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For Shaine and Oliver, I love you more than all the stars in the sky
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CHAPTER ONE


Summer.”


“Bird.”


“Blue.”


Lea’s face lights up like every star in the sky just turned on at once. “I love it.”


Mom looks over her shoulder, the arch in her brow a mix of curiosity and amusement. She’s heard us play this game a thousand times, but she still doesn’t fully understand it.


I don’t blame her. Most people think Lea and I are two of the weirdest people in the universe when we’re writing songs.


“What does a bird have to do with summer or blue?” Mom asks.


Lea and I speak at the exact same time, our voices colliding against each other’s like cymbals.


“It doesn’t have to make sense.”


“You’re interrupting our vibe.”


Mom laughs. Her eyes meet mine in the rearview mirror. “I think ‘black’ would’ve given you more options. Shama thrush are beautiful songbirds, you know.”


I glance at Lea and make a face. “What is she talking about?” I whisper.


“No idea,” Lea whispers back. “I think she’s just making up words.”


Mom lets out a mock groan. “Fine. I’ll just sit here quietly, the unpaid taxi driver whose daughters won’t talk to her.”


I laugh. Lea leans forward and plants a kiss on Mom’s freckled cheek, their faces blending together like a blur of bronze skin and curls the color of burnt coffee.


My hair isn’t wild like theirs—it’s long and straight, probably because I’m not wild at all. They’re the ones who go on all the roller coasters, sing in public, and dance to every song on the radio.


I’m more of a sideline kind of girl. I live vicariously through them.


Mom tilts her head back and purses her lips. “What about you, Rumi? Got a kiss for your mom?”


“I’m good,” I say, rolling my eyes as Lea settles back next to me. It’s not that I don’t love my mother, but I’m not really the affectionate type. I’d blame it on the fact that I’m going to be a senior this fall, but Lea is going to be a sophomore and she still hasn’t outgrown Mom’s hugs.


Maybe it’s because Lea is a way nicer person than I am. It makes sense—she’s a giggler. And people who giggle are either incredibly annoying or so over-the-top nice you feel obligated to forgive them for it.


There’s nobody in the world who would call Lea annoying. Not even me, and I’m usually annoyed by most things with faces.


Mom lets out a gentle sigh. “I’ll try not to take it personally.”


You know how some people have resting bitch face? I have relaxed jerk voice. Lea insists this is a real thing. She says I always sound like I’m barking instead of talking. So to compensate, I use the sandwich method.


A compliment, followed by my real thoughts, followed by a compliment. It was Lea’s idea I sarcastically agreed to go along with, but for some reason it’s kind of stuck.


“Your hair smells like flowers. Kissing makes me feel like you’re violating my personal space. I like your lip gloss.”


Lea coughs her laughter into the back of her hand. Mom looks at me with half-hearted disapproval.


There’s a journal sitting in the space between Lea and me. It’s sky blue and covered in tiny white stars, with an R and an L drawn on the cover in black Sharpie.


I pick it up, splitting the book open with my thumb, and flip through pages and pages of lyrics Lea and I have been working on all year. They were all inspired by three words, too. It’s our game—to think of the first three things that come to us and write a song about them.


Some of them are funny. “Love String Macaroni.” “House Ghost Marshmallow.”


Some of them are dark. “Earth Blood Iron.” “Lost Wings Ice.”


But they are all us—Lea and me—and that counts for a lot.


I write “Summer Bird Blue” on a new page and tap the end of my pen against the lined paper.


Lea sniffs beside me. She pats her hand against her thigh, a beat that reminds me of a song we once wrote about a boy who still doesn’t know she exists. “Every summer I remember what it’s like,” she starts to sing.


I close my eyes. “To feel the warmth against my skin.”


“You know just how to take the sun away,” she continues.


“And it’s winter when I look at you again.” I peel my eyes open and find Lea smiling at me.


Something rushes through my body, as if my blood has been replaced with starlight. I feel like magic, and wonder, and pure happiness. And when I look at Lea, my fifteen-year-old sister who glows and shimmers and is everything good that I’m not, I know she feels the same way.


Music is what makes up the single soul we share. I don’t think I’ll ever find another person in the entire world who understands me the way Lea does. We’re the only two people in the universe who speak our language.


Lea throws me a thumbs-up. “I like it.”


“I can’t wait to get back to my piano,” I say.


Mom slows the car down. Another red light. She looks up at us in the mirror. “But where’s the blue bird? I thought you were singing about a blue bird?”


We talk over each other again, like sisters with the same thought but different words.


“God, Mom, let it die.”


“You don’t get us at all.”


And then the three of us are laughing, and pretty soon it’s just one loud sound that harmonizes together. Mom, Lea, and me. The song of our family.


The light turns green up ahead, and Mom pulls away, still smiling.


It’s hard to explain what I see next. Nothing at first, and then something so dark and big that it shields all the light from the window. But I do hear the sounds.


