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CHAPTER ONE






My summer plans went up in flames exactly six days ago. My best friend, Livi, imploded, and she took my summer down with her. I told her not to send those pics to Caleb, but she did it anyway. He betrayed her, the pictures went viral, and her mom lost it. It didn’t help that Livi had a long-standing lack of interest in achievement unless you considered multiple TikToks a day a healthy benchmark. Her mom confiscated her phone and shipped her off to wilderness camp for the entire summer.


Wilderness camp? For Livi Ramos? Livi’s idea of roughing it is a day without a Starbucks run. I feel terrible for Livi. I really do. But I’m being punished as well, and I didn’t do anything! Her banishment means I’ve not only lost my best friend, but I’ve also lost my ride. I don’t turn sixteen until the end of summer.


It couldn’t get much worse.


My bedroom door pushes open and Dad walks in. He’s still wearing his business suit. “Hi, Peanut.”


“The name is Hailey.”


He sits down on the bed where I’m spread out. “Ah, yes, Hailey. I forgot. My apologies. How was your day?”


Dad doesn’t look good. Bits of gray pepper his black hair and stubble covers his chin. His blue eyes are bloodshot, red lines fanning out in squiggles from the pupil to the corner of each eye. The skin over his nose is dry and flaky, and his lips are slightly chapped. He appears to have some sort of condiment stain on his tie. “The better question is, how was your day? You look like hell. I mean it.”


He pats my leg and sighs. “Just another long day at the office.”


“Sucks for you,” I say, with a lopsided grin. “Was it an Office Space kind of day? Like, you stared at the clock and pushed paper around as you plotted the demise of your boss?”


Dad lets out a laugh, his eyes coming to life. Dad is one of the funniest people I know and making him laugh always fills me with pride. I’m pretty sure his sense of humor is how he landed my beautiful mother.


“More or less. You know that movie’s in my top five.”


“It’s not that I’m lazy. It’s that I just don’t care,” I reply, and we both break into smiles. It makes Mom crazy when Dad and I start the movie-quote banter. I pull out that Office Space gem whenever Mom grills me about my subpar performance, usually related to school. Of course, this never ends well for me. She rages while Dad gives me an approving wink. But only behind her back. He’s as scared of her as I am.


“What did you do today?” he asks.


I stick my hands out, dangling my fingers in front of him. “I painted my nails.”


But I don’t tell him how depressing it was to paint my nails alone. Livi and I love to paint our nails. It’s kind of our thing. We keep a box of our collective colors under my bed and between us have close to a hundred bottles.


During the school year, she would come over after dance team practice, and we’d pull out the box, painting our nails while catching up on the day’s tea.


“Nice job. Fuchsia works for you. But anything else? I can see cleaning your room didn’t make the cut.”


Clothes, hangers, and dirty towels litter the floor, and old school papers sit in disorganized piles on my desk. I ignore his last comment. “No other excitement today besides the polish change. I’m starting to think summer vacation is a little overrated.”


Dad shakes his head like he gets it. “So, you don’t have any definite plans for the summer?”


What kind of question is that? I should have guessed something was up. When does Dad ever just show up to my room to talk before first changing out of his suit? His normal evening routine is a quick wardrobe change before he’s out the door for a run. “You know I don’t,” I say. “Spill it. What’s this about?”


“Okay, here’s the deal. Gigi needs some help, and I think you’re the perfect candidate.”


My body freezes. Did he just ask me to spend the summer helping my grandmother? He can’t be serious. I like Gigi fine, but I hardly know her. We see her on holidays, but not much in between. I stare at Dad for a long time before replying.


I finally open my mouth. “What sort of help are we talking about? And why is Mom sending you to do her dirty work? Gigi’s not your mother.”


Dad takes his suit coat off and places it neatly beside him before jerking his necktie loose. “I think Mom was scared that if the request came from her, you’d shoot it down because, you know, it’s Mom asking. Gigi is having a harder time getting around, and she needs someone to help her out.”


I’m still not buying it. “Dad, come on, is she sick? What’s going on? Can’t she hire someone to help her? I admit, yeah, my summer has been pretty boring so far, but this is a big ask.”


The skin on his forehead bunches together and his eyes turn to slits. “Wait. Don’t give me that look,” I say, backpedaling fast. “Gigi’s nice, but we never see her, so it will be awkward. And what would I do all day? Does she even have Wi-Fi?”


Dad lets out a laugh. “Peanut, you’re acting like it’s a death sentence. Plus, you’ll have your phone, and that’s where your face is pointed ninety-nine percent of the time anyway.”


