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The tree that got hit by lightning is the one you remember.

—MARTY RUBIN

It’s not difficult if you know how.

—EDWARD LEEDSKALNIN








MAY WINCHESTER, HAMPSHIRE, ENGLAND


I hold up okay until Dad plays “Clair de Lune.” The piano recording trickles through my house, and dozens of faces bend toward the music. They must be thinking:

Evelyn loved this one.

I heard her play it years ago.

A peaceful song for a woman finally at peace.

Beyond nostalgia and unbreakable sadness, my chest seizes with guilt under the new black shift dress. My toes pinch in these sensible pumps from standing so long over a misted grave site. Standing so long against the living room wall, wedged between family and friends as they share memories of Evelyn Maxwell. My mother.

The stories are lovely. Even I cracked a couple laughs. And I was certain Dad wouldn’t—couldn’t—speak, but he did. A short bit about their first date when she spilled hot cocoa over both of them and he was already halfway in love.

I thought for sure my older brother wouldn’t have managed a speech, the getting-through-it and all. But Orion did just that, with Lila shoring up his side like an iron scaffold. I love her more for it.

Now a cousin says his final words, backed by Debussy. Our neighbor replaces him next to my mother’s black piano but pauses like she’s misplaced a thought. “Heavens, we didn’t hear from Flora yet.” She searches the room, landing on me. “I would never take a turn before you, dear.”

Heads swivel, and my face hardens into stone even as my knees collapse. Cotton fills my ears, muffling the buzz of voices. Flora, yes, Flora. Of course, she should have her say. Flora, Flora, Flora.

“I…” is all I get out. While my mum deserves a thousand memories, I can’t stand next to her piano and share. It’s not because of the grief of finally losing her to early-onset dementia. It’s more and different, and I want to sink beneath the floor.

The gentle urging continues, time ticking against my skull. Sweat beads over my neck as I catch the profiles of friends who came today. I could ask any one of them to stand with me while I speak. But I won’t.

If I do, I’ll break into bad things. My truth isn’t fit for rooms like this.

Before my next thought lands, I’m weaving through our tiny living room and out the front door. I slam it behind me, silencing gasps and murmurs and my name hoisted high with question marks.

With each step, I regret not being able to grab my camera from the bookshelf. To draw strength from its weight and hold it close. I run with only the secret that grays all my memories. Two weeks ago, I ruined the day Mum passed away. And only my camera knows.





Dear Flora,

I’m writing with wonderful news. The Greenly Center’s governing board has voted to rename our new common area “Evelyn’s Room” in honor of your mother and her years of dedicated service to our establishment. Renovations will be completed in October, and a spectacular event with full media coverage is planned to dedicate the space. As we are a refuge for teenaged girls, we thought there would be no one more fitting to give the tribute speech honoring Evelyn and her philanthropic spirit than her beloved daughter. More details to follow, but please advise.

Sincerely,

Kathleen Morrow

The Greenly Center






ONE JULY


If that man would quit staring off into nowhere and move two measly steps, my next shot would be perfect. I arm my camera and hover my finger over the shutter button. Waiting. He must sense the impatient tapping of my foot against the pavement because he finally moves along. Now it’s perfect.

I passed this row of vintage motorbikes on my way into work. I’d hoped they’d still be parked in the designated bay a few streets over from my family’s tea-and-pastry shop when my break time came. The post-drizzle gloom at this time of day makes the best lighting for my photos.

Click, click, click.

I shoot the parts tightly, framing the promise of power and movement. Rain-dotted pipes, rotors, calipers. The gleaming bikes must belong to some kind of club. Millie, our grandfather’s restored Triumph Bonneville that Orion took to uni today, would fit right in with all the polished logos and buttery leather. Nothing sounds like these machines; Millie’s an angry, growling bitch.

It’s only when I pause to check my memory card that the time stamps clue me in. Christ, I’m late. I should’ve been back finishing strawberry empanadas at Maxwell’s twenty minutes ago. It’s a miracle Lila didn’t text me nineteen and a half minutes ago.

Luckily, I’m not far. I stride along, clutching my Canon DSLR. I bring it nearly everywhere and usually sacrifice my lunch break to shoot around the High Street. When Nan gave me the camera a year ago, she hoped it would become a fun hobby, but it’s become my everything. The lens holds some of what I can’t carry inside. Point and shoot. Capture. Refocus. The black case cages the secrets that stain my fingers like the fruit glazes Lila and I make. Eventually, I’ll work through what I’ve hidden. And then there’s the e-mail from Greenly in my box from yesterday—I’ll work through that, too. I want to speak this time. To share about Mum. But two months haven’t released the vise grip over my tongue, the fog filling my head. I don’t know how to do what they’re asking.

I stuff the anxiety back where it came from, but my stomach dives for another reason as I round the corner to Jewry Street. The Maxwell’s queue is monstrous. I elbow inside past eager customers, tucking away my camera and searching for my apron on a supply shelf. Perplexed, I actually look myself over and—bugger—I never took it off. My front’s stained with strawberry puree, and I must’ve looked like a walking crime scene out there.

“Sorry! I know, I know, I know,” I say to Lila Reyes when she pokes her head out from the kitchen. I pick up a rag and try to look productive.

“Don’t worry, amiga,” she calls from the back. “I’ve already got the baker’s version of burpees and squat jumps planned for you.”

“Of course you bloody do, and I love it!” Give me her annoyance over bland enabling any day. I know what to do with a little piss-off.