A crash, like every chime and timpani and gong colliding all at once.


Shattering glass, like stars exploding into dust.


A crunch, like bone and stone and metal and so many awful things moving in directions they shouldn’t be.


A breath.


A word.


And then complete and utter silence.
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CHAPTER TWO


I’m cradling my arm in a cast when the doctor tells us Lea is dead. Mom’s in a chair next to me, her fingers digging into the hospital bed, her eyes dull like all the light has gone out of them.


I try to say so many words. It’s not true. You’re wrong. She’s alive. You don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re lying. I don’t believe you.


But I can’t say anything. The words for what I’m feeling don’t exist.


*  *  *


I’m in bed when Aunty Ani knocks on my door to say we’re going to be late for Lea’s funeral.


I roll onto my side and wait for her to leave. Funerals are for saying good-bye.


I’m not ready to say good-bye. I’m ready to wake up from this horrible bad dream.


*  *  *


I’m looking into my mother’s eyes for the first time in days when I tell her about Lea’s final word.


Rumi.


My name, right before she died.


I ask Mom if it means anything—if she thinks Lea knew how much I loved her.


“I loved her too,” Mom says, and her words fly toward me like I’m under attack. I’m arguing with her before I can stop myself, yelling about how I loved Lea more and that Mom never loved me enough. I don’t know why I say it, or when loving Lea became a competition. Maybe I was just looking for reassurance. Maybe I needed my mother to comfort me because my sister is gone and the world feels empty and cold and hard.


Mom doesn’t defend herself, or correct me, or tell me how horrible I’m being. She leaves the room.


She leaves me.


*  *  *


I’m sitting in Lea’s bed when I hear Aunty Ani yelling at Mom over the phone.


“You need to come home,” she shouts. “You still have a daughter, you know.”


*  *  *


I’m lying on the bathroom floor the first time I realize I’m really, truly alone. Mom hasn’t spoken in weeks. Lea is in a hole six feet under the ground. And Aunty Ani still feels like a stranger.


It’s just me.


*  *  *


I’m hunched over a toilet, the sick heaving from my throat, when I realize I haven’t cried yet.


I don’t know what I’m supposed to feel in order to cry. All I know is that there’s a giant key lodged in my stomach, and it’s turning and twisting and tightening, making it hard to breathe.


The only way to make it stop is to throw up, and even then it’s just temporary.


*  *  *


I’m sitting at the kitchen table eating toast when Aunty Ani sits down next to me. She wants me to come and stay with her for a while. She says it’s because Mom needs time to grieve on her own. She says it’s only for the summer, but I don’t think a few months is enough time to heal the emptiness Mom has become.


She’s a shell. A ghost. I think her soul climbed into the coffin with Lea.


I wish mine had done the same. Because at least then I wouldn’t feel so left behind.


*  *  *


I’m sitting on a plane when I realize I haven’t seen Lea’s guitar in a month. I’m worried Mom hid it, or worse, got rid of it. I’m mad at myself for not checking before I left. I’m angry at Aunty Ani for making me leave my home to fly halfway across the Pacific Ocean. I’m even angrier at Mom for forgetting to keep at least half of her soul for me. And I’m furious the people who cleaned up the accident never found our journal.


I feel like I hate everyone. Every single person left in this entire awful world.


But at least I finally feel something.


*  *  *


And I’m somewhere above the clouds, curled up in the window seat trying to find Lea in my own reflection, when I remember I once promised Lea three wishes—three wishes to make up for trying to ruin Christmas once, when we were kids. And I remember that I still owe Lea one last wish.


The wish I promised her and still failed to give her, because I was too stubborn and selfish to listen.


And I know I have to make it up to her. Because Lea deserves her third wish—she deserves a sister who would’ve kept her promise.


It doesn’t take me long to think of what Lea would ask for. Because I know Lea just as well as she knew me.


She’d want me to finish “Summer Bird Blue.”


And somehow, even though I feel lost and alone and so unbelievably angry, I know I need to find my way back to the music—to find the words to bring our song to life—so that I can make up for all the ways I failed her.


A wish is a wish, after all.





Summer
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CHAPTER THREE


It’s dark when the plane lands at Honolulu International Airport. By the time Aunty Ani and I get our suitcases off the carousel, all the shops and restaurants are closed.


Aunty Ani offers to take my bags, but I shake my head and pull the straps of my backpack so it tightens against me. I don’t know why I’m so protective about a worn-out bag, but I guess in some ways it feels like the only armor I have. And with Aunty Ani looking at me like she feels unbelievably sorry for me, I need it.


We step through the doors and walk down an outdoor walkway. The air is warm and a little sticky, and I can tell already that two-thirds of the clothes I packed aren’t going to be any good for this kind of weather. Sunshine in Washington is a lot like the people in my life—great when they’re there, but also completely fickle and unreliable.