“That’s not true. I do other things besides look at my phone.”


He gives a closed-mouth smile, but I know that smirk lingering around his eyes. He’s locked and loaded, ready to spray fire at me. “Only because you’re kicked out by our parental time limits.”


I get two hours a day, even in summer. My parents won’t budge on this rule. “Do you honestly expect me to spend my entire summer break with Gigi? What am I going to do, move in with her? Hello, I don’t have my driver’s license yet.”


“Yes, yes, I know. Of course, you wouldn’t move in with her. Mom or I could drop you off in the mornings, or you could ride your bike to her house.”


Dad has gone off the deep end. I must shut this down now. “Excuse me? Ride my bike? It’s June in Texas! I would show up sweaty and dehydrated and might pass out from heat exhaustion. Or I might even get myself killed! What if a car doesn’t see me because of the sun’s glare? I’m sorry, it’s too dangerous.”


Dad gives a half-grin. “Well, it’s good to know your mother’s melodrama has passed to the next generation.”


“Dad!”


“Okay, okay. No biking to Gigi’s house. Mom or I will drive you.”


My shoulders relax, and relief washes over me, but this isn’t over yet. “Well, I can’t do it every day. That part has to be negotiable. You can’t take my whole summer.”


Dad gives me his “I feel you” look where his eyes turn up at the corners. He bites his lower lip, nodding slowly. Dad just has this way about him. Even in dire circumstances, I always feel safe with him.


He gazes at me with the same blue eyes I have. “Okay, let’s make a deal,” he says. “How about you spend two days a week with Gigi? Does that sound fair? And by the way, Gigi’s pretty rad for someone her age.”


Did he just say rad? I let it go. Now isn’t the time to make fun of him. He might retaliate with a longer jail sentence, and two days is okay. I can handle two days. “Dad, fine, I’ll try. But, no offense, I think we have completely different ideas of cool.”


“Oh, really. Well, you might be surprised. Gigi has lived quite a life. You could learn a thing or two from her.”


I’m having a hard time believing that one. “One last question. Are you going to pay me?”


Dad arches his eyebrows. “Pay you money?”


“Well, I mean, it sounds like a job.”


“Spending time with your Gigi is a job?”


“Dad, come on. Throw me a bone here.”


“Okay, five dollars an hour.”


“Um, hello? That’s not even minimum wage. I could work at Dairy Queen and make more money.”


“Um, hello, I don’t see you working at Dairy Queen, so be grateful to be offered any money,” he fires back.


“Fine.”


He stands, his jacket slung over his forearm. “One more thing. Don’t tell Mom that I’m paying you. It will upset her.”


I wave my hand at him. “My lips are sealed.”


As he pulls the door closed behind him, he stops and turns his head over his shoulder. “Thanks for being a team player. Gigi needs us now. I think this actually might make your summer better than you can imagine.”


Yeah, whatever. This year will officially enter the history books as the worst summer of my life.












CHAPTER TWO






The alarm buzzes in my ears, but I bury my head under the covers. I should not be up this early in the summer. Lifting the pillow off my face, I shout, “Alexa, off!” and my room returns to a state of quiet bliss. I roll slowly out of bed, a yawn falling out. After giving my long brown curls a firm shake, I stumble over to my closet and throw on my jean cut-offs and a white tee.


I head for the refrigerator downstairs and grab my much-needed caffeine. I pop open a Dr Pepper can, and my foul mood lightens at the sound of the familiar fizz of my favorite drink. Mom’s not going to like me drinking soda in the morning, but I need it to deal with this day.


I drop a waffle in the toaster as Mom breezes into the kitchen, her high heels clacking on the wood floor. She wears a white sheath dress, and gold necklaces of various lengths dangle from her neck. Her silky blond hair is styled with beachy waves; her lips glimmer with gloss. She pours her coffee and looks me up and down. “You’re wearing that to Gigi’s?”


I lower my eyes, examining my outfit. “It’s summer. I look fine.”


“Could you have at least ironed your shirt?” she asks.


I may look slightly disheveled with bedhead, puffy eyes, and wrinkled clothes. Whatever.


My little brother, Kyle, sits at the kitchen table and giggles with a mouth full of cereal. I walk over and smack the back of his head before returning to stand guard over my waffle. Kyle’s been known to pull off a sneak attack and snatch my Eggos while I’m not looking.


“Hey, that hurt,” he whines.


“Stay out of my business, and I’ll leave you alone.”


