smile on my face, I write back: No, I’m not.

I’m not sure I can wait anymore for some distant day and time when I’ll know more about Mom. The time is now.

Scrolling through my browsing history, I find it: the Palais du Lac Hotel.

One room with a double bed, back of the hotel, no water view, no frills. I hit reserve.



Since my dad is a stickler for rules and organization, I hit him where it counts: with my planning. He wants shiny binders and typed-up agendas? I give him that. If there’s one way to convince him (and by that I mean trick him) into letting me do this, it’s going to be beating him at his own game.

“What do you think?” I ask as he looks through the file I prepared for him. The road is mapped out; the colleges I’ll go see are, too. I even used sticky notes to separate out the different schools.

He sifts through all of it. “I think you’ve done your research.”

I wait for him to say more, but he doesn’t.

“Some of the schools are pretty close to each other,” I continue. “So I can probably hit the six of them over the seven days.” I pick up the ballpoint pen I brought to the table with me in case I needed to take notes, but instead of writing anything, I just keep clicking the tip of it in and out of the pen itself as I wait for him to respond.

“And you’d be with Tabitha the whole time?” he asks.

“Of course.”

My classmate Tabitha Friedman is in Ann Arbor visiting her grandparents all summer long, so she’s not here to tell any tales.

Then I hit him where I know is his sensitive spot.

“And then you wouldn’t have to take time off to drive me around,” I tell him. “I know you have a lot of cases up in the air right now.”

Abby puts her hand on my arm. “You’re so sweet to think about your dad’s workload. He does have so much going on.”

My guilt levels skyrocket. My palms sweat so much the pen slips out of my hand.

“Yeah,” Dad agrees, making it even worse. “It would be bad timing.” Then he gives me a searching look. “Are you sure you’ll be okay on your own? I could probably take a little time off later in the summer so we could go together.”

“I won’t be on my own,” I lie. “And it will be good practice for my first year of college.”

Abby wipes a tear away from her eye. “I can’t believe you’re all growing up so quickly,” she says. “Chloe’s gone and you will be too in another year. But we don’t want to hold you back.” She smiles first at me and then at Dad. “What do you think, Matthew?”

He nods at me. “I think it’s a solid plan,” he says. Then he dives into logistics: getting my car serviced before I go, calling the credit card company to let them know my plans, having emergency plans in place in case anything goes wrong.

“I’ll be fine, Dad,” I tell him. “I promise.”

He gives me a long, serious look. “I know you’ll be responsible, Lexi,” he says. “But I’m your dad. I’m supposed to worry about you.”

This makes Abby swoon a little and me glance his way, puzzled. Does he worry about me? Somewhere deep down I know he loves me. But deep down doesn’t count for much. At least not to me.

Honestly, the thought makes it easier to keep lying.

“I’ll take care of everything,” I assure them. “It’ll be great. And I’ll get a jump start on college tours.”

My mind strays to the chest. To the memory of the night that Mom loved so much she wanted to carry it around with her like a piece of lake glass. The notes she wrote and the friends I’ve never heard of before. My resolve hardens.

I am going to Mackinac Island and nothing is going to stand in my way.






CHAPTER 4 Emma (Then)


There’s something about the beginning of summer that makes me want to jump and dance and even skip. It’s not just the weather—though that certainly helps. It’s that the whole island feels as if it’s thrown open its doors and burst back to life.

As I walk into town, everyone and everything is practically vibrating with the beginning of summer. By the end of the season, every single person who lives here year-round will be complaining about the tourists, but right at this moment shopkeepers are smiling widely through ice cream parlor windows and greeting people from off-island who are eager to experience the island down to the very taste of it at the doors to the fudge shops.

And why shouldn’t everyone be smiling, islander and tourist alike? They’re here, in the most beautiful place on the planet.

The steady clip-clop of horse hooves sounds behind me and I turn to wave to Martin, one of the older folks who drive the carriages around town.

“Heading to the dock?” I call to him.

“The very place, Emma,” he tells me.

“Then I’ll see you there!” I wave as he passes me on the road.

If Martin’s heading to the dock, that means the ferry must almost be here. And since the ferry never, ever runs late—and I always do—that doesn’t bode well for me.

I kick off my flip-flops and take off at a run, holding my sundress up over my knees to keep myself from tripping over it. This time I pass Martin—along with two other horse-drawn carriages—on my way to the dock.

As I catch my breath, I notice that the ferry is still a white dot out on the lake, which means I probably didn’t have to sprint here. And after a few minutes of standing around with nothing to do, it starts to eat at me that, well, I’m standing around with nothing to do.

The summer’s officially beginning and I have far too much energy right now not to have anything to do.