Lila enters and lobs a tremendous smirk. She wears a bandanna over the rise of her brown ponytail and a dozen other hats: Cuban-American chef and baker. Miami expat. Le Cordon Bleu graduate. The girl who loves Winchester nearly as much as she loves my brother. And whom I love like a sister.

She’s carrying a tray of blueberry scones, which I unload and slide into the dessert case that’s replaced our old tea-tasting bar. An appreciative gasp settles across the shop; those pastries will likely sell out in minutes while customers grab bags of their weekly English breakfast and Darjeeling. Partnering with Lila to bring in a pop-up version of her family’s Miami Cuban bakery was the best decision Dad’s made in years.

We work on refilling trays of Chelsea buns and Cuban butter biscuits when knocking sounds from the pass-through window. On it there’s a sign: Closed, Please Proceed to Our Front Entrance.

I spring around. Our friend Gordon Wallace is leaning his ruddy face into the glass. “Seriously? Is he going to melt if he stands in the regular queue?”

“Oh, he already tried this shit while you were on your extended break. I shooed him off,” Lila says as she runs toward a beeping oven timer.

I stomp over, grab the window latch, and slide. “You!” I point at Gordon, who has the audacity to look affronted. “Yes, you’ve been throwing pebbles against this thing like a ginger Romeo for days.”

The pass-through on the exterior side wall was Orion’s latest idea to allow customers to step up for a quick snack. Something for Lila alone. Outside, there’s a smart awning and chalkboard menu sign. And a Gordon angling his torso over the short counter. He’s in a checkered shirt, sleeves rolled up. The blues and greens look good against his deep-auburn hair—I’ll give him that.

“You can’t blame me for enjoying the novelty of your little snack stop.” Gordy proceeds to slide the windowpane along the frame, back and forth, with childlike fascination. “Well built, that,” he muses. When it’s impossible for me to contort my face any further, he stops with a hitched laugh. “Oh, and I want a Chelsea bun. Please,” he adds, like it’s some great thing.

“You’re paying with real money and not game pieces?”

“Or you could put it on my tab.”

God help me, I step back and grab the bun and even wrap it up neatly. “What tab?” I say as I pass it over. “You usually get your fix free of charge because Lila’s nicer than me.”

Gordon tears off a bit of the bun. Shoves it in and disintegrates into bliss. “What’s that say about you if a girl with South Beach, café cubano, and guayaba in her blood is the nicer one?”

Being both half Venezuelan and a far-removed relative of Lila’s, he says the Spanish bits correctly. Lila originally visited Winchester three years ago because her distant cousin and tía of her heart—Gordon’s mum—lives here. The Wallaces were the start of why we have Lila at all.

Before I can shoot back something clever, Gordon faces me head-on. “Come on. You’re nice enough. A good friend, too.”

I bite my lip, tasting the dregs of vanilla balm. “Don’t go too soft on me.” Especially after what I’ve lost. I might shatter. Don’t be too kind; I don’t deserve it.

“Never.” He tips his chin. “Well, off I go.” He launches into a grand exit show, his movements wonky and overblown as he backs away. All he’s missing is a court-jester suit.

“Flora?”

I pivot. While other employees handle the queue, I join Lila over a tablet where she plans out menu items.

“For tomorrow, I’m thinking brioche and levain loaves. Plus cherry-chocolate scones and tres leches cakes. I also feel like doing up some mille-feuille.”

A thousand sheets. Lila will handle that delicate French confection similar to a layered napoleon. And I’ll help with the rest. “I can start more pastry dough?”

She gives a thumbs-up and scoots off to make herself a cuppa.

Halfway to the kitchen, my heart quits when I lock eyes with an enormous RAT! I scream and follow with a round of my choicest words. I left the window open, and a rat’s crawled onto the service ledge.

A hundred things happen in the course of three seconds:

The shop queue goes to pieces. (Sorry, everyone.) All of the High Street’s surely heard me. And just as Lila rushes over, I peer closer and find that the creature’s not moving. With newfound courage mixed with mortification, I grab the disgustingly lifelike and utterly fake rat, holding it by the rubber tail. The queue’s now laughing. (You’re welcome, should I take a sodding bow?)

“Gordon!” I yell out the window.

After years of pranks, Gordon Wallace might as well have signed his name on this one. Today, he’s in for a special kind of payback. I flip around to Lila, already undoing my apron strings. “I know we have work, and I was late, but—”

“Um, hell no. You’d better run, chica,” Lila says.

I flash a wicked grin, toss the rat to Lila, and bolt.

The queue parts with gasps and grunts. “Get ’em good. I wouldn’t stand for that,” one of our regulars calls out as I hit the pavement.

Either Gordy’s gained speed along with height and muscle in the last couple years, or he has accomplices. Not a red hair in sight. After a moment of hesitation, I launch myself across the rain-washed street toward the secondhand shop. Owner Victoria’s sweeping her entrance. She sees me coming, pausing her task when I skid to a stop.

“Gordon?” she asks, reading my mind. When I nod furiously, she cackles and points with her broom. “Thataway. Took off like a wildcat.”

“Thanks, V!”

Of course he’d pick the bustling High Street. Plenty of places to duck into and loads of pedestrians and bikes to dodge. I weave along, leaping puddles and catching enthusiastic echoes of my name as I pass.

“Oi, Flora!”

“She’s little but speedy!”

“Someone’s done it now!”

Growing up here, I know most everyone. I acknowledge them with a splayed hand or pumped fist.