Mom frowns at me. “Hailey, it’s too early for the fighting. Enough.” She walks to him and rubs his back while talking to him sweetly. Will she ever stop babying him? He’s eleven, not five.


She turns toward me and raises a finger in the air. She’s about to lecture me. “A few reminders about Gigi. Please use proper English and don’t say, ‘yeah.’ Remember your manners and be respectful. Oh, and she’s having problems with her hearing, so be sensitive if she asks you to repeat something.”


“Got it,” I reply flatly.


She sips her coffee, studying me. “Have you started the ACT prep class I registered you for? Any progress on my suggestion you find a volunteer job on the days you aren’t at Gigi’s?”


I know she means well, but a little breathing room would be appreciated. “Mom, it’s summer. Can you give me a few weeks to relax? I work hard during the school year with cross country and my course load. I think a mental break is deserved.”


“Well, colleges today expect you to do something during summer break. You need a story to tell, a summer narrative that weaves into the rest of your high school experience and defines who you are.”


That’s gonna be a tall order considering how my summer is unfolding so far. “I’ll think about it.”


Dad strolls in, his suit jacket on and a tie knotted around his neck. “Peanut, we need to leave. I have an eight-thirty call I can’t miss.”


He does a roundup up motion with his hand like this is some freaking cattle call. “We gotta go!”


Dad, unlike me, is a morning person, which is super annoying. I don’t budge from my position in front of the toaster. “But I haven’t had breakfast.”


He scrolls through messages. “Well, as they say, the early bird catches the worm. Sorry, Hales. We need to bounce.”


I grimace. “I have to eat something first. It’s rude for me to show up to Gigi’s hungry and that reflects poorly on the two of you,” I say, wagging my finger at them both.


His eyes raise from his phone, and a smile spills from his lips. “You know I appreciate a clever comeback. Two minutes on that waffle, and you’re taking it in the car with us.”


Dad stops at the coffeemaker, filling a giant Yeti. He’s not messing around. That thing holds a full three cups. With mug in hand, he plants a kiss on Mom’s cheek. “Good luck with the new client,” he says.


He then gives Kyle’s hair a tousle on his way to the garage. “Hales, I’ll be waiting in the car.”


My waffle pops. I grab my bag and head out the door.


We slide into the Volvo. Dad’s coffee is in one cup holder, my Dr Pepper in the other. As I reach for the radio, he blocks my hand. “Sorry, but I’ve got a call with my partner to prep for our meeting.”


“Fine,” I garble out, my mouth stuffed with waffle. I pop my AirPods in and put on my favorite playlist.


The commute to Gigi’s house isn’t bad, about a fifteen-minute drive. Gigi lives in an older part of town. Our community is newer, and the homes have better upgrades—things like walk-in closets and open-floor plans, but her neighborhood has prestige. Her house was built in the 1950s, and she’s lived in it forever. Mom, on the other hand, is always itching for a new address.


We currently reside in our fifth house of my short life, and I’ve recently surmised the root of the problem: Mom’s addiction to HGTV. She binges shows like Fixer Upper, Love It or List It, and the one with the twins, and then she gets all these wild ideas about what’s wrong with our perfectly acceptable home. She’ll adore the house we live in, and then after a couple of HGTV weekend benders, she’s nothing but complaints. She’ll get the bug to move and will nag Dad until he can’t take it anymore. Then sure enough, our house will be on the block.


I peek in my bag to make sure I didn’t forget any essentials. Last night, I had the foresight to pack an emergency kit with supplies to save me from boredom. I don’t know what to expect at Gigi’s. What if she takes a two-hour nap after lunch? I have my AirPods, my cell phone, my copy of Twilight, and of course, my nail polish.


I’m only on my third song when Dad taps me on the shoulder. “We’re here. I need you to hop out. I’m cutting it close on time.”


I remove my earbuds and stare at him, slightly bewildered. “You’re not going in with me? Not even for a few minutes?”


He points at the clock on the car’s dashboard. “Sorry, but I’ve got fifteen minutes until my call. But you don’t need me to go in. It’s Gigi. I’m sure you’ll have a great day.”


I consider making a desperate plea, but I can tell he’s in work mode. I climb out of the car but flip back before closing the door. “Thanks for the ride. I’ll make sure to turn in my timesheet this evening. I assume I’m getting paid after each day worked, right?”


He waves his hand at me, like he’s shooing a fly away. “Fine, fine. Gotta run.”


I shut the door, and the Volvo zooms down the street.