I march toward a patch of tall dandelions growing out from where the pier meets the town landing. One by one, I pick them all, weaving them into a crown. The stems tightly wind around each other and the flowers point out just so around the greenery. I place it carefully on my head, hoping it might make my hair a little less unruly, even though I know it would take a lot more than a dandelion crown to manage this mop.

The ferry’s so close now I can see the faces of the tourists as they gawk at the carriages and stores and everything that makes Mackinac Mackinac.

At two o’clock on the dot, it pulls up to the dock and passengers begin streaming off the boat, pointing at all the charming, old-fashioned sights that the websites and brochures promised them they’d find here. It’s sort of cute—even a little heartwarming—to see them disembark with so much enthusiasm.

But they can’t hold my interest for long because I’m here for a very specific reason—or at least a very specific person—and he’s not new to summers here at all.

Finally I spot JR.

He has the same too-pale whiteness to his skin he arrives with every summer, as if he hasn’t stepped foot outdoors for the entire school year. He also has an eager expression on his face as he scans the crowd for his dad, though I know for a fact that Terry isn’t here to meet him. It’s funny and almost sweet to see JR excited about something because… well… he’s not the most excitable human being I’ve ever encountered.

I wait till he sees me to wave at him.

The hopeful expression on his face fades and for a split second his shoulders seem to deflate. He looks away, forcing his face into his usual mask of indifference. Not that this is anything new. If I lived and died by JR’s indifferent looks, I’d have shriveled up into nothingness long before now.

“What’re you doing here?” he asks as he approaches.

“Happy to see you, too, JR.”

He gives me a stern once-over. “I didn’t say I wasn’t happy to see you,” he clarifies. “I just asked what you’re doing here.”

An eye roll is the only possible response to this, so I give him one. “I came to meet you,” I inform him. “To welcome you to this glorious summer.”

He drops a book and I bend to pick it up for him.

“Are you reading that same book again?” I ask when the I see the author’s name.

“It’s the Earthsea series,” he informs me. “If you’d ever bothered to ask me about them, you’d know there are tons of them.”

“Hm… maybe you can tell me later.”

He shoots me an aggrieved look before he stuffs a book into his duffel bag and shoulders it. “Are you welcoming me to summer by making me walk to the hotel with my stuff?”

“Looks that way.”

JR sighs but doesn’t argue. “Are you at least gonna help me carry this thing?”

Instead of replying, I pull the bag off his shoulder and take one of the short straps while he picks up the other. With it hanging between us, we start making our way up the hill toward the hotel.

“Well, it’s definitely lighter this way,” he mumbles.

I elbow him gently over the bag. “Why are you so grumpy?”

JR looks up at the sky as if he’s asking some higher power for strength to deal with me today. “Why are you so cheerful?”

I grin at him. “Because the sun is shining, the weather is perfect, the lake is beautiful, and everything is exactly the way it should be!” I tell him a little breathlessly.

A grim look meets this declaration. “You’re not going to start skipping, are you?” he gripes. “ ’Cause I regret to inform you that you’re way too old for that anymore.”

“I’m seventeen as of two months ago,” I remind him. “Not that you called to wish me a happy birthday or sent a card or anything.”

He grunts—then he blushes, of all things—but doesn’t respond otherwise. I take this as an invitation to keep talking.

“Besides, you’re never too old to skip when your joy is too much to contain,” I tell him. I drop my strap of the bag, letting it sag to the ground at his feet. Then I toss my dandelion crown onto JR’s head and twirl away from him, skipping up the road to the hotel.

“Why do you always have to be like this?” he calls after me, but when I turn around, JR looks like he’s trying really hard not to smile.

“Because I have a delightful joie de vivre!” I yell back to him. “Ask anyone who knows me. It’s one of my best qualities!”

Finally the smile comes out in full force. His smiles are so rare that it makes me laugh just a little bit.

“What’s so funny?” He instantly drops the smile.

“You are, JR,” I tell him. “Don’t be such a grump!”

“Don’t be such a perky princess,” he replies.

I laugh out loud this time. “You think I’m a perky princess?”

“Like you’ve stepped out of a Disney movie,” he tells me. “I’m just waiting for a little bird to perch on your finger to sing you a happy song.”

I close my eyes for a second and spread my arms wide. “God, I’d love it if that happened. Can you imagine being friends with the birds?”

JR stops in his tracks. Stares at me as if I have ten heads. This would be more imposing if it weren’t for the fact that he’s still wearing a dandelion crown.

“Know what I think?” I ask him.

“Nope,” he says. “And I don’t want to.”

“Alas for you, I’m going to tell you anyway,” I reply. Then I put my hands on my hips and look him squarely in the eye. “I think you’re happy to see me, but too much of a dork to admit it.”