Two streets in, I lose the band cinching my hair. My tight blond curls are going to swell like proofed dough, soaking up the remnants of drizzle and wind.

On a hunch, I sprint until I reach a stone building with a cobalt-blue door—the architecture firm where Gordon works part-time. Sonder, Fagan, and Michl reads the sign hovering over the entrance. I burst through the door, triggering a bell.

Mr. Fagan, founding partner, steps out of my way. “Goodness, miss.”

Panting, I will my feet to stop. “Oof, sorry.” Left-right-left my gaze flips. I smooth my curls, cringing at the storm-cloud feel. “Did Gordon pop in here just now?”

“Sorry, haven’t seen him.”

“Right. Thanks anyway,” I say, miffed at my gut for being wrong. I take two steps before the admin, Oliver, exits the conference room and flags me.

“Gordy was here, maybe twenty minutes ago.” Oliver pulls an object from his pocket, hands it over. “Said you might come by, and if so, I’m to give you this.”

My mouth drops. I’m holding a golden owl trinket no bigger than a paper clip. A clue—one that’s insultingly easy. So Gordon wants me to find him? And he not only knew I’d stop here; he stopped here first on his way to the tea shop. What the hell is going on?

“Thanks, Ollie. I think.” I reach for the doorknob.

Now I’m certain Gordon’s expecting me to sprint over to his family’s inn, the Owl and Crow—cute, Gordy. And ten quid says Oliver sent a text saying I took the bait. Why not take my time and make Gordon think I’ve given up on revenge? Make him sweat a little?

I change direction and stroll, the golden owl tucked into my fist. I really look where I’m going this time. A hundred uncaptured photos frame themselves, teasing my imagination. I’ve walked this road since I was a girl. Masked, I could find my way along the grayish pavers and narrow streets. From Primark to Waterstones, to the homemade soap shop Lila and I love to visit.

But the world turning over this street is new each day; life and people change. Only my camera can capture them as they are, or as I want them to be. When I’m shooting photos, people leave me alone. I like that. And they don’t know that sometimes I’m not trying to preserve a moment, but to twist the appearances of things. A digital stage where I choose the players, decide who sings and dances and loves. And who lives.

Life is not like that at all.

I take the long route around Winchester Cathedral to the St. Cross neighborhood. My family lives in this part, too, a few minutes away from the Owl and Crow Inn. Gordon’s family keeps the grounds of their Georgian bed-and-breakfast tidier than most parks. And Lila’s still Gordon’s hallway neighbor in the Wallace family’s third-story flat, three years after a summer visit turned into her new home.

Rounding the corner, you can’t help but notice the towering brick structure. The rose arbor is in full bloom, but not fragrant enough to mask the wily stink of the boy waiting out front.

I halt. We lock eyes, and I’m dreaming up all the ways to—

“Well done, you!” Gordon calls, brandishing a white hand towel. Christ.

Well done? I set my jaw and spring forward, white flag or not. When close enough, I pelt the little owl straight at him; infuriatingly, he catches it.

“Dammit, Wallace,” I snarl.

“Wait, wait, wait.” He holds out his arms.

“You little—”

“Wait, then.” He steps into my zone as if it’s safe. “If in ten seconds you still want to pummel me with any other objects, I’ll be a statue.”

“Not just me, you twit. Lila might do you worse because we have work and you tricked me into the middle of a toddler game.”

“Had to get you here somehow. You wouldn’t have come here first because it’s too obvious. Had to plan for that.” He wiggles the little owl.

My brows narrow, and once again, I hate that he’s right.

“As for Lila, I don’t think so.” The corner of his mouth crinkles. “You’ll see why she gave you the rest of the day off in a minute.”

“You’re out of seconds.”

“I can count, Squiggs.” Gordon’s nickname for me curls around his tongue like my corkscrew hair that inspired it. He leads me around the inn to the vast garden and guest recreation area.

And… Oh! The scene in front of me hits all warm and wonderful at first. But guilt rarely works alone. It messes with other, good feelings all the time. Clouds them like this bloated sky. And I don’t want to think what I’m thinking as we walk across the lawn, but I can’t help it.

Don’t be too nice. I don’t deserve it.






TWO


A picnic. Gordon set up a surprise picnic—my favorite way to eat any kind of meal. With the upcoming wedding of her sister, Pilar, on the brain, Lila’s been joking that my future wedding reception would be a gigantic picnic with finger foods and kicked-off shoes. Gordon’s version is a green gingham blanket, and a hamper, and a cute tin container with my favorite bottled fizzy drinks on ice.

My heart cracks, and I feel my face crumple even as guilt pinches inside. “This is so… I mean, what exactly is this?”

Gordon jostles my arm. “Um, we’re celebrating? Did you forget you finished your exams—what, four days ago?”

Forget that? Impossible. Completing the last of the A-level exams I’ll need to go on to university only winds the clock ticking over my future that much tighter. And you’re off! Make something of yourself! Last autumn, when most of my schoolmates were applying to uni, my family had urged me to factor in a gap year before applying; we’d all suspected we were facing Mum’s final days, and we were sadly proven right. But… now? I have until November to choose a study course and apply for next year, or I’ll lose the generous scholarship that my brother worked so hard to secure for me.

Six months ago, Orion nominated me for an eight-thousand-pound scholarship for children of chronically ill parents. I was chosen from loads of applicants. My story. In turn, I must commit to a university program to apply it to. And I’m running out of days.

Four months to lock in what, and even who, I want to be. Easy for some, but when have I ever been the easy one?