I don’t have the greatest track record for people sticking around. I used to think Lea and Mom were my only examples of real stability, but—well, I’m in Hawaii with an aunt I rarely see and about ten thousand holes in my heart.


“You feeling okay?” Aunty Ani eventually asks, maybe because she feels like she’s supposed to. She’s wearing jean shorts and a red sleeveless top that hugs her curves. I always thought Mom had the darkest skin of our family, but maybe that’s because Aunty Ani was never around to compare her to. She looks like someone who’s spent her lifetime under the sun.


I listen to the rolling wheels of my suitcase and try to think of something to say that has nothing to do with feelings. “This airport smells like flowers.”


“Could be the pikake,” she replies with a hurried, hopeful voice. “Or maybe you smell gardenia.” She makes it sound like a question—like there’s room for me to keep talking about the flowers or the airport or whatever I want just as long as I keep talking about something.


But I don’t say anything else. I don’t really care about flowers, and I’m not good at pretending I care about things when I don’t.


Lea was good at that. She was smiley and kind and she’d encourage people to talk for as long as they wanted if it’s what made them happy.


I’m the easily irritated one she’d sometimes pinch behind the arm because she was always trying to remind me to stop scowling.


Aunty Ani opens the trunk of her car, and I tuck my suitcase and backpack away. She shifts them around so hers can fit too, and when she shuts the door, I feel vulnerable.


“You probably hungry, yeah?” She climbs into the driver’s seat and starts the engine.


I climb in the passenger’s side. A string of white shells hangs from the rearview mirror with a handful of tiny characters dangling from the end. A black cat. A turtle. A Totoro.


I clear my throat. “I’m fine. I ate on the plane.”


“Oh, but airplane food junk.” She looks at me and smiles, showing off the slight gap between her front teeth. “I know one place still stay open. They have ono kine fish tacos. You like try?”


“No, thanks. I’m not hungry,” I say, planting my chin on my fist and staring out the window.


Aunty Ani lives in Kailua, and she tells me it’s a little bit of a drive to get to the east side of the island. I pay a little attention to the street names at the start, but they’re hard for me to pronounce, and by the time we get onto the freeway, I lose interest in everything but the curve of my nose in my reflection, which reminds me of my sister.


It’s good that it’s so dark. I can imagine her face better in the dark, because in the daylight we were related but far from similar. I used to like our differences. Now I wish there weren’t so many of them.


We turn off on a road called Mokapu Boulevard, and then we’re turning left and right and left and right and I feel like we’re in a maze I’ll never be able to find my way out of. Eventually she makes a turn down a steep hill that curves into a small cul-de-sac, where three houses sit in an almost-triangle at the bottom.


They look gray in the darkness, and the only one with the porch lights still on is the one in the middle. There’s an open garage on the left side held up by white wooden stilts, and the house is surrounded by a chain-link fence, bushes, and trees too dark to make out, with white steps leading up to the front door.


Aunty Ani pulls the car onto the driveway and turns off the engine. She tilts her head and gives me another encouraging smile. It doesn’t work because she’s not Lea. With a sigh, she says, “I’ll leave the door unlocked. Come inside when you’re ready, okay?”


She thinks I’m weak or breakable or tender-hearted. I’ve never had anyone look at me that way before—I’ve always been the strong one. The tough one. The one with the dead sister who still hasn’t cried. What does Aunty Ani see that I don’t?


She goes inside the house, and I sit in the car for what feels like an hour.


My first time visiting my aunt in Hawaii shouldn’t have been alone. Lea should have been here. Mom should have been here. I feel like they both left me behind. Or rather, they both forced me ahead.


I don’t want to do this by myself.


I’m not ready for Hawaii.


Something inside my gut aches, like there’s iron in there being knotted over and over again. It makes my skin hurt. My face hurt. My throat hurt.


I scream, just to get it all out. I scream and scream and scream.


And then my eyes are shut tight and I feel like I have no control over myself anymore, but I can still hear myself screaming from somewhere miles and miles away.


When I finally take a breath, I open my eyes and see two lights—one from the house on the left and one from the house on the right.


When I look up at the windows, I see two men staring down at me. The one on the left is young—maybe my age—and he’s wearing a tank top with both his arms planted on the windowsill. He’s lean, with dark spiky hair and a deep tan. In the other window is an old man with gray hair combed back like he belongs in a Gene Kelly movie and big heavy bags under his eyes that pull his face down. They both watch me, not like they’ve seen a girl screaming, but like they’ve seen something that simply needs to be seen.


My gaze shifts from one to the other and back again, like my eyes are the ticktock of a clock, and I’m watching them like they’re the ones who have the problem, not me.


I hate the way they’re staring at me even more than I hate the way Aunty Ani stares at me. Because they don’t seem to care if I’m strong or weak, broken or whole. They just seem interested, and somehow that feels much, much worse.