Shouldering his bag again, JR begins to walk past me on the road to the hotel. I watch him go, wondering if he’s really going to leave me here. We haven’t seen each other in months, and he’s just going to take off without me? Who does something like that?

But then he calls over his shoulder, “I am happy to see you.” For some reason, this makes a warm feeling bloom in my chest… which he promptly ruins by saying, “But if you tell anyone I said that, I’ll definitely deny it.”

I sigh and start skipping again, elbowing him a little too hard this time as I pass him. Now it’s me outstripping him as I pass under the Palais Du Lac Hotel Centennial Celebration sign that hangs over the gates.

“There’s someone I want you to meet,” I call back to him.

“I don’t want to meet anyone.”

“And there’s a whole slate of activities we can join after you’ve caught up with your dad,” I yell. “More than usual because of the hotel’s anniversary.”

“I don’t want to do them.”

JR can be so, so sulky sometimes. So annoyingly stubborn. But I know him too well to think this is his final answer.

“And yet you know you will,” I say as I turn to face him again. There’s a good bit of distance between us now, so I stop to let him catch up to me.

“And yet I know I will,” he sighs.

I grin at him. “Want to skip with me?”

“Yeah, I totally want to skip with you,” he says. “It’s all I’ve been dreaming about for weeks.”

“Really?” I don’t want to sound as eager as I do but… well…

“No, Emma. Not really.”

I know he’s never actually going to skip with me, but I can’t help trying to convince him anyway.

“Maybe you could consider it just this once,” I say in a wheedling voice. “Just to make me happy?”

I look at him expectantly. For a second, I wonder if he’s actually considering skipping, but he shakes his head. “How ’bout I just walk fast while you skip?”

I take a good look at him. The old jeans and beaten-up sneakers he won’t let go of even though they’re falling apart. The dark hair hanging over his eyes that’s in dire need of a cut—and that I’m very sure he won’t get cut any time soon. The barest hint of a frown teasing at the corners of his mouth. This concession is clearly the best compromise I’m going to get.

“Deal.”

We walk on till we get to the staff housing where his dad lives. “Greenhouse at seven?” I ask.

His eyes widen for a second before they drop to the ground. A crease forms between his eyebrows. “Let’s just meet at the bonfire.”

“But… we haven’t been there for so long and…”

“Emma?” he says. “Let’s meet at the bonfire, okay? I’ve got stuff to do this afternoon.”

Something very tiny deflates in me. The first thing we always do when he gets here is go to the greenhouse. Always. And now…

“Oh… okay.”

He lets his dark hair fall over his face as we walk. Finally JR pushes it behind his ear again and looks at me for a long second or two. “I thought you were going to skip?”

I take in a deep breath and let it out again. It almost feels as if he wants me to skip, but that doesn’t make any sense at all. But I’m not sure what else to do right now. I want to feel the happiness I did just half an hour ago. As if this is going to be the best summer ever.

So I do it—I start skipping. But I’ve lost some of my zeal for it. JR keeps his word and walks as fast as he can to stay by my side till he turns off to the staff housing. JR is a grump and a cynic, and a million other things that drive me bonkers. But he’s here and so is the summer.

As I keep skipping, some of the earlier happiness seeps back into me, as if each bouncing step pushes more and more of it back into my chest. This summer will be extraordinary.






CHAPTER 5 Emma (Then)


Even though my dad seemed determined to make dinner unpleasant, as soon as I step out onto the verandah and into the deepening twilight, I try to put my conversation with him out of my mind. It’s not hard to do because twilight is, of course, the best part of the entire day. The light is that perfect in-between of not-too-bright and not-too-dark. The sky contains a whole palette full of colors, as if it got bored with the deep blue it wore during the day and dressed up for a spectacular night. Maybe I should have dressed up, too, but I’m wearing the same old yellow sundress I’ve had on all day.

I can already see the glow from the bonfire on the beach as it rises in a swirl of smoke over the pine trees. The hotel has one every Friday night in summer, which means I’ve been to loads of bonfires. But they never cease to be magical. It’s a gift, I realize as I walk down the path to the lake. To have so much beauty in my life is a gift.

The thought makes me smile, but it’s not the only reason I’m smiling. Tonight everything is going to come together in the most wonderful way to ensure this is the best summer ever.

That’s a lot of “most” and “best” type superlatives, but there’s a prickling excitement to everything right now, as if sparks could fly from my fingertips and no one would even blink an eye because they know this summer is magical, too.

I step out of the clearing and see JR standing off to the side, staring up at the colors of the dusk with his eyes blown wide and a look of complete awe on his face. The bonfire is huge, the orange glow of it lights up the whole side of JR that faces it, while throwing the rest of him into shadowy relief. It feels as if it’s a metaphor for his personality, though I’d never say that to him.