A crow squawks, and I snap back to my friend. He’s twiddling his fingers as if he’s worried he screwed up. God, Gordon. You’re not the one on this lawn who did. “Look, thanks, mate. A lot,” I say, bumping his side. “You going to show me the grub you got to make me forget that prank you just pulled? I’m starved.”

He grins, and we arrange ourselves on the blanket. “ ’Course you are, because you never actually eat on your breaks. Except an energy bar or something dodgy you can shove down while you’re taking pictures.” He opens the hamper and removes two Bridge Street Tavern takeaway containers. “Is fish and chips enough to keep my head off your platter?”

“Hmmm.” I open the lid to fried perfection. Snatch a crispy chip, then another. “Any platter’s too small for that inflated mug of yours anyway.”

A laugh rockets out. “Fine. I deserved that,” he says, sobering enough to blaze a steely trail between our eyes. My throat hitches over a swallow, and I look away.

As one of my oldest friends, Gordon Wallace has always had a bag full of magic tricks to keep me smiling and even laughing. Even recently.

Humor is simply what Gordon does; it’s who he is, under all that ruddy skin that carries enough South America to coax a tan in summer. He’s a next-door prank, a clever trick. The good kind, though. Gordy’s always been the one to get me home when he found me a little too sloshed, a little too late.

But being friends with this boy is more than that. It’s the crooked bend of his jaw as he hijacks my pot of curry sauce—again—because he never orders his own. It’s his total obsession with the dog-bark text-notification sound no one else I know uses.

But it’s also the way we can just be. Merely exist, eating in our kind of easy, companionable silence.

When we’re down to grease stains, Gordon stows our boxes and rubs his hands together like a ginger grasshopper. With a magic-show flourish, he pulls a bakery box and his mum’s porcelain serving plate from the hamper.

“So posh,” I say, but then my belly flips as he opens the lid to reveal a dozen assorted petit fours. They’re more art than food. Intricate flowers bloom in pastel colors. “Lila?”

“Who else?” he says, and begins plating the delicate treats. “I asked her for something over the top. She came through, yeah?”

The work, the ask, suddenly feels like too much. I arc my hand. “All of this is incredible, but you didn’t… have to.”

“Flora,” he says, hurt flickering against his gold-brown eyes.

But I don’t deserve beautiful things when I have done such secret ugly things. Maybe one day, but not today. “It’s not that everything isn’t lovely.”

He exhales. “Listen, this is about more than your exams. The prank and the special foods—I wanted to do something just for you. For at least a little bit, did you feel something other than grief?”

“If I admit that, do you think Lila won’t put that rat in your shower when you least expect it?”

“No chance she won’t,” Gordon says as the sky breaks and the rain rudely crashes our picnic. “Oh bugger! Hurry!”

We do, gathering everything from the lawn. Gordon runs ahead into the inn, protecting the precious treats. I dodge the downpour and follow him through the kitchen side door. Being the height of tourist season, the random thumps and chatter of guests echo through the vast property. I brew Maxwell’s tea, and Gordy sets up dessert on the gigantic butcher-block island in the middle of the commercial but homey space.

“You get the cherry blossom one, of course,” Gordon says, handing me the first petit four in its paper wrapper. I make an indecent face as I taste my favorite lemon raspberry cake under the pink icing.

Gordon goes for one with a daisy and scarfs it down in one bite, which isn’t unusual.

I still glare. “Lila’s food should be savored. Like a nice wine, or a painting, or a—”

“A kiss.”

I nearly spew hot tea on my jumper. “Not what I was going to say.”

“It was, though. I know these things.”

“What? When have I ever talked to you about kissing?” I press.

Immediately, he says, “Six months ago, for one. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten that James bloke and his great roving tongue. Which turned into more roving than you’d consented to, the sodding prick.”

My memory ticks, and I deflate into a big sigh. “Oh. Too right. He was a sodding prick.”

Satisfied, Gordon nods. Makes a sharp angle with his head. “And who did you message with Help, I’m stuck on a shithole date with an ever-loving arsehole?”

I grumble out, “You.”

He points at me with his next cake. “Yeah. And I raced thirty minutes to that club in Portsmouth.”

I soften into the nostalgia. “You did, didn’t you? My jump out the loo window was one of my finer performances, too. But still, there was no actual kissing talk.”

“There was. You were too far into your cups to remember.” My brows furrow, but he presses on. “You lowered the seat back and curled up all the way home. I thought I was going to have to carry you in snoring.”

“I do not snore.”

“Sure, you don’t.” He dashes out a hand. “Anyway, you went on about his school-dance-level rhythm and cringe lines. And how his tongue was switching between windshield wiper and stand mixer.” He laughs, stepping forward. “I almost ran off the fucking road. But then you said he started tinkering with your dress. Which you were not having.”

“Wow. More bits are coming back. Please say I thanked you?”

“Oh, you mumbled it, like, ten times between Portsmouth and your place. Still, the story was a better reward. Lizzie was so entertained, it totally made up for me having to bail.”

My next breath skips. “What?” Gordon dated fellow architecture prospect and University of Portsmouth student Lizzie for about ten minutes a while back. “You were on a date?”

He balls up our wrappers, tossing them into the bin across the kitchen. “Yeah, but not at a show or anything. Just a last-minute hang at Bridge Street.”

“Still! You left Lizzie and drove all that way to scrape me off the alley?” When he shrugs, I press on. “Why didn’t you tell me to piss off and get an Uber?”

“What if you’d gotten a weird driver? You were sloshed.”