And just like that, I build a mental wall, one hundred bricks at a time, like I’m creating armor out of my own frustration.


When I feel nothing again, I get out of the car and go inside.
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CHAPTER FOUR


I wake up to what feels like an actual earthquake, and when I roll over and open my eyes, I see Aunty Ani shaking the mattress with her foot.


She’s holding a basket of laundry with both hands, and there’s a sheen of sweat across her forehead, like she’s been running around the house all morning. “You ready fo’ get up?” I can’t tell if she’s trying to smile or catch her breath, and then I wonder if it’s the chores that are making her sweat or the anxiety of—well, me.


Because I’m no longer Rumi Seto, the girl who believed she’d conquer the world armed with a piano and her best friend at her side. I’ve turned into someone else—someone unstable. I’ve run out of reasons to wake up every morning. I’ve become a corrupted version of myself—a version everyone seems to think is on the brink of self-destruction.


So, knowing all that, why is Aunty Ani trying to get me out of bed so early?


I roll back the other way and pull the sheet up to my neck. “My sister is dead. My mom abandoned me. I’m allowed to sleep in if I want to.”


“I don’t think—” she starts, but something changes her mind. Maybe she thinks it’s too early to argue with me. “It’s three o’clock,” she says, except she pronounces it “tree,” and now I remember where I am.


I press my fingertips against my eyelids and try to imagine a time when I didn’t feel like I ran face-first into a wall of concrete. Aunty Ani moves to my window and pulls the blinds open before cracking the window a few inches. The warm afternoon breeze spills through the room, making everything smell like outside. Like flowers and fruit trees and freshly turned soil. It’s strange and foreign, and it makes me think of where Lea is buried, and that makes me sick.


No matter how much dirt and rock and earth there is for me to dig up, I’ll never be able to reach her. Not really. Because we don’t exist in the same world anymore. I don’t know how to hang on to someone who doesn’t exist in the same world as me. I’m not sure I understand what any of it means.


Aunty Ani looks into the laundry basket, probably realizing she’s completely unequipped to deal with someone like me. Maybe she thought being family would be enough, but family doesn’t mean the same thing to me as it did a month ago.


“I go make you something fo’ eat,” she says at last, hurrying back out of the room before I can object.


I try to go back to sleep, but then it’s too warm and I can smell the aroma of food sifting through the hallway like a scented lure. I’m sticky and hungry, and by three thirty it makes sense to get out of bed.


I find Aunty Ani in the kitchen, stirring something in a pot and adjusting the fire until the flame is barely visible.


She brings her eyes to me briefly and smiles like she’s holding back. “You like eat some saimin?”


I let myself fall into a chair, pressing my hand against my cheek to hold up the weight of me I can’t seem to shake. “For breakfast?” I grimace.


“Oh, you have to wake up breakfast time if you like fo’ eat breakfast.” Aunty Ani gives me a gentle smile and scoops a huge portion of noodles into a bowl and places it on the table. Half a hard-boiled egg and a few slices of bright pink and white fishcake float in the broth.


The food triggers a memory. It tugs my chest like something heavy and metal is pulling at my sternum. A queasiness rolls around my stomach, and I clench my fingers as tight as I can to try to steady myself, my fingers cutting crescent moons in my palms.


It happens a lot these days—the aggressive force of memories coming back to me—and I don’t know how to stop them. I wish I could, because my memories no longer feel like nostalgia. They’re either dreams or nightmares, and—if I’m being honest—most of them feel more like the latter.


But when a memory clicks into my brain like a gear being forced, I have no control over it. The scene just plays out, taking control of my consciousness, forcing me to remember things that are painful and beautiful and horrible all at once.


A memory


The pan sizzles, and a dollop of butter turns from pale yellow to a rich gold so quickly Lea jumps away from the stove, scared she might get burned.


“That’s way too much butter,” I say from the table. I do that a lot—comment from the background, the way people do when they’re watching one of those singing talent shows from their couch. “Not the best song choice,” “He’s so pitchy,” “What is with those dancers?” Lea hates it—no, scratch that, everyone hates it. But I can’t help myself. I’m a commentator.


Lea points the spatula at me. “Stop backseat-driving my breakfast.”


I shrug. “Fine, but I’ll make my own eggs.”


She rolls her eyes and pours the bowl of gooey egg and milk into the pan. “One day you’re going to miss my cooking.”


I snort, turning back to my notebook. The top line says “Flicker Stairs Statue.” With a heavy sigh, I say, “I think we made this one too hard. I feel like I’m writing a poem for Edgar Allan Poe.”


Lea giggles, stirring the eggs around with the tip of the spatula. She laughs the way Mom does—like they breathe in pixie dust and float on clouds. I don’t laugh like that, and I absolutely do not giggle. “I think it should be a love song,” she says.


“You think everything should be a love song. You’re the only person I know who actually thinks Valentine’s Day is a romantic holiday and not a giant marketing scam.”