Or maybe I would if I wanted to annoy him. Although, to be honest, he already looks pretty annoyed as he sees me approach him.

“You’re late.”

“I’m always late,” I remind him. “I don’t know why you still bother showing up on time.”

A distinct frown forms on his face as he finally looks down from the sky and at me. “Or you could attempt to be on time and do the responsible thing for once.”

But this is the last thing I want to hear. “You sound like my dad,” I complain. “He was even lecturing me on how much more responsible you are than I am tonight.”

The whole scene plays out in my head, making my ears burn.

“Have you gone downstairs to ask about a job yet?” Dad asked. “Maybe you could walk down right now and get an application.”

“Dad, I have plans tonight, and…”

“Linda’s already got a job,” he continued. “And I’d bet good money that JR’s already looking for one even though he just arrived today.”

My shoulders drooped because I knew he was right. JR refuses to work at the hotel, but last summer he walked around town as soon as he got here and applied for six jobs in a single day. He ended up working two part-time. I’m sure he’ll end up doing the same this summer. And Linda… the minute school got out she started working in the hotel’s café.

JR shoots me a surprised glance. “Your dad thinks I’m the responsible one? He doesn’t even like me.”

Like a knee-jerk reaction, I protest. “Yes he does!”

“No, your mom likes me,” he says. “Your dad… tolerates me.”

I want so badly to deny this—to chalk it up to JR just being grumpy and paranoid—but the more I think about it, the more an uncomfortable grain of truth gets lodged in my brain.

“You’re not going to keep griping about my dad on this perfect night, are you?”

“Nope, I’m gonna gripe at you for being late, then move on to being my usual delightful self,” he replies. “Ask anyone. They’ll tell you all about my youthful joie de vivre.”

I bump my arm into his. “Stop being a grump so we can go make s’mores, and let the happiness of the night seep into us until we can’t bear it anymore.”

When I open my arms to take in the beauty of everything around me, JR gives me a strange look. Not a griping one, or a mask of indifference, or even the reluctant smile he sometimes deigns to bestow upon me. This one I can’t read at all.

“What?” I demand.

Before he can answer, though, the sounds of a guitar strum to life on the other side of the bonfire and a voice—a voice like an angel if the person it belongs to is to be believed—begins to sing. If the bonfire cast JR into light and shadow, it bathes Ryan Desmond in such a glow that he’s his own little supernova. Truly. His blond hair glints in the firelight and he beams out this… this sparkling smile at everyone around him.

It’s kind of annoying how good-looking he is.

Huffing out an irritated breath, I pull JR by the arm away from the bonfire. “Come on,” I tell him. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

His shoulders sag. “Wow… that’s exactly what I want to do right now,” he grumbles. “When I woke up this morning, I thought, God I hope Emma has someone she wants to force me to talk to tonight!”

I walk backward to face him so he can see just how much I mean this. “Wait and see,” I insist. “You’re going to want to be friends with her once you meet her.”

A toss of his hair meets this assurance. “I don’t need any more friends.”

I elbow him in response. “Don’t be a dolt,” I reply. “The more friends the merrier.” Then I grab his arm again. “Now let’s make s’mores.”

JR and I have always had different s’mores tactics. He meticulously toasts his marshmallow to a golden brown. It’s the ideal—the ultimate achievement in marshmallow toasting every time. I, on the other, have burnt so many marshmallows over the years when I’ve stopped paying attention to what I’m doing that I actually like them charred now. So I make this one catch fire on purpose and then blow it out. He eats his so quickly it’s as if he thinks someone’s going to take it away from him, whereas I close my eyes and savor the hard graham cracker, the sweet, warm chocolate, and the char-encrusted gooeyness of the marshmallow.

The deliciousness of it all is almost too much. I sink back into the sand and sigh.

“If you didn’t have marshmallow on your chin, I’d have no idea if that’s a happy sigh or a sad one,” says a voice overhead. “But you’re clearly blissed out on s’mores.”

I open my eyes to find a tall girl standing over me, her uniform bow tie in her hand and the sleeves of her shirt rolled up. The fire makes her blond hair look like spun gold, though the scowl on her face looks anything but. I grin up at her.

“Linda, you look tired,” I say, holding out a hand to her. “Come lie down and look at the stars with me.”

Linda doesn’t lie down but she does take my hand and plunks onto the grass next to me. She sits in silence for a moment or two before she says, “So are you going to introduce to me to JR or am I supposed to pretend he’s not here all night?”

This makes me sit upright again. After all my talking this introduction up to both of them, I forgot to actually introduce them.

“Oh… of course!” I say. “Linda, this is JR. JR, Linda.”