I stand on the sidewalk and take a moment to admire Gigi’s house. Gigi lives on Oxford Street, a block that bustles with kids on bikes, adults out for runs, and a constant stream of yard crews and pool guys. Her home is a traditional brick bungalow, painted pearl white, the shutters sky blue, and her wooden door stained a butternut brown. She lives in one of the few remaining original cottages; most of her neighbors tore down and built mega mansions, every square inch of the lot filled with house.


I head up the walkway, which splits the yard into two equal parts. A short porch juts off to the right of the door where Gigi has placed a wicker rocking chair with a needlepoint lumbar pillow that says, “Home Sweet Home.” I walk a few steps down the porch and peek in the window. Gigi sits in her living room chair, engrossed in her newspaper. I return to the door and tap the bronze knocker three times.


At least a minute passes but still no answer. Then I remember what Mom said about her bad hearing. I give several loud knocks and press the buzzer. After a few moments, the door swings open, and Gigi greets me with an ear-to-ear grin.


“Hailey! Don’t you look lovely this morning,” she says in her soft twang, pulling me into a hug.


I’m taller than Gigi; she’s barely up to my chin. I awkwardly squeeze her back. The role reversal of me enveloping her in my arms throws me, but she’s still soft and squishy like always, even though I no longer burrow into her bosom. As she holds me longer than is customary, I get a whiff of her perfume. She smells sweet, like fresh soap, with a hint of jasmine and vanilla.


I break away and fidget with my backpack’s straps slung down around my knees.


Gigi looks healthy this morning, her cheeks full and rosy. Her frosted blond hair falls delicately at her shoulders, and she’s done her makeup, her lips a bright shade of red. She wears a cream silk blouse paired with beige linen pants and flower-embroidered espadrilles. I am doubting this whole “Gigi needs your help” story.


She motions me inside, and I step into the entryway. Gigi babbles at me. “I was so thrilled to hear you would be able to help me this summer. I’m so looking forward to our time together. It’s been ages since we’ve spent quality time, just the two of us.”


“Yeah, Gigi, me, too,” I say, and give a half-hearted smile.


I draw in a breath at my mistake. I just broke rule number one from Mom. I said, “yeah” instead of “yes.” This is gonna be one long summer.


“Well, come in, come in. Let’s head to the kitchen and sit down and have a chat. I brewed us a kettle of Earl Grey tea, and I baked banana-nut muffins last night. Come, come!” Gigi says. She waves her wrinkled hands, and her gold bangles clatter loudly on each wrist.


I follow Gigi’s lead as we cut through the living room en route to the kitchen. I catch quick glimpses of the Persian rugs, the antique end tables, the porcelain vases, and all the blown glass. Rich and heavy fabrics upholster the sofas and chairs, and paintings line the walls.


Her collection is a mixture of impressionist street scenes, portraitures from other centuries, and rolling landscapes. The people in the portraits are so unattractive, and the old landscapes make me thankful for modern living. Why does she have these hanging on her wall? “I forgot how beautiful your home is.”


Gigi smiles at me. “Thank you, dear.”


She must think our house is awful. Mom, with her modern and monochromatic taste, favors clean lines, furniture in crisp white, and little clutter. Gigi’s house is a cornucopia of color and texture, pattern layered upon pattern, every inch filled with a knickknack, book, or antique. It’s a little bit of a wonderland, something catching my eye in every corner of each room.


I stop as my attention settles on the Steinway piano that anchors the living room. Gigi’s piano is massive. Covered in an ebony black casing, the piano sits with the lid propped open, the dampers, strings, and hammers on display. One of my favorite memories of Gigi is me perched on her lap in front of the piano with her arms stretched around me. Her fingers danced on the keys as she sang nursery rhymes and silly songs with her beautiful voice.


I point at the piano. “Do you still play?”


“All the time.”


We sit down at the oval kitchen table, and she places her finest china in front of me. Mom only busts out the china at holidays and then complains the entire time about how taxing it is to handwash it, yelling at Kyle and me to make sure our utensils don’t scrape the plates. But Gigi acts like her china is everyday wear.


She pushes a plate of muffins in front of me. “Hailey, please eat. Have you had breakfast?”


As she drops a banana-nut muffin on my plate, I smile. Bananas send my gag reflexes into overdrive; I can’t even stomach banana-flavored bubble gum. But now doesn’t seem like a good time to bring it up. “I actually had a waffle and don’t usually eat much in the mornings, but thanks.”


I sit upright, my shoulders slack against the chair and my ankles crossed, trying my hardest to have proper etiquette. I move my hands from the table to my lap and then back to the table. Where do they go? I’ve blocked out the awful memories from my sixth-grade cotillion classes, but I’m pretty sure where to put your hands at all times was covered.