I toy with a loose thread on my jumper. “Yeah, but you were with Lizzie. Doesn’t that mean she gets…?”

“What? Like first dibs on my time? Lizzie went home, but she was safe, okay?” He stops, shaking his head. “I didn’t think past your ask for help.”

And he came, dropping everything and everyone else. As simple and complicated as that.

My eyes take on a thin sheen at Gordon’s revelation. I bob my head aimlessly, my heart stirring like it’s been awakened from a long nap. Part of me wants to dare myself to feel something other than regret, but the rest reminds me that so many things I’ve meant for good have turned sour. You can’t risk any more.

“Is it really so hard to believe?” Gordon mumbles.

I nearly lose my footing. A thousand conversations I’ve had with this boy. Now I struggle to pick my way through these few plain words like we’re speaking a foreign language. “I…”

He steps in front of me. “Did you stop to think why you messaged me first?”

“You’re my go-to.” This tumbles straight out, but my mind instantly reaches for a safer spot. “I knew you wouldn’t tell Dad, and that you’d find a way to make it better. You turned a rotten night into something fun and even laughable. Like always.”

“Like always, huh?” His expression dims. “But not now. It looks like you’re about to cry. And outside, you were clearly bothered about something.”

I shrug, conceding; there’s no use hiding that fact from this friend. He already understands a lot of what I’ve been processing since May—that I couldn’t speak at Mum’s wake, for one. It was Gordon who found me inside the churchyard next to this inn and just held me as I broke down. He took my worst like a fortress. But he still can’t know all the things I’ve buried. No one can.

The message in my inbox is something I can reveal, though. “This came yesterday,” I say, handing him my phone.

Gordon scans the e-mail from Kathleen at the Greenly Center. “Wow, this is such a beautiful honor for your mum. Her name on an entire wing?” After I nod, he narrows his gaze and hops onto the island. Pats the space next to him. “This is clearly troubling you, though. Tell me?”

I try to join him, but the butcher-block counter is just out of my short-girl hopping range.

“Up you get, Squiggs.” He hoists me onto the counter and deposits me at his side. We’ve sat like this on park benches, and on Millie with him frantically yelling for me to slow down (never), and at pub tables listening to our friend Jules’s band.

The lightness of all those days gets to me. My eyes well fully now. And maybe this is why I tell him. If I don’t, I’ll explode. “They want me to deliver this tribute with stories and memories. And I truly want to do this—Mum deserves it. My family does, too, and it would make them proud.” After years of me being called out for being late. Irresponsible. Flighty. “But I don’t want to fuck this up in front of everyone, and I’m stuck. Blank.” I peer up at him, and he takes my hand, eyes like the softest things I can name. “It’s like I can’t follow through with anything the right way. I mean, look at me! Have I even picked a course though Dad and Orion have tried to ‘encourage’ me at every second? No because I can’t decide. Worse, I can’t even see a future for myself.” I shake my head roughly. “What I can’t stop seeing is the wake. That day. Literally everyone else spoke, but I ran.”

Sweat and heat pool between us, and my tears stream. Gordy finds a tissue (because he always has everything). “Hey. Everyone understood your response. Your grief.” He shrugs. “Well, maybe after Lila and I evil-eyed the room to keep quiet before they could get all carried away with gossip. Before I came after you.”

He pulls me close, fitting me into the notch between his shoulder and chest, and the rustle of cotton there.

“It’s more than not knowing what to say. I don’t deserve to give that tribute. To stand up there,” I say into his shoulder. There’s a bigger truth wrapped around that statement, a bigger failure that would hit like a typhoon and blow the whole roof off this inn. I stomp it back, breathe it elsewhere until my eyelids go lax and my pulse thrums so faintly, I wonder if it’s really there at all.

Gordon pulls away, setting his chin. “You are the one they want. Greenly is a home for teen mums who aren’t safe with their families. Your mum played piano and brought tea and just listened to the girls, for years. Now they want to listen to you because your voice matters.” He points. “You are Evelyn Maxwell’s daughter.”

I nod, my lips curled under. But what does it mean to be that girl? And what am I to do with her?

Gordon feeds me one last petit four with a palm-tree design for Lila’s beloved Miami. “You’ll figure all this out,” he says. “I know you will because you’re awesome. And November’s still a fair bit away. You’ll sort out your uni course and ride that amazing scholarship, too.”

“Right,” I say, wishing that the good things friends say about you would automatically become true. Wishing that friendship and life worked that way.

He bumps my knee. “There’s something… else I’ve been meaning to say. That okay?” Dazed, my mind twirling, I nod. “I’ve mentioned this before—my degree requiring service and study hours in a place with notable architecture. I’ve been meaning to set that up, but I put it off so long, I didn’t get my first-choice spot in Florida. The program director offered me San Francisco. I’ve not accepted yet.”

“Wow. California?”

“Yeah, but with one word from you, I can easily put it off until after next term. To be honest, I’m leaning that way. It’s why I wavered.” He squeezes my forearms. “I could stay here and be here for you. And with you. With Jules and the band touring all summer and Lila busy establishing herself at your shop, I didn’t want you to be alone.” He blinks once, then again. “Actually, I wanted you to be more than not alone, and maybe we…”

A roaring pounds between my ears. “Didn’t you hear what I just said? That I’m struggling to plan my own future? Now you’re asking me to decide yours?”

“It’s not that at all. More like… God, you really don’t know, do you?” he whispers.