He stiffens on the other side of me. “My name’s not really JR.”

The coolest of once-overs meets this statement from Linda. “Well, that’s what she calls you,” she tells him. “So that’s the name I know you by.”

I watch as they glance at each other with mutually unimpressed expressions on their faces and something inside me—some part of all my hopes for this night and for them becoming friends—flattens out just a little.

“Emma’s told me a lot about you,” Linda says in a dubious voice, even though I didn’t say anything that bad about him.

With a look of indifference to beat all of his looks of indifference, JR tucks his hair behind his ear. “That’s weird. She’s never said a word about you,” he replies. My jaw drops at how rude he’s being—even for JR. Then I elbow him again.

JR pulls away from me. “That’s the fourth time today that you’ve resorted to violence,” he grumbles. “And I’ve only been here a few hours.”

“Maybe you bring out the worst in her,” Linda remarks.

“Maybe she brings out the worst in me,” he argues.

I slump back onto the sand. This really isn’t going the way I’d hoped. I guess I’d been hoping for too much? Or too soon? Or maybe there was no way this was going to go the way I’d imagined it would.

“Stop being a grump, JR.” My voice sounds a little too pleading, even to me.

“Sure,” he agrees. “As soon as you stop being a perky princess.”

Linda’s eyes light up with laughter. “Okay, I like him,” Linda says to me. “I was on the fence till the perky princess thing, but now I’m sold.”

I glance from one of them to the other—at Linda’s smirk and JR’s frown.

With a small sniff, I say, “I’m not sure I want you two to be friends anymore.”

“Too late,” Linda replies. “Now you’re stuck with us.”

“Besides, you can never have too many friends,” JR echoes my words from earlier.

Linda nudges me with her foot. “And I got to be friends with you when I didn’t think I would.”

I stop breathing for a second. Then I sit up again so I can look directly at her and see if she was kidding. She doesn’t look as if she was kidding.

“You didn’t?”

But Linda leans into me. “No, I didn’t,” she admits. “But you’re always so positive and I’m… not.” She smiles. “Plus, who’s going to come to my swim meets and cheer me on if you don’t?”

I sigh. “Not Ryan.”

“Or my dad,” she agrees. “I rely on you to scream out my name.”

“She can be pretty loud,” JR interjects. When Linda smirks at him, he almost physically shrinks away. “Just don’t get any ideas about me coming to swim meets, ’cause organized sports are not my thing.”

Linda laughs as she leans into me more.

My eyes stray from him to her and then back again. A huge grin breaks out over my face. I’m smiling so hard that my cheeks hurt a little. “This is exactly how I’d hoped the night would go!”

This time JR sighs. Dramatically. “There’s no way to dampen her spirits when she gets like this,” he tells Linda.

My smile fades a little at his words. “Not that you’d ever want to?” I ask hopefully.

JR has that same unreadable expression on his face from before. “Not that I’d ever want to.”

For a second or two, neither of us looks away. Then his eyes drop to the ground.

I squint my eyes at him, trying to figure him out.

“Hey, what’d I miss?” Linda’s brother Ryan—having stopped his fireside singing—plops himself and his guitar down next to JR.

“I got off work, Emma’s still got marshmallow on her chin, and the legendary JR turns out not to be as unbearable as I thought he’d be,” Linda informs him.

Ryan ignores almost all of that and leans over JR. Right toward me. “Here, lemme see,” he says. With the swipe of a single finger, he gets the marshmallow off my chin. My cheeks burn, but Ryan doesn’t seem to notice as he licks the marshmallow off his finger and smiles at me. It’s that smile—all his general pleasantness—that makes parents love him. At least mine do.

Ryan sits back down with the same smile and holds out his hand. “Hey, JR. I’m Ryan, by the way.”

But JR’s not looking at Ryan at all. He’s still got his eyes on me, one brow raised.

“JR?” Ryan says.

Startled, JR turns to him. “Yeah, what?”

With a jovial little bounce of his shoulders, Ryan laughs. “Handshake?”

With a small shrug, JR says, “Okay. Whatever,” before he shakes Ryan’s hand.

“Great!” Ryan says cheerfully. “Nice to finally meet you.”

“Um… you too?” JR says, decidedly less cheerfully.

There’s a crease between his eyebrows now, and I know why. It’s only his first night here and I’ve sprung too many people on him. For better and very often for worse, we always hang out just the two of us in summer. I just changed all the rules without even warning him about it. A little knot of worry forms in my stomach, but I have no idea how to make this better.

So I ask the first lame question that pops into my head. “So… um… what’s our plan for tonight?”