She pours the tea, and once again I give my obligatory smile. I detest tea as well, especially Earl Grey, but I’d better fake this one or she might catch on that all her attempts to welcome me have failed. She passes over the milk and sugar, and I dump both in my cup, altering the color to a whitish hue. I stir my spoon for a solid minute before taking a swallow. My throat constricts as it rushes down, warm and nasty. There’s still not enough milk to make the taste tolerable. God, tea is awful. I’m going to have to make up a story for the future about how I’m tea-intolerant or have some moral dilemma with the consumption of tea to get out of this torture.


Gigi is happily drinking, the cup slightly shaking as she brings it to her lips. A sadness builds in my chest. Maybe Dad was serious. Maybe she’s not doing so great. “How are you feeling?” I ask in a soft voice.


She gently places her cup down, and then rubs her thumb over the red stain on the rim of her mug. Cocking her head, she blinks her long eyelashes repeatedly. “Oh, some days are better than others, but what do you expect at seventy-four years?”


I nod. I know she’s getting up there … I mean, she is my grandmother … but I didn’t realize she’s that old. “Well, you look good,” I say. “Any big plans for your seventy-fifth?”


She lets out a girlish giggle and waves her hand at me, light pink nails catching my eye. I’m guessing she’s wearing Essie’s Mademoiselle shade. Maybe Gigi has a secret stash of nail polish I can pilfer through for me and Livi?


“Lord, I haven’t given it a thought. It’s still a few months away. But being a Capricorn, we’re known for enjoying birthdays,” she says, giving me a wink.


I slurp down another shot of tea, but the bitter taste makes me wince. “Cool. I don’t know a lot about astrology, but I’ll take your word for it.”


She tilts her head to the right, her eyes twinkling. Gigi has beautiful green eyes, round like a full moon, and in a certain light, bright and shiny like emeralds. Mom and Kyle have the same eyes.


Why couldn’t I have inherited anything from Mom’s side?


“Well, there is a lot of truth in the stars. I’m quite well-versed in it, so if you ever need any celestial guidance, you let me know.”


A laugh escapes the corners of my mouth. She’s a little out there. “Will do.”


We sit in silence, and I wonder how the heck we’re going to pass the next eight hours. I assume Gigi has a master plan, so I figure I might as well find out what’s in store for me. “So … what are we doing today?”


Gigi glances up at the ceiling, then lowers her eyes back to mine. “I was going to do a little reading, work on the crossword, and I hope you and I could go to the grocery store.”


Why am I here if she’s just going to read all afternoon? Shifting in my chair, I try to keep my composure, but I’ve never been good at hiding my emotions. Dad always says I’d make the worst poker player.


Gigi taps her fingers on the table. She’s on to me. “Well, there are some other chores, but I don’t want to burden you on your first day here. I thought you might want to relax before I ask you for help with a few things.”


I should have guessed Gigi is looking out for me. But what’s in my best interest is getting things wrapped up so this gig can end early. “Oh, Gigi, really, I’m here to help, so let me know what you need me to do.”


Her wrinkles pop out as she gives me a broad grin and claps her hands together. “Marvelous. That’s a great attitude you have. Let me grab my reading glasses and list.”


Oh, man. She’s made a list. Gigi glides into the office off the kitchen, so I dash over to the sink and dump out two-thirds of my tea and pitch half the muffin into the garbage can. I race back to my seat and listen to Gigi talking to herself. “Now, where did I put my glasses?”


“Hailey, do you see my glasses out there?” she shouts.


“No, they aren’t on the table or the counters!” I yell back.


She returns to the kitchen. “Could you be a dear and check my bedroom?”


“Yeah, sure.”


I walk through the living room and down the long hallway, passing two guest rooms before arriving at Gigi’s bedroom. Searching for her glasses, I gaze toward the bathroom. Holy jackpot! Stacks of lipsticks overflow from acrylic trays piled four high. There must be at least thirty tubes. I’m no Sherlock Holmes, but I think this discovery all but guarantees she has a decent haul of nail polish to go along with this mother lode.


As I continue my search, I move toward her vanity. The antique piece is a mahogany color, with brass handles on the drawers, curved legs, and a trifold mirror. A bottle of Chanel No. 5 and a silver hand mirror and hairbrush sit on display. I pick up the perfume bottle and raise it to my nose. With touches of rose, oak, and vanilla, it’s definitely the sweet and fresh scent Gigi wears. I then lift the mirror, studying the ornate pattern of flowers, swirling garland and ferns, noticing “Tiffany and Co. Sterling” stamped on the edge.