My belly flips. I should be able to decipher this—him—better. The words aren’t hard. But somewhere between Gordon and me, they burst into a thousand falling stars with nowhere to land.

He drops his head, speaking to the wooden grain marred with flour and salt. “Even if I had been at a fancy show, I’d have come for you.”

A faint whining sound fills the space; I realize it’s from me. “I don’t know what to say.” Preserve, protect, because it’s all turned upside down. “You just threw a rat into my window.”

“You honestly think I’m joking now?”

I swallow hard. “I told you, I don’t know what the hell I’m doing with myself.”

He hops down. Exhales roughly. “I don’t mean to rush you. That’s not what this is.” His brown eyes are molten. “It’s just, before I go, or stay, I wanted to get this out. I swear I wouldn’t have said a word if I thought you didn’t want, or that I didn’t sense you might feel—”

That I might feel? When I can’t even recognize the word anymore? I’ve lost my right to look deeper into my feelings.

Sure, my eyes still work. I peek up at Gordon, and he’s… Okay, he’s really fit. He looks good—more than good. I don’t know when or how this became so true. The chiseled shape of his jaw and matured set of his mouth, the wider angles and harder planes, the cropped but carefree hair in an artist’s palette of deep russet tones.

The problem isn’t what I’m seeing; the problem is that I’ll hurt him. With all my lies and secrets, I’ll hurt him just like I’ve made a mess of everything else. Lately, that always seems to happen when I try to love and protect myself. Why should Gordon end up any safer?

A truth I can admit: I don’t know everything that lives in my heart. And I’m terrified that if I take even one deeper look, I’ll ruin any good I might find there.

“I’m bad news right now. A disaster,” I tell him, my voice mixed with sand. “You’re better off keeping your distance. You should go to San Francisco.”

Three eternal seconds pass. “That’s your answer, then?”

“It’s for the best. Go do your program.”

“Yeah, I think I will.” He whirls around, like he can’t bear the sight of me, and strides to the swing door. I’m trembling as he pauses with one palm upon the wood surface, shaking his head. His eyes are rimmed with red. “Forget that bloody rubber rat. Joke’s on me this time.”






THREE


Before Dad says a word, it’s clear he wants to talk about the piano.

A few hours have passed since I came home from the inn. Where Gordon stomped away, and I got what I deserved. I feel a sense of rightness, a morbid satisfaction, about how things ended up. But as the memory of our talk replays, the inside of my head is a throbbing ache.

Dad seems to be dealing with a similar weight. He sits on the leather bench like he’s resting loads more than his body. Apparently, it’s time to face what he asked us to “think about, just think about” after Mum’s part of the Phillip and Evelyn Maxwell Family Trust was read in May. Orion got her engagement ring, and I got her anniversary Cartier watch and gold wedding band. Orion got her first-edition books.

But the piano is the sticky part.

The black Bösendorfer resting against the staircase wall was Mum’s from girlhood. She was good at it and tried to get both her children to carry on her gift. We’d given it a go, but all things musical skipped us both.

When the will was read, we’d learned Dad had been keeping a secret of his own. Mum, with her philanthropic heart, wanted her piano to go to hands that would play it—specifically the girls and staff at the Greenly Center.

Dad hadn’t told us before then, and he cried that day in May when it came up. He tears up now as he rubs his hand along the matte ebony finish. “I’ve been putting this off. She was so adamant about her plan, but it’s a big ask of us.”

“But with the Greenly Center’s new common room opening in October, we need to decide,” Orion says from his spot on the sofa between Lila and me.

My father looks at us, two blonds and the brunette who unofficially brought us back to a family of four. “I still don’t want to go against her. But this piano is a part of her, and I would never rob either one of you of that. That’s why I wanted you to think it over.” He scrubs his face. “We can always get a secondhand piano to donate to the common room. Not exactly her wish, but the spirit is the same.”

“I have been thinking. And talking to Lila about it.” Orion scoots forward, bent over his thighs. “The piano was a part of Mum. But the way she cared for others and never missed a week visiting the center—that is the part I’ll remember most.” His eyes fill, and Lila tucks her face into his shoulder. “That’s with me wherever I go. So don’t hold it on my account.” He nods my way. “While I do like the idea of it being a gift, I still think Flora should have it.”

My eyes jerk wide. “You do?” When my brother nods, I go on. “What if I feel the same as you? That I have plenty of heirlooms, and it would feel really good to give something beautiful in her name? Not a substitute, but the thing she truly loved?”

“Okay, yes, that’s a lovely sentiment,” Dad says. “But this is a big decision, and I want to ensure you’ve truly considered all the angles. Once given, we can’t get it back.”

Because according to him, that’s something I would do—donate the piano and then try to get it back. I’m the same girl who ran from this very room in May. He probably worries I won’t follow through with the tribute speech for the common room, either. And I don’t bloody blame him—that’s the hell of it. But I still despise the wariness in his eyes.

I pinch my fingers together. “I have thought about it. But that doesn’t matter because I’m doomed to be the same as always, right? Flighty, fickle, and rash. Christ, that sounds like a cartoon.”

“That’s not what I said,” Dad stresses. “I’m only double-checking.”

Words rush forward, ones that a hundred other sisters and daughters would never say.

I dash my hand toward the piano. “How about double-checking our memory? Have you all forgotten the day that Mum couldn’t remember how to play ‘Clair de Lune’ when I asked her? Or that something called ‘Clair de Lune’ was even a song in existence, never mind that she’d mastered it years ago? It was my favorite!”