No one says anything for a painfully long moment or two, so I just keep talking. “Does anyone want to go canoeing? Because that might be fun and…”

Linda’s whole face lights up. “Wait, can we do that? I thought the canoes were only for daytime.”

Okay, progress! I can work with this. “It’s not like they’re under lock and key,” I tell her. “No one will notice if we take a couple out.” Then I look at JR sideways. “And it’s not like we haven’t snuck one out before, right?”

This makes his shoulders droop. Dramatically. “Yeah, but you only like it because I do all the work.”

With my shoulder, I nudge him again. “I like doing it because it’s beautiful out on the lake when the stars are out.” I pause for dramatic effect, just because I can. “And also because you do all the work.”

“So, we’re going canoeing?” Ryan says. He’s on his feet already, like an eager puppy, bouncing up and down on his toes.

Relief washes over me like the cold lake water on a hot summer day. I smile at all three of them. “We’re going canoeing.”

Once we get to the canoes, though, I look around at the three of them. JR, who I spend every moment of every summer with. Linda, who I’ve spent every moment this past winter and spring with. And Ryan, who’s… very excited about canoeing. The question is, who’s going in which boat? I almost want to pick Ryan just so that I don’t have to choose between Linda and JR.

Then JR sidles up to me. “You ready?”

“Oh… yeah, definitely.”

My surprise must be visible on my face because he shakes his head at me.

“Then let’s do this.” He gestures to the canoe.

“Guess I’m stuck with you, then,” Linda tells Ryan. “Try not to do anything to make me want to dump you out of the canoe.”

He rushes to assure her that he won’t as I climb into our canoe and lie down diagonally across it as I always do, dangling one foot over the lowest part of the side into the cool water. JR lumbers in after me. He’s not a big person, but he still manages to rock the canoe as he sits down and picks up the oars.

“Wait… you don’t help him row at all?” Linda says. Then she turns to JR. “I can’t believe you just let her lie there.”

JR slots the oars in place but doesn’t respond. When we were younger, we use to fight about this all the time but I always won. I don’t even think he’s ever really cared if I help row or not. JR just likes to argue.

“I’m calling front of the boat like Emma!” Ryan says as he jumps onto the other canoe. “You can row me around like JR does.”

This earns a glare from Linda. “You know I worked all day, right?” she demands. “And that you did absolutely nothing while I was working?”

An argument starts up between them. I close my eyes and attempt to stop listening.

JR pushes off with his oars. We cut through the water, gentle waves lapping at the side of the canoe and splashing up my leg. Linda and Ryan pull up beside us, Linda still grumbling that she got stuck rowing.

But then quiet falls at last. The stars twinkle in the evening sky and it’s so beautiful that it almost hurts to look at. It’s so beautiful that it’s impossible not to want to paint it. And I will. Tonight. Then someday soon I’ll stay up all night and paint watercolor after watercolor of the sky as it changes from dusk to dawn.

It sounds like heaven, actually.

“You good?” JR’s voice is just above a whisper.

I nod. “You?”

He doesn’t say a word, but since he’d be hurling complaints at me if he was not, in fact, good, I smile.

Just as quiet begins to fall again, Ryan strums at his guitar. His strong, clear baritone rises above the water—he really does have a beautiful voice—as he sings an old Simon & Garfunkel song they play in the breakfast room at the hotel sometimes.

“ ‘Kathy,’ I said as we boarded a Greyhound in Pittsburgh

‘Michigan seems like a dream to me now.’ ”

We’re in Michigan, or at least a tiny sliver of it, and it does seem like a dream right now. I close my eyes again, listening to the sound of his voice as the cool night air blows my hair over my face. And I wonder, for the first time ever in my life, if there can be anything better than this—a group of friends, or hopefully soon-to-be-friends, out together under the stars.

I’m inclined to think that there isn’t.






CHAPTER 6 Lexi (Now)


By the time I get to the ferry terminal I’ve been in the car for so many hours that my legs ache. The GPS on my phone said it would take six and half hours to get here. Instead it took a little over nine. Nine whole hours.

Part of that was my own fault, of course. If I hadn’t downed a huge iced coffee and most of my bottle of water, I wouldn’t have had to go to the bathroom so many times. I’m now an expert on where to find public restrooms over approximately four hundred miles of Michigan.

I wish I was joking about this.

But I’m finally here, even though I almost turned around countless times.

My biggest moment of panic was at a gas station in Benton Harbor, Michigan, when my dad called to check in while I was fueling up. Not because he hassled me at all. But because every word out of my mouth was a lie.

All I kept thinking about was that when he finds out where I’m really going this week, it’s not going to be pretty. My mind listed all the what-ifs: What if the credit card company calls him because the charge at the hotel is too big? I only put a deposit down. What if there isn’t even enough on the card for more than a night or two?