I run my fingers over the soft white bristles of the oval hairbrush. I wonder if it’s made of horsehair or some other exotic animal. Even though I should ask permission first, I brush through my curls, the bristles snagging my thick brown locks.


“Did you find my glasses?”


The hairbrush slips from my fingers.


Gigi stands in the doorway and smiles at me. Turning my back to her, I bend down and yank out several dark strands to remove the evidence of my crime. I flip around and wave the brush in front of me. “I got distracted by this hairbrush. It’s so beautiful.”


She leans on the doorframe. “I bought it years ago at an estate sale. It’s quite old. I love things that carry someone’s story in them. Most everything in this house has history, including me,” she says, her smile extra bright. She then adds, “You’re welcome to use any of my things. Ask away. Mi casa es su casa.”


Heat rises to my cheeks. She totally knows I was snooping. I dart my gaze around the room to avoid eye contact. I spot the glasses on the bedside table and scoop them up. “Got ’em.”


We return to the kitchen and sit down at the table. Gigi rests her hands on the pad of paper. I slide the reading glasses over to her, and she smiles at me, wrinkles exploding around her mouth. Gigi is old, but she’s still attractive. Her strong features—a straight-edged nose, bow-shaped lips, and large eyes—are strikingly in balance. I bet she was gorgeous back in the day.


She reviews her list. “Ahh, yes. I was hoping we could go to the grocery store, the pharmacy, and stop by Home Depot. I also have several projects around the house I could use your help with.”


“We really are diving all in,” I say in a chipper tone.


She removes her glasses and folds them up. As she gazes over at me, her lips turn down. “Your mom said you have your learner’s permit, so I was hoping you could handle the driving today. My eyes aren’t what they used to be and although I’m generally fine, I do get anxious with crowded parking lots.”


I get her apprehension. Crowded parking lots are the most nerve-racking part of driver’s ed. Well, that is, after merging on the highway and parallel parking. “My parents didn’t tell me I would drive you. I forgot my permit. How about the next visit?”


Gigi smiles from ear to ear, her eyes crinkling at the ends. “The next visit is fine. Let me see what else is on my list.”


I peer over at the piece of paper, and I’m transfixed by her exquisite handwriting. Her upper- and lowercase letters perfectly loop together, and her spacing is impeccable, even on a silly to-do list. Dad’s penmanship is trash, and Mom’s a weird combo of cursive and block.


“You have the most beautiful handwriting,” I say. “Where did you learn to write like that?”


“School, of course.”


“They don’t teach us anymore.”


She raises her hands to her chest and crosses them over her heart, shaking her head. “I will never understand the decision to abandon cursive in school.”


“I guess with computers, it isn’t necessary.”


More wrinkles appear as she snaps her brows together. “Handwriting is quickly becoming a lost art form. Your great-nana was such a stickler about things like penmanship. She is rolling over in her grave on this one.”


She touches the end of her pen to her lips. “We would spend hours working on our cursive. Letter-writing was our means of communication with the world. For my entire life, putting pen to paper has been a daily ritual.” She shrugs and sighs deeply. “And now no one writes letters anymore. I feel sad that your generation won’t experience the thrill of receiving a love letter.”


Gigi writing love letters is hard to imagine, but she’s piqued my curiosity. I’m a sucker for a love story. “Yeah, a text message of incomplete sentences and emojis is probably the closest I’ll ever get to receiving a love letter.”


She crinkles her nose, her mouth dropping into a frown. “Abandoning handwritten letters is one of the modern world’s great tragedies. Computers and phones are useful and efficient, but there isn’t any magic in digital font. Humanity has communicated by the handwritten word for hundreds of years and now, within the span of a generation, it has almost completely vanished.”


Her hands swirl in the air. “With a handwritten note, you can feel the passion of the writer in the slant and size of the letters, whether the writing appears frantic or thoughtful. The writer conveys emotion by underlining, writing in all caps, doodling around words, or filling an entire page with a drawing or picture. The beauty of someone pouring out their soul comes through in the writer’s handwriting. You feel their heart on the page. Did you know that every single person’s handwriting on this planet is unique? Just like our DNA.”


A giggle falls from her lips. “When I was young, we would lace our letters with a lipstick kiss or perfume.”


I’m intrigued by this side of Gigi, but it’s difficult to imagine her at my age. “You wrote a lot of love letters when you were young?”


“I did. We all did back then.” She taps her fingers on the table. “Do you have a boyfriend?”