After I hummed a few bars that day, Mum suddenly remembered and played the entire piece by heart. But even though she could still play from someplace inside her, she couldn’t match the notes to the name of a song or a composer, or to any memory of learning them. And it was terrifying.

“The only thing the piano really played that day was the tune of a terminal diagnosis,” I say. “The first sign of what was coming. So, yeah, this piano was a part of her, but it was also part of the worst thing to ever happen to us.”

Oh, but that strikes a chord. The air goes chill, and no one speaks for too many seconds.

“I never knew you thought of her piano that way,” Orion says softly. “You were so young when she was diagnosed. You had less quality time with her than I did, and I was only thinking it would be a way to keep more of her when…” He drops his head.

“When what?” I press. “Say it, then.”

“You didn’t make it in time to say goodbye.”

My lungs deflate in all this truth. And in my greatest lie.

Dad looks up. “It’s something I’ll never forgive myself for. That I didn’t do more to make sure you were able to be there.”

Forgive himself? No—that’s not it at all. “Dad, it wasn’t your fault.”

Blame me. I knew what I was doing.

“I’ve thought that, too, and it keeps coming back to me,” Orion says. “If we’d stayed together that day or if Lila and I hadn’t stopped by the shop first. Or if we’d all come just a half hour earlier, before the nurse called us, you could’ve avoided the accident. All the traffic.”

There was no accident. No traffic.

“We knew it would be soon,” Lila adds softly. “But then her heart rate began to…”

Don’t go far, the doctor had warned. Stay close.

And ten times more unfitting than picnic celebrations and petit fours are my family’s thoughts and feelings about me. Their guilt has no place here.

“Please.” I push off the sofa. “I can’t stand for you to feel this way.” I cross my arms at my chest, pacing toward Dad’s wall of photos from his world travels to find unique blends and wares for the shop, and then over to the curio filled with pictures of better days.

“We let you down,” Orion says. “And you weren’t able to get closure.”

A surge—remorse-regret-rage—begins at my toes. Heating, rising. “Orion, stop!”

He pauses, sniffling, carrying on as if he doesn’t hear me. As if he doesn’t see me. “The whole time, we were stuck between watching her and watching the clock and not wanting to call or text while you were driving.”

I pace with jerky movements inside a mental storm. My feet unsteady, limbs captive under frigid rain. A swirling wind twists up and through, knocking my bones together like wind chimes. Tolling like a great wide bell: Look what you did. Look, look, look.

Around and through me grows a cloud, grayed with painful memory, straining against the edges of my skin. It has to blow and break—I do. It’s the only way they’ll really see. It’s the only way I can rise above everything these past few years have taken.

I am bigger than this. The disease, the searing loss, has never overpowered me. At ten and twelve, at sixteen and eighteen. I have cried and missed my sweetest mum more than anything, but I have never let dementia win. And I won’t let it keep me from being seen by the only people I have left.

“All we wanted was you,” Orion says. “That moment was never going to be right, but having us all together would’ve helped. And all because we didn’t text you ten minutes sooner.”

I find I can’t move.

A week before Mum passed, the doctors said it was time to transition her to the hospice ward. I absorbed every warning about staying nearby and followed that first day to her new room, taking it all in. How they try to make these final spaces homey. Floral curtains and a real quilt on the bed. Soothing blue walls and peaceful artwork. Oversized recliners were there for family—for us to eat and sleep… waiting.

My heart was in that room.

But my feet began to test fate and took me past the boundaries the doctors mandated in their white coats. I started small and went to Twyford, lining up at the chip stand that serves them steaming hot in a paper funnel. I crept farther some days, to the tops of hills and edges of townships. (You can’t tell me what to do. You can’t keep me here.)

Every time, I brought my camera.

In a patchwork room, my mum was slipping away, out of my control. I was cursed to bow under frontotemporal dementia and its greedy fingers. (Take everything, won’t you?)

But with Nan’s birthday gift, I took something back.

My photos were mine alone. I snapped silhouettes of children playing at sunset. A black starling, landing on a rock, stood regal like a queen. I played with macro settings and dove into the pollen-dust centers of flowers, cropping out the dirt around them. I honed in on the grain of a purple petal, not showing the bite a pest had taken from the edge. With my camera I could reframe life. I could manipulate the outlook of my lens universe when the real one had said:

First the piano songs, then the small things of life. Where the sugar goes and “What’s our neighbor’s name again?”

Then “Who is the blond boy and the younger girl he guards (curly haired, rosy cheeked)?” She will forget she named that girl for the cherry blossom trees in London (so pink, pink, pink). And she will forget what London even is. All the queens and kings, the history of them.

Then she will forget why she is forgetting.

Her limbs won’t remember to rest. She will sleep only with medication. You’ll tuck her in tight. Your nan will come to help her, and sometimes you.

One morning she will fall and break her ankle. Then she’ll leave for Elmwood House. You will visit for years until it’s time for you to stay close.

But I didn’t stay close. I shot into the world.

Children of dementia are doomed to lose their parents twice. I would lose my mum twice, mind and heartbeat—a double death. One plus one and one times two. And God help me, I decided I would not give disease the satisfaction. I would protect myself, control everything I still could. I would give Flora Maxwell this one bit. All I was saying to myself with that camera around my neck was You’ve already done this. Wasn’t the deathbed of being forgotten enough?

But that May morning, disease said no. And when Orion texted, Flora come now, hurry, I was not close. That was my first defiance.