It’s not too late to go home, I reminded myself. I can tell him I got homesick. That I realized I really didn’t want to do this by myself. Maybe I could even ask to see his spreadsheet of potential majors and colleges and actually do something about my future. Anything would be better than just waiting for him to find out where I was and what I was doing.

But Mom’s chest, sitting in the passenger seat next to me, gave me the courage to press on. Now I’m here, though, and I can’t move.

I know that I can’t bring the car with me onto the island; leaving it behind still causes another pang of guilt to hit me hard in the chest. But even more than that, leaving Chloe’s shitty old car, as she calls it, here in this parking lot means moving forward entirely on my own.

I take the keys out of the ignition but that’s the only movement I make for a few minutes. Then I check my phone. I already missed the previous ferry. If I don’t catch this one, I’ll be late for my reservation at the hotel, too.

It’s now or never.

This might be your only chance to find out more about her. Chloe’s words echo in my brain.

I’m letting Dad down if I step on that ferry. I’m letting Mom down if I don’t.

I’ve had years and years to disappoint Dad. Hopefully, I’ll have lots more to come.

I have to do this for Mom. Shouldering the bag with Mom’s mosaic chest in it, I step out of the car and into the late afternoon heat and humidity. Lists begin to form in my head of things I need to do right now. Get my suitcase? Check. Get my ticket ready on my phone? Check. Look at my hotel reservation and the cost of all of this one last time? Unfortunately, that’s a check, too.

My feet take me, slowly at first, to the terminal entrance and then to the dock. As I see the ferry waiting there… as I see the people lined up to get on… a sudden excitement takes over me. An actual smile spreads across my face.

Because this. This is what I wanted. This must be a place Mom had been over and over again when she came here on vacation. And it’s just the beginning. Soon I’ll be able to walk where she walked, eat at places she might have eaten at. I’ll be able to see all the places she wrote about and painted.

I hold my phone up so the ticket guy can scan it and then I walk over the gangplank and onto the boat. Within minutes, the horn blows. We’re leaving. I stand at the railing of the ferry, looking out over the water. I can’t see the island yet, but I’ll be able to soon. So soon that it makes my palms sweat.

I’m almost there.

A giant plume of water shoots out behind us as the ferry races to Mackinac Island. Holding the bag with Mom’s chest in it tighter, I move away from the water’s spray. The closer I get to the front of the boat, the sooner I’ll see the island anyway.

It doesn’t take long. In the distance lies Mackinac, wooded and hilly with a pastel seashell of a town sitting on the edge of it like the lake washed it up or something. Flanking the town stand two huge hotels. The white wedding cake of the Grand Hotel on one side and the sky blue turrets of the Palais du Lac Hotel on the other. A bark of laughter escapes from me. Because I did it. I’m almost there. Even if Dad catches me tomorrow, I’ll still have had this moment.

Though I really hope he doesn’t catch me tomorrow.

I lean over the railing, trying to get a closer look as we pull into the dock, but everything erupts into chaos. People bustling around with their bags. Bikes everywhere. Workers on the dock tightening ropes and making sure we’re secure before the lines of people waiting to pour off the boat can disembark.

It takes about ten minutes to walk back over the gangplank again. When I do, it’s like walking into another world. A real horse-drawn carriage rumbles by. People cruise past me on bikes. One couple is even riding a bicycle built for two. I’ve only seen those in movies before. I didn’t know they were a real thing.

“Oh my God,” I breathe.

It’s like the ferry dropped me off onto Main Street, USA, at Disney World. The buildings are painted in a blend of whites and pastels with pretty facades and old-fashioned awnings. Honestly, if Mickey Mouse or Cinderella suddenly rounded a corner, it would not surprise me at all.

But instead of fictional characters, there are real people everywhere. Tourists walk and bike around the town, people work in the little shops. There are even a few guys around my age who joke with each other as they sweep up horse manure behind one of the carriages. Every single person I can see looks happy. Up to and including the horse manure guys.

I didn’t know places like this really exist.

I can’t believe my mother used to come here.

Someone calls out, “Carriage for Palais du Lac!” and I turn to find a fancy, enclosed carriage with the hotel’s name emblazoned on it. It takes me a second to realize that this is my ride to the hotel. That I, Lexi Carter, will be traveling by horse and buggy.

The carriage takes me and two other guests up a tree-lined road. It’s pretty, but it looks like almost any other tree-lined road. A tiny tendril of disappointment curls inside me that everything’s not perfect and different here. That is until the trees give way and the hotel comes into view. As we pass through the gate, I look out the window to take in my home for the next few nights.