She looks at me and shakes her head, like I’m the one who doesn’t know anything about anything. Maybe she’s right, or maybe I simply see the world differently than she does, like I’m looking from the outside in. I’m not the kind of person who falls for cheesy cards and bargain chocolate boxes. I’m not really the kind of person who falls in love with anything, if it isn’t my piano and a blank sheet of music.


Love at our age? Pointless.


I hum a melody off the top of my head, tapping my pen to the beat. Lea hums along too, scratching at the pan with the spatula, before letting her notes fall in perfect harmony to mine. A few minutes later, she scoops the eggs onto two plates and sets them on the table.


“Okay, stove is all yours,” she says.


I stand up just as Mom walks into the kitchen. Her hair is in a neat ponytail, and she’s wearing a red shirt with khaki pants. There’s a white name badge with a Target logo in the corner pinned on the left side of her chest that says “Mamo.”


I take a breath, feeling my heart break a little bit when Lea’s face lights up.


“Mom, I made you break—” she starts.


“I’m so sorry, honey. I’m already running late. Rumi, did you take my keys?” Mom is rummaging through her purse, her breathing rapid.


“They’re on the counter,” I say.


“I thought you were off today,” Lea says, her voice breaking at the end.


Mom forces a grateful smile toward me and swipes her keys from the counter. She tries to smile at Lea too, but her eyes are darting everywhere. “They cut my hours at the bar, so I need the extra shifts. I love you guys. Make sure you lock the door if you go anywhere. Oh, and please remember to turn off the lights before you go to bed. Our electric bill is going to be the death of me.” She blows two kisses into the air like she’s flinging them at us and zooms out the door like she’s on roller skates. We listen to the car engine start and the tires roll away.


Lea’s eyes fall to the floor, and she twists her mouth like she’s trying not to cry.


I tap my fingers against the back of the chair, looking at Lea and thinking about how much I hate seeing her so sad.


I sit back down at the table and pull one of the plates toward me, shoveling scrambled eggs into my mouth and staring off into space like it’s not a big deal at all.


A few seconds later, Lea sits down across from me and picks at the other plate with her fork, both of us chewing in silence.


When our eyes finally meet again, Lea’s smiling warily. “Do you still think there’s too much butter?”


I force myself to swallow. “I like your eyeshadow today. I feel like I’m eating neon-colored mucus. Thanks for cooking.” Sandwich method, tried and tested.


Lea laughs so hard she starts to cough, and I shake my head and keep eating, letting a smile grow on my face too.


“Thanks, Rumi,” she says after she calms down a little.


I nod, letting my fork fall against the edge of the plate. “She’ll remember, you know. Sometime today she’ll remember, and she’s going to feel horrible about it.”


“I don’t want her to feel horrible about it.”


“I know. But she will anyway.”


Lea chews the edge of her bottom lip, still fighting the tears she doesn’t want to come. Eventually she nods at me like she understands—like she has to understand, because not understanding would only make Mom’s life harder, and she works harder than anyone we know.


We finish eating, put our plates in the sink, and when we’re both standing near the doorway waiting for the other person to walk through first, I wrap my arm around Lea’s shoulder and press my head against hers.


“Happy birthday,” I say.


She blinks away her tears and smiles back instead.


Mom did a lot of things she felt bad about later, but none of them were ever on purpose. None of them were intentional.


Leaving me in Hawaii to grieve alone? Because she needed time to herself? Time without me?


That’s not an accident.


But I know Mom, and one day she’s going to feel bad about it. She’s going to regret leaving me alone when my heart is broken and I’m missing my sister. And the truth is, I want her to feel bad about it. It shouldn’t be as easy as apologizing and moving on.


Because it’s not easy for me.


I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready to forgive her.


I watch the steam rising from the broth for a long time, swirling the noodles around with chopsticks I’m out of practice with. Eventually I slide the bowl a few inches away from me like it’s something foul and rotten.


Standing up more aggressively than I mean to, I say, “I’m going for a walk.” I slide my shoes on and throw myself out the front door before Aunty Ani has time to object. The screen door rattles shut behind me, the noise echoing through the small cul-de-sac.


I take a quick look around. Hawaii is different in the daylight. Brighter, but softer somehow too. And none of the houses are gray at all—Aunty Ani’s is more of an olive green, and the other two are painted a deep cream and surrounded by vegetation.


The only thing that’s dull and gray and dark in Hawaii is me. There’s no color left in my soul, just like there’s no music left in there either. How am I supposed to finish writing a song for Lea when I feel like my heart has been carved out of my chest and the empty, hollow space is all that’s left?


What if music doesn’t belong to me anymore, the way Lea doesn’t belong to this world?


My stomach churns. No—I have to give Lea her wish. I can’t let her down. Not again.