Is Gigi seriously asking me about boys? Mom knows not to go there with me. “No.”


A smile circles her lips in a way that makes her seem more like a co-conspirator than an authoritative figure. I find myself admitting one of my secrets that I haven’t even shared with Livi. “I do want a boyfriend. Well, I don’t know if a boyfriend is what I want or just some excitement or adventure in my life, someone that finds me interesting.”


Gigi’s expression shifts and her eyes cast to the side, like she’s been transported somewhere else. A few seconds pass before she returns her attention to me. “In time, Hailey. One thing I have learned on my journey is that life can unfold in unexpected ways. But if you want something to happen, be brave and step off the ledge. Whether you fall or fly is up to you.”


I give a nod, but I’m always perplexed when adults speak in cryptic language. What does that even mean? Nothing unexpected is going to happen to me this summer, especially if I spend most of my time at Gigi’s house.




Gigi’s morning task list isn’t so bad. I take down some clothes from the top of her closet, and we sort things into piles: keepers, trashers, and Goodwillers. Gigi owns a lot of clothes, and we have fun cracking up at some of her zany outfits: jumpsuits with shoulder pads, dresses in wild animal prints, and sparkly tops and skirts, mostly by some designer named Joan Rivers. Gigi says she was super-famous and hilarious, but I’ve never heard of her. I make a mental note to check her out on YouTube.


We take a break for lunch. Gigi makes us turkey sandwiches, and we eat together at her table. “I like to spend the afternoon reading. Would you like to join me?”


Man, things move slow around here. I guess it’s not so bad. I do enjoy reading, which I always assumed I got from Dad since Mom never reads. Maybe it skipped over her, and my love of books is from Gigi?


We retreat to the living room, and I grab my copy of Twilight out of my bag. Gigi sits in a club chair, and I slump into the wingback chair across from her. “What is Twilight about?” she asks.


I pass it over, allowing her to take a closer look. “It’s the first book of a series about an ordinary high school girl who falls in love with a gorgeous and mysterious guy who turns out to be a vampire. But the novel isn’t about blood-sucking vampires. I mean, there are gory parts and fight scenes, but it’s really about the love story between Bella and Edward.”


Gigi lifts an eyebrow. “Are you a romantic?”


Who asks that? “I enjoy a good love story.”


She returns Twilight to me, and then pushes herself off the chair. She walks over to the bookshelf behind the piano and runs her finger over a row of leather-bound books. She stops, pulls one from the shelf, and wipes off the front cover. Returning to her chair, she then lowers herself gently into the seat, and places the book in her lap.


“Well, you come from a long line of romantics, and I would like to make an exchange. You give me that copy of Twilight to read, and, in return, I give you my copy of what I consider one of the great American tales about love.”


She’s flamed my curiosity again. Gigi is building quite the cliffhanger, and I’m taking the bait. “I’m up for it. But I’m not sure we have the same taste in novels.”


She crosses her ankles, that dang twinkle in her eye drawing me in. “Well, let’s both take a read and then compare notes. I am going to hand you a first edition of The Great Gatsby.”


I’ve heard of this book but don’t know anything about it. She passes it to me, but it’s in a navy box. The novel’s title and the author’s name are etched on the box’s spine in gold lettering.


“Go on,” she assures me. “You can open it. I had that box made to protect the book. It’s quite old and valuable. This novel is one of my most prized possessions.”


I’ve never held a first edition book, and my stomach twists as my fingers tap the box. “I can’t possibly take something this valuable out of your home. What if I lost it or damaged it? Mom would kill me.”


“One thing growing old has taught me: What’s the point of having things if you don’t enjoy them?” says Gigi. “I want you to experience the beauty of this novel, and I’m not taking the book with me to my next destination, now, am I?” She lifts her chin, prodding me along.


I remove the novel from the box and rest it in my lap. The book is light. How can an amazing story unfold so quickly? I study the tattered dust jacket, a beautiful set of sad eyes staring at me from a sea of blue. “This picture is hypnotizing.”


“This dust jacket is one of the most famous in modern literature,” replies Gigi. “It’s supposed to represent the excess of the Roaring Twenties. Do you mind placing it in the box? It’s easier to read without the jacket.”


I carefully remove the dust jacket. The book’s cover has faded to an army green, like it molded from age like stale bread. The binding is wilted and stained with a few dark spots. I delicately open the front cover. The inscription on the inside page reads:






Ilse,


To my sweet, embraceable you.







Always and forever,


Jack








My heart thuds. I raise my eyes to Gigi. “Who are Jack and Ilse?”