My second was in not coming right away. I crumpled to the grass, crying, but then I rose to shape another happier world. I adjusted angles and put my life into the camera between my hands. And then I went to hospice, on my terms, with not a shred of guilt until I saw the three faces, the three bodies huddled over the bed, mouthing, You’re too late, too bloody late.

They looked at me as if I hadn’t only missed my goodbye to Mum, but to a dying part of each of them.

And now Orion and Dad are still apologizing and taking on my guilt, my fault? The way I acted was out of my own will, and they can’t have it.

I move so quickly, magazines fly off an end table. My spine locks tight, and I hold my hands out like I could part the ocean of anything.

My dad sharpens. “Flora, what the—”

“Stop! I did it on purpose. I chose not to come right away because I didn’t want to see her go. I didn’t want to be there!”

Lila rises but keeps her distance. “What… How, amor?”

“The accident and traffic, I made it all up as an excuse.” My movements jerk, hands flailing and heat rising. I flip to Orion. “When you messaged, I wasn’t near home like you thought. I was in Allington. And even then, I didn’t come straightaway. I took more pictures.”

Disbelief. It’s written across three faces, and this won’t stand, either. I am red and screaming in this room, and they don’t even believe me.

I rush to my tote and pull out my camera. “See?” Lila’s moved back to the sofa, and I shove the screen into their view, scrolling through the memory card. “Look at the time stamps.”

I whip over to Dad; he’s still shaking his head aimlessly. I keep talking, trying to explain my truth. The control I needed. The all-consuming guilt that rose in me when I finally entered the room to the sight of Orion, hunched between Lila and Dad. You weren’t here with us. You missed it. Dad had reached for me with empty, not open, arms. I needed you, too. I needed my little girl.

And when I’m done, I brace myself, fisting my hands and planting my feet because I know—I simply know—that I have just proven myself to be ten times the flighty, wayward girl they’ve always seen me as.

My family is going to rage, and I’m ready for it. I wait, my eyes piercing, my blood so thick it curdles. I begin counting down from thirty. Make it to twenty, my heartbeat like a snare drum. I reach fifteen, and ten, and—nothing?

Dad speaks first but doesn’t even lift his head from the cage of his hands. “I am so very sorry… for you.” His words are made from cotton, the softest wool.

Sorry for me?

“Yeah, that you actually thought this, I dunno, charade was okay. God, Pink, this was your closure? You lied to us on the day we lost our mum?” Orion uses my nickname, and this is never how it’s been when he’s dragged me home (too late too far too reckless) from a hundred anywheres. I’ve always been Flora Maxwell then.

And Lila, volcano-force Lila, says, “Oh, amor.” So very soft. It burns worse than molten lava. “You know I think of you as a sister… and you couldn’t come to me.”

I’m rooted to the ground, stunned.

When I was ten and Nan had moved in to help with Mum, I overheard her one time. “She’s a hurricane, that one,” Nan said to Dad as she swept up glass from a vase I’d accidentally broken. But I grew into the label, empowered instead of hurt. Dementia was unmentionably strong, but I learned I could be stronger. I could forge my own way.

And for so many years, temper and fight, a lively shout—even when they were pointed at me—I’ve understood and respected those. But not the hushed disappointment my family has just dealt. Goose pimples prick my skin; our living room has dropped twenty degrees. My family’s faces scroll downward. They can’t even stand to look at me.

Coming clean about my actions has only caused more grief around here. The guilt and mistrust I’ve already been suffering multiplies until I can barely stand myself.



For the next twenty-four hours, I’m not even living. Existing’s more the word. I hesitate before sitting on the furniture in my own home, like it’s covered in plastic. I walk the streets, and people’s stares twist into accusations in my head. Winchester becomes gray in more places than sky and stone. I’ll find a way to hurt this city, too. I have before.

My insides are turning to ice. And God, I could use some summer, or even a holiday escape from the past year. Just then it hits me. Warmth. Holiday. My plane ticket for Pilar’s upcoming wedding in Miami.

Three years ago, after she suffered terrible loss, Lila’s parents sent her from Miami to Winchester to heal and cool herself down. My remedy comes in reverse. I need the sun. I could send… myself. Since Nan gave me the camera, I’ve reframed a thousand shots to appear the way I want them to look. Can you reframe an entire life?

I decide I’m going to try, in a place with no footprints of my mistakes along the stony pavement. I need the kind of heat that will burn through the fog around Mum’s legacy and the pain I created around her passing. I want to find and settle the good memories I have of her so I can deliver a worthy tribute. And I want to be able to tell the University of Winchester, I’m Flora Maxwell, and this is what I want to study. This is who I am.

The plan solidifies, and I move quickly.

I make a phone call, tearing up when I’m welcomed. Then I make one more call to change the date on a British Airways flight for a Cuban family wedding.

I dig out my passport from Dad’s office and drag my suitcases down from the attic. I pack a slip dress for the wedding. Sandals and shorts, tank tops, and sundresses come along, too.

As for my family, I can’t take any more me and them inside the shame and lies I created. While they’ve barely spoken to me today, I know they’ll want to talk soon, and I’m only going to hurt them further. They’ll keep twisting my motives and all that’s happened in the last two months until I’m wrung out into nothing. It’s better this way. Better if I slip away on my own. They deserve a better me, and that girl’s not here. She’s in another frame; I’m already picturing her in that sunrise lighting, the balmy tropical scene.

I pen three heartfelt notes to leave in my place. In two days I’ll take a bus ride to Heathrow and a transatlantic flight.

She’s a hurricane, my family said. Good, because Miami knows what to do with those.
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