When I turn to my left, I notice the old man from last night standing in his front yard. His thumb is pressed to the end of a hose pipe, and a spray of water covers the row of flowering plants in front of him. His eyes, heavy with time, watch me the way someone watches a fly trapped between blinds and a windowpane—like he knows the struggle ahead of me, even if I don’t see it myself.


“You goin’ break da screen door you slam ’em around li’dat,” he says suddenly, his accent much heavier than Aunty Ani’s and his thumb never leaving the hose. There’s a small black dog at his heels, yapping at the sky and the ground and everything in between.


I feel my entire body recoil, and the man watches me like he’s watching a chessboard. He notices too much. I don’t like it.


“It’s a door,” I reply tersely.


“Not your door,” he replies with just enough grit in his voice. The yapping continues, but he doesn’t seem fazed.


“Mind your own business,” I say, heart racing.


“You da one stay outside my house—yelling, slamming da door, and acting all lolo. Huh!” He snorts. “If you no like talk to me, den stop making all kine humbug fo’ everybody.”


My eyes dart back and forth. I know I shouldn’t engage. Not even Lea would need to point that out. There is no version of this scenario where getting into an argument with an elderly man is a good idea.


But Lea is dead. So who am I to do any kind of rational decision making?


I don’t even bother with the sandwich method. “If you care so much about keeping the neighborhood quiet, then try shutting your annoying dog up,” I spit angrily, balling my fists like I’m trying to crush his glare within my fingers.


He watches me, twisting his mouth like he’s chewing on tobacco. And then—without the least bit of warning—he turns the hose on me.


I let out a sharp yelp as the cold water collides with my body. I raise my hands to protect my face, but it’s already too late. My hair is stuck to the sides of my temples, my clothes feel like they weigh an extra twenty pounds, and there’s a giant puddle beneath my feet. I’m completely soaked.


“What the hell?” I sputter when he finally aims the water back toward his plants.


My voice startles the small dog, causing the yapping to temporarily stop. The black mutt retreats behind its owner and lowers its head cautiously. Because I’m no longer a stranger—I’m the girl who just became archenemies with an eighty-year-old.


“Dat’s to cool off,” he says with a straight, emotionless face.


“You realize you just committed assault,” I growl, angrily wiping the water away from my eyes. I don’t know if it’s my blood boiling at one thousand degrees or the sun, but even though I’ve just been hosed down like a pair of muddy boots, my skin feels like it’s on fire.


He turns away, waving the green hose back and forth over his small garden.


“I could call the cops,” I try again.


He looks at me, nostrils flared, but he doesn’t say anything.


“What, now you’re going to ignore me?” The racing inside my chest grows. I feel like the veins in the side of my head are going to explode. “After you ruined my clothes? Because I slammed a door?”


“You, you too much noise,” he says stiffly.


“You have issues!” I shout, spinning around and marching back into my aunt’s house like I have a plan.


I don’t. I barely know where I am.


I slam the door—again—and find Aunty Ani with her arms crossed near the window. She eyes me from head to toe and tilts her head slightly, her gaze disapproving.


“Please no make humbug with the neighbor. He no care fo’ teenagers,” she says.


“Are you kidding me?” My mouth hangs open, and I motion toward my clothes. “Look at this. He tried to drown me. I’m not humbugging anyone.” My shoulders start shaking. It’s probably because I’m wet and cold, but I don’t really feel it. Maybe when you have too much emotion raging inside of you, you feel hot all the time.


“Mr. Watanabe is your elder,” she says calmly, like she’s talking to a small child. “You have to talk to him with respect.”


The fire swirls inside me. “I don’t care how old he is. I don’t need to respect anyone who doesn’t deserve it.”


Aunty Ani sighs like a balloon slowly releasing air. I don’t think she’s irritated with me—she doesn’t know what to do with me.


I’m not her daughter. We’re only family by blood. And I just lost my best friend—my sister—who is never coming back no matter how many doors I slam. Neither one of us was trained to deal with a situation like this.


Aunty Ani’s eyes fall to the fresh puddle appearing on the wooden floor. “Go change clothes. We can talk after, yeah?”


I look down. I’m wearing a T-shirt from a One Direction concert and a ripped pair of white jeans. They’re Lea’s. I stopped wearing my own clothes weeks ago.


I shake my head, the drenched strands of my hair flopping against my cheeks. “I don’t want to change, and I don’t want to talk. I’ll dry off outside.”


I find a chair at the back of the house, lean back so the sun lands on every inch of my face, and force myself back to sleep so I don’t have to spend another minute awake.
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CHAPTER FIVE


I think the people who invented smartphones never bothered to think about what it would be like for people in mourning. Or maybe they did know, and they didn’t care.


The first few weeks after Lea died, my phone was constantly buzzing. You know those epic battle scenes in movies when entire armies rush at the screen like a stampede of amped-up adrenaline? That’s what my phone was like, but in the form of notifications. Text messages, phone calls, e-mails, social media. A never-ending slew of “I’m sorry” and “Are you okay?” and “My condolences.”