Gigi grows quiet. “Ilse and Jack were my parents, and this novel was a big part of their love story.”


Jack and Ilse. Why have I never heard these names? I thought Mom always said Nana’s name was June. But I might have it all wrong. With Nana having passed years before I was born and Dad’s mom as well, the names jumble together. I need to pay better attention.


“Life is a long and winding road, my angel. Read the book, and once you understand this story, I’ll fill you in on Jack and Ilse,” says Gigi.


I slowly turn the page. My brows arch at the publication date of this book—1925—close to a hundred years ago! I flip the pages with cautious dexterity; each page is thin and fragile, like it might tear with a light touch.


I skip forward to the last page. “There are only two hundred and eighteen pages in this book. That’s short for a novel. Twilight is close to five hundred pages.”


Her eyes flash at me. “Yes, but don’t be fooled. Short doesn’t mean any less engaging. Fitzgerald is a master with words, and every sentence serves a purpose. He easily accomplishes in two hundred pages what most authors barely scratch the surface with in twice that amount.”


“Are you up for the challenge?” she asks. “Should we make a wager on which novel tells a better tale?”


I cackle, but it sounds like more of a throat clearing. It shouldn’t surprise me that Gigi’s a gambler. “I’ll take that bet. But I’m warning you, Edward is easy to fall for.”


“You haven’t met Jay Gatsby yet,” she says.


“Touché. What’s the wager?”


Twinkle, twinkle go her eyes. “Perhaps I get a third day with you each week for the summer?”


I nod, like I’m contemplating her proposal, but Gigi wanting to spend more time with me makes my insides shine. “That’s fair. But what if I win?”


“You could drop down to one day a week.”


I think that would hurt her feelings, and she’s turned out to be way more interesting than I would have guessed. “Oh, no. I want to spend two days with you.”


A ginormous smile lights her up like a Christmas tree.


“I think I know what the perfect wager would be.”


“Yes?” Gigi asks.


“To rummage through your lipstick and nail polish collections.” Before she can reply, I add, “When I went to your bedroom, I stumbled upon your lipsticks stacked on the counter. I’m impressed.”


Gigi throws her head back and howls with laughter. Her giggles are high-pitched bursts of joy, falling out of her in a stuttering pattern, and I can’t help but laugh alongside her. “Deal. Let’s shake on it. We each have three weeks to finish the books, and then we can have a lengthy discussion. In fact, let’s have a party to celebrate our favorite novels.”


When I extend my hand, she leans forward and clasps it with both of hers before squeezing tightly. “Three weeks? Gigi, I can knock this out in a few days!”


She reclines into her chair, falling into laughter. “You’ve always had a wonderful spirit to you. You remind me of my younger self.”


I beam at her.


Mom picks me up promptly at four. I hop in her car and take out my AirPods.


“Not so fast. I’d like a report first.”


I bite my tongue, but she was rude to Gigi. Rather than coming to the door and saying hello, she texted me to come outside. I haven’t paid much attention before now, but she’s prickly toward Gigi. I find this strange since Mom’s the one behind my summer stint.


“It was good. What do you want, like a play-by-play of our day?”


Mom grips the steering wheel with both hands, her lips pressed together. “I was concerned since I know you weren’t exactly enthusiastic when asked to help Gigi out.”


I’m not about to let her know I enjoyed the day. I might need to milk Gigi duty to get my way on a few things on the home front. “I helped her with chores around the house. We cleaned out her closet, and I loaded and unloaded the dishwasher. She had me take the trash out. That’s about it. She likes to read, so we spent an hour with our noses in books.”


Mom bobs her chin up and down. “Well, I’m glad to hear it. I appreciate you pitching in since work is so busy.”


I don’t point out the obvious: Mom could stop by on the weekends or after work if she wanted to help. “You’re welcome. Oh, and she wants me to drive her around, so don’t let me forget my permit next visit.”


“What did you and Gigi talk about?” she asks.


Why does Mom always want to know every single detail of my day? “She asked about high school—things like my running and what subjects I like. And then we talked about her home. I had forgotten how beautiful Gigi’s house is, with all the antiques, colorful rugs, and old books. She owns a lot of fancy stuff like china, and she was teaching me about Herend, which are these little porcelain animal figurines, and I love all her blue pottery.”


Mom is eerily silent, not even a “yep” response. “Why are you so quiet? What, you don’t like Gigi’s taste? Her style is super traditional, but it’s still nice.”


Mom takes in a deep breath and releases a long sigh. “Her home is lovely.”


I turn my head and gaze out the window, popping in my AirPods.
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