It’s huge. I knew that from the pictures online, but am still not prepared for just how enormous the place is. It sits on the top of a small incline with a lawn leading up to it, all towering turrets, cobwebby balconies, and dramatic gables. The blue of the siding is set off by the white woodwork and even bright touches of spring green paint.

This is where my mother used to come. A weird fluttering feeling jumps up in my stomach. I can’t believe that I’m really here. The carriage driver opens the door and I wait to let the couple who’ve been riding with me get out first. As soon as I step out, I stare up at the front of the hotel as it looms over me. Even the tallest building back home doesn’t faze me anymore, but this… this isn’t anything like a skyscraper or a tall apartment building. It’s wide and old and gleaming in the afternoon sunshine. It’s beautiful.

Tears form in my eyes just as a girl in a hotel uniform comes up and offers to take my bag for me. I swipe at my eyes as I glance down at the little suitcase I’ve had since I was seven. It’s almost embarrassing to hand it over. Like I’m showing her, at least, that someone like me… with a bag like this… doesn’t really belong here. But she stands there waiting for me to answer, so I hand over the suitcase and my name, keeping my backpack and the smaller bag holding the mosaic chest. Sweat drips down my back and into my bra strap. I blow a strand of hair out of my eyes. Even after driving to the ferry, worrying the entire time that the car would break down, I’m not sure I’ve ever wanted to get in a car and drive away as much as I do right in this moment.

Shouldering my backpack, I look up at the hotel again.

From up close, it’s harder to tell just how large a scale it’s been built on. As far as the eye can see, there’s a long, wide verandah with rocking chairs on it. Walking up the stairs, I turn to see the view. The lawn stretches out before me, with a pool and tennis courts flanking it. Beyond that is a stand of trees… not quite big enough to be a forest or anything, but still enough to make up something more than an odd tree planted here and there. Besides, these are big trees. They look like they’ve been here for a while.

Then, between the trees, the lake shimmers in the afternoon sunshine. It’s so pretty that it makes my chest ache at little at just how perfect it is. This is somewhere my mother loved. A place where she used to come, seemingly lots of time if the different sets of her handwriting are to be believed.

I have no idea how Mom could have afforded to stay here. Or even her parents. My dad and I have always had enough to get by on, but it’s not like we’ve ever been swimming in cash. As it is, I’m basically going to have to hand over every penny I make for the next two years to my dad to pay for all of this. Yet she came here on vacations. She promised her mystery friend that she’d be waiting for him here, at their palace by the lake. I hug the bag holding the mosaic box to my chest, and think about what she wrote on that postcard. Her days here were the best of her life. She never thought anything would come between her and her friend. She wanted to see this person again, even if just in her memories.

It feels almost like something I’d write to her. That last part does, anyway. Yet she wrote them to someone in her life who was clearly important to her. Maybe I’ll even find out who. And who her other friends were… the people who filled her life so much that she thought nothing could be any better. Mom had this whole life that’s going to open up for me now. I’m going to drink it in and enjoy every minute I’m here and try to find out even more.

But first I have to check in.

I push through the French doors into the lobby and look up and down and… everywhere. It’s so wide and tall, so cavernous in its dimensions, that it’s almost like walking into a cathedral. Except this particular cathedral has soft white sofas and chairs, and pastel yellow walls that glow in the sunlight. Some kind of flowering tree stands in pots around the room, their scent permeating everything around me. I close my eyes and breathe in deep, wondering if there were trees like this in the lobby when Mom stayed here, and trying to memorize the smell for later.

When I open my eyes again, the whole lobby bustles with people. Hotel employees, guests… everyone’s moving and talking and eating and drinking. The whole place throbs with excitement. Or maybe that’s just me? My pulse seems like it’s pounding through the veins in my wrists, my neck, which can’t be a good thing.

A kind of desperation settles my brain. I have to stay here long enough to find out more about Mom. I’ve lied to my dad and Abby so many times. I spent their money without telling them. I snuck around… I’m still sneaking around… doing things I know would make Dad furious and Abby disappointed in me. And the only reason I’ve done it is to feel closer to someone I barely remember, when all I know is that she’s stayed here. That’s all I have. And I don’t know if that will be enough.

Will I feel her presence here? For some reason, I had this vision of walking up to the hotel and having her aura… a kind of ghost of her time here… wash over me. It hasn’t happened yet, but maybe it still will. Maybe all the stuff in the mosaic box will make more sense now that I’m here. Maybe I’ll feel her in a way I never have before.

God, I hope so. Because right now, I’m back to A Chorus Line, only this time I really do feel nothing. I’m just one of about a hundred people moving around a crowded space.

My palms sweat so much that they stick to the straps of my backpack as I hold on to them. I really need to check in and get my key. I’ll feel better… I’ll cool down and have a fresh perspective on all of this… when I get to my room.
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