Except the battle eventually came to an end. The stampede passed. And it didn’t end in a trickle either, the way I thought it would—it just stopped, maybe a week or two after it happened. Like Lea’s death didn’t matter anymore. Like it was old news.


There was so much noise, and then there was silence. But both of them were constant reminders that Lea was gone.


A few of my friends tried to keep in contact. Alice tried the hardest, which was both surprising and completely expected. Surprising because Alice stopped caring about my feelings around the same time she hooked up with Caleb, and completely expected because, well, it’s Alice, who feeds off melodrama and gossip, and what could be more gossipy than knowing someone who recently died?


Other people tried to reach out too—maybe to make sure I was still alive—but I don’t really know what I’m supposed to say to people anymore. I’m not okay, and I probably never will be. I don’t want to die, but I want to be in the same place she is. I’m not sure where to go from here.


It’s too heavy for normal people. It’s even too heavy for me, not that I’m really all that normal.


I look down at my phone. No missed calls. No text messages. No notifications. And not a single word from Mom.


What’s the point of even having a phone?


I march to the bathroom, lift the toilet seat, and drop the cell phone into the water like it’s a penny in a mall fountain.


It doesn’t make me feel better, but at least I don’t have to be reminded anymore.


An engine rumbles outside the bathroom window. I peer through the blinds and see the boy from next door lifting a cooler onto the back of a pickup truck.


Normally I wouldn’t care. Boys and trucks and coolers are about as foreign to me as people who think the best music is the stuff on the radio.


But I can hear it, somewhere between the laughing and the engine. I can hear the song.


The last song Lea and I listened to. Just before we got in the car with Mom. Just before we started to write our own song. Just before she died.


Something sharp hits my chest, like my heart is turning into ice. I feel dizzy and cold and far, far away.


I can feel her. I can see her. The way she sings with her mouth barely open, the way she taps her hand against her knee, the way she rests her head on my shoulder because sometimes it was the best way to say, “I get you, and you get me, and let’s never change.”


But it did change.


My head feels empty and full all at once, and before I know it, I’m standing at the edge of the driveway, lured by the song that will only ever remind me of my lost sister, and looking straight into the eyes of the boy from the window.


They’re a dark, smooth brown. Most people I know have flecks of other colors around the irises—bits of gold or green or blue. But his are completely unblemished, like two perfect chocolate coins.


He grins with too much cleverness for his own good. “Hey, hapa girl. I was wondering if I’d see you again.” His black hair hangs across his left eyebrow like he just rolled out of bed.


I look in the back of the truck. Next to the cooler are two surfboards—one with an oversized green gecko and the other covered in blue and green swirls. There’s another guy sitting in the driver’s seat, his hair in tidy curls at the top and fading into his skin by the time they reach his ears. He watches me—they both do—waiting for me to reply.


Ignoring them, I stare straight through the window until my eyes find the car stereo.


The guitar sounds like dripping caramel. The singer’s voice sounds like he’s singing in a room full of wood and fire, with a midnight breeze rolling through the open windows. Because to Lea and me, music wasn’t only about sounds. Music was scenery and smells and tastes and magic, too.


But it doesn’t feel like magic anymore—it feels like I’m being haunted.


Something punches me in the chest, and I feel my heart explode like icicles splintering in a thousand different directions. It’s painful. More painful than I could’ve ever imagined. I don’t know how something as beautiful and important as music could suddenly feel so empty and cruel.


Music used to be life and hope and everything happy. Now it’s full of ghosts.


“That song,” I start to say, but the rest of the words don’t come to me.


The boy looks over his shoulder at his friend, who shrugs casually and grabs a baseball cap from his lap, spins it around, and snaps it against his head like a magnet.


“Dat’s my sistah’s iPod,” his friend says. “I neva heard half da stuff before.”


The boy from next door turns back to me, the happy creases next to his eyes never disappearing even when his smile tucks itself away. “Yeah, me neither. I like it, though. You know who sings this one?”


I try to push their faces out of my mind because I feel Lea slipping away. I hold my breath, like I’m trying to hold on to her. Like inside my heart is a pair of hands that are grabbing and reaching for any sliver of her left in the world, because they want to hold on to something of her.


I can feel her, somehow—even if she is buried in a graveyard in Washington State, hundreds of miles away from me. Music has always made me feel closer to Lea. I guess even death couldn’t change that.


Except it’s painful now, to think about Lea and to feel close to her. Which means listening to music is painful too.


Something strange and wiry creeps into my thoughts, like a slithery creature whispering things that just can’t be true.


You don’t deserve her. You never did. Maybe you don’t deserve music, either.


My chest aches. And aches. And aches.


I can’t take it anymore. Losing Lea feels like there’s a knife forever twisting in my heart. It feels like walking up a stairway that never ends, and every new step gets harder and harder to climb. It feels like floating through space with no way of getting home.


It feels hopeless.


And losing music, too? It feels like someone has taken all the oxygen out of the world. It feels like I’ll never be able to breathe again.


Having her close to me is too painful—so I let Lea go. I let her ghost slip away.


Another song starts—something upbeat and full of clever rhymes. The guy in the baseball cap points to the stereo. “Dis mo’ like it,” he says, bobbing his head around like it’s floating in the water.


I let everything inside me escape like a heavy breath tumbling out of my mouth. It’s too much—the loss of Lea, the loss of music.


The loss of Mom.


The boy in front of me cups a hand over his eyes like he’s blocking out the sun. He doesn’t seem bothered I’m not answering any of his questions, but he’s also not ready to give up. “We headed fo’ Palekaiko Bay. You like go?” he asks, breaking through my frustration. He has two matching dimples right in the center of his cheeks like a baby doll, but black sideburns that trail to the bottoms of his earlobes. He’s like a man-baby. It’s confusing.


“What?” I blink. I’m having a hard time concentrating.


“I t’ink she no can understan’ your pidgin, brah.” His friend leans out the window and cups a hand around the sides of his mouth. “He—like—know—if—you—like—hang—wit’—us . . . today,” he says, drawing out each word like there’s too much noise in between us.


My new neighbor pulls his face back and shakes his head, his eyes pinned over his shoulder. “Eh, genius, you still talking pidgin.” He turns back to me and reaches out his hand. His forearms are dark and lean, but all muscle. “I’m Kai.” There’s a light behind his eyes—something more than just cleverness. It’s something very much alive, like a gear constantly turning, or a wild crackle of electricity. Some people look like that—like their brains never take a break.


I used to look like that too, but now there isn’t any light left. My brain has blue-screen-of-deathed.


His friend waves from the truck. “Gareth,” he says, squinting like he’s not sure if he really wants to be introduced to me.


Kai and Gareth have nearly identical tans—a deep beige closer to Aunty Ani’s than mine—but the similarities stop there. Gareth is still in the car, but even I can see he’s huge. The driver’s seat is pushed back an extra foot to make room for what are probably the longest legs known to man. And his shoulders are broad and his neck is wide, and even though he looks strong, I don’t think it’s exclusively muscle.


Kai lets his hand drop when I don’t take it, but he doesn’t seem fazed. He crosses his arms instead and raises his shoulders. “So whatchu think? You like go to the beach?”


“What? No. I’ve never met either of you before,” I say, my voice flustered.


Gareth lets out an impatient breath and reaches out of the window to nudge Kai. His hand looks like a massive bear paw. “Eh, brah, she no like go. Come on—we already stay late.”


Kai waves him off like he needs another few seconds. “Well, can you at least tell me your name?” he asks me. “I mean, we can see into each other’s bedroom windows. We’re practically roommates.”


“You can see into my bedroom?”


“Well, sort of. When the blinds stay open.”


“That’s creepy.”


“No it’s not. You can see into mine, too.”


“That’s even more creepy.”


He tilts his head back and laughs. “I’m not getting this across well. I just thought we could get to know each other. Since we’re neighbors.”


“It’s not a requirement to be friends with your neighbors. Some of the happiest neighbors are complete and total strangers.”


“Well, what if our mail ends up at the wrong house, or if you need to borrow sugar?”


“Nobody borrows sugar in real life.”


“Have you ever needed to borrow sugar before?”


“No.”


“Then how do you know?”


Gareth hangs his elbow out of the window and looks at me with a tired smile. “Please jus’ go tell ’em your name, or tell ’em you not interested. Cuz dis uncomfortable fo’ watch already.”


“Rumi,” I say, clearing my throat. “My name is Rumi. But we’re not going to be friends. I’ll be leaving soon, so there’s no point.” Just for the summer. That’s what Aunty Ani told me. A couple of months for Mom to grieve without me getting in the way.


A couple of months where Mom doesn’t have to be anyone’s mom at all.


My throat tightens, but I try to ignore it.


Kai turns around and looks at Gareth, who shrugs at him and starts pushing buttons on the stereo.


The black dog suddenly appears, yapping a few yards behind me, demanding everyone’s attention. Its ears fold over lazily, and its tail curls into a bush of fur against its back.


Gareth groans. “Lolo dog.”


Kai leans down and claps his hands together urgently. “Howzit, Poi? You got out of the yard again, eh?” He wiggles his fingers above the ground. “Come on, come here.”


The dog doesn’t stop barking. The more Kai interacts with it, the more frantic the yapping becomes.


Gareth flinches. “You making ’em worse.”


Kai sighs, standing back up. He runs his fingers through his black hair. “One day we’ll be friends.” And then he looks at me, a twinkle in his eyes, and I’m not sure if he’s talking to the dog anymore.


I look over my shoulder at the neighbor’s house. There’s nobody in the yard, and the gate is shut.
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