


ONE
“Knock	’em	dead,	E.	May	I	suggest	the	leopard-print	leggings?	”

I	squint	to	read	the	text	as	blanched	sunlight	seeps	through	the	blinds	of	my
new	bedroom.

“No,	you	may	not,”	I	murmur	sleepily	 to	myself	with	a	smile.	Leave	 it	 to
Sawyer,	my	best	 friend	 from	back	home,	 to	make	sure	 I	 start	even	 the	 least
promising	day	with	a	smile.

I	 lean	up	on	 an	 elbow	and	glance	 at	 the	 clock	on	my	bedside	 table:	 6:20
a.m.	 The	 first	 day	 of	 my	 senior	 year	 will	 start	 in	 approximately	 ninety
minutes.	Whoop.

Sawyer	never	lets	me	forget	the	time	I	was	sent	home	from	school	in	tenth
grade	 for	 a	 dress-code	 violation,	 prompting	 my	 impassioned	 Zola-esque
speech	about	leggings	fitting	every	criterion	of	pants,	particularly	when	paired
with	a	 shirt	 that	practically	hit	my	knees.	Sawyer	 rewarded	me	with	a	 slow
clap,	but	I	still	got	sent	home.	“Leopard-print	 leggings”	have	been	our	most
well-worn	meme	ever	since.

“Muah,	Sawbones,”	I	text	back,	then	sign	off	with	my	customary	“E.”	He’s
called	me	that	since	I	emphasized	when	we	met	in	grade	school	that	my	name
was	Anne	with	an	E.	He	actually	called	me	that	for	a	long	time—Anne	with	an
E—then	 switched	 it	 up	 for	 a	 while	 by	 calling	 me	 E	 with	 an	 Ann—then
shortened	it	permanently	to	E.	My	parents’	joint	funeral	three	months	ago	was
the	only	time	he	ever	called	me	just	“Anne,”	a	formality	that	chillingly	drove
home	the	new	identity	foisted	on	someone	associated	with	a	Terrible	Tragedy.

That	 “Anne”	 seared	 my	 soul,	 made	 me	 realize	 I’d	 never	 be	 free	 of	 pity
smiles	or	strained	formality	in	my	hometown	ever	again,	even	from	Sawyer.	It
took	a	while	to	work	out	the	details,	but	I	decided	then	and	there	to	accept	my
aunt	and	uncle’s	offer	and	move	three	hundred	and	forty	miles	away	to	their
home	in	the	beach	town	of	Hollis,	South	Carolina—on	tiny	Hollis	Island—for
my	last	year	of	high	school.

So	here	I	am.



Yet	what	have	I	really	gained?	Now,	I	get	pity	smiles	and	strained	formality
from	my	aunt	and	uncle	 rather	 than	my	friends	back	home.	Not	 that	 I	don’t
appreciate	 their	 kindness.	 They’re	 just	 too	 earnest	 when	 they	 stress,	 for
instance,	that	I	should	call	this	room	my	room	rather	than	their	spare	bedroom,
or	 that	 I	should	help	myself	 to	whatever	I	want	 in	 the	kitchen	because,	hey,
it’s	my	kitchen	too!	I	miss	the	day	when	things	just	were.	Let’s	face	it:	when
someone	has	to	point	out	that	a	kitchen	is	your	kitchen	too,	it’s	not	really	your
kitchen.

I	 put	 the	 phone	 down,	 swallow	 hard,	 and	 head	 to	 the	 bathroom	 (my
bathroom,	Aunt	Meg	perkily	insists)	for	one	of	my	three-minute	showers.

Short	 showers	 and	 lightning-fast	 styling	 time	 are	 why	 I	 chopped	 off	 my
auburn	hair	after	Mom	and	Dad’s	accident.	I	can’t	stand	the	deafening	hum	of
a	 blow	 dryer	 anymore.	Who	 can	 afford	 to	 be	 lulled	 by	 the	 sound	 of	white
noise	when	god-knows-what	can	be	unfolding	just	down	the	street?	After	all,
I’d	 been	 in	 the	 shower	 that	 evening,	 deliciously	 oblivious	 as	 I	 massaged
cucumber	and	sage-scented	shampoo	into	my	waist-length	hair,	when	a	drunk
driver	ran	a	stop	sign	and	crashed	into	my	parents’	car.

I’m	 not	 superstitious;	 I	 know	 awful	 things	 can	 happen	 whether	 or	 not	 I
happen	 to	 be	 in	 the	 shower,	 or	 whether	 or	 not	 I’m	 being	 lulled	 into
complacency	by	the	white	noise	of	a	blow	dryer.	Still	…	vigilance.	That’s	my
new	approach	 to	 life.	Then,	even	 if	 the	unthinkable	happens,	at	 least	 I’ll	be
paying	attention.

I	don’t	know	much	anymore,	but	I	know	that	I’ll	never,	ever	let	myself	be
blindsided	again.

“Your	first	day!”

I	smile	weakly.	Aunt	Meg	starts	lots	of	conversations	like	this—blurting	out
a	basic,	obvious	fact—but	I	know	she	means	well.

“Yep,”	I	say,	standing	at	the	kitchen	counter	pouring	milk	over	my	cereal.

She	 tightens	 the	 sash	 around	 her	 pale-pink	 bathrobe,	 walks	 closer,	 and
fingers	my	hair,	still	damp	from	the	shower.

“Your	haircut’s	 so	 cute,”	 she	 says.	 “So	 sporty	 and	 spunky,	but	 still	 really
elegant.	Your	cheekbones	look	amazing	with	short	hair.”

“Thanks,	Aunt	Meg.”



She	flicks	a	lock	of	blonde	hair	over	her	shoulder.

“Maybe	we	can	get	pedicures	this	weekend,”	she	suggests,	and	I	nod,	biting
my	lower	lip	as	I	glance	through	the	kitchen	window	at	the	pine	trees	swaying
in	the	back	yard.	I	feel	so	claustrophobic	in	this	house	sometimes.	I	imagine
myself	 running	 at	 full	 speed	 into	 the	 woods,	 my	 arms	 pumping	 as	 my
sneakers	plow	down	the	twigs	and	bracken	in	my	path.

“Of	course,	you’ll	have	friends	to	get	pedicures	with	soon,”	Aunt	Meg	says,
seeming	to	intuit	my	lack	of	enthusiasm.	Damn.	I	try	hard	not	to	tip	my	hand;
she’s	been	so	great	to	me,	you	know?

Aunt	 Meg	 sips	 coffee	 from	 her	 mug,	 then	 adds,	 “I	 know	 you’ll	 make
friends	in	no	time.”

I	nod	noncommittally.

“And	boyfriends!	We’ll	be	shopping	together	soon	for	prom	dresses!”

I	pinch	my	lips	together.	“Aunt	Meg,	I’m	mostly	just	going	to	concentrate
on	my	schoolwork	this	year.	You	know	…	try	to	keep	my	grades	up	so	I	can
get	a	scholarship	…	”

“Of	course,	of	course.	But	there’s	always	time	for	fun.”

She	rests	a	cool	palm	on	my	cheek	and	I	will	my	eyes	not	to	fill	with	tears.

“Sure,”	 I	 say	 softly.	 “I’m	sure	 I	 can	squeeze	 in	 some	 fun.	Aunt	Meg,	my
cereal’s	getting	soggy	…	”

“Oh,	of	course,	of	course.	Go	eat,	sweetie,”	Aunt	Meg	says,	sweeping	her
arm	toward	the	kitchen	table.

I	 give	 her	 an	 apologetic	 look—I	 find	myself	 giving	 her	 apologetic	 looks
approximately	 forty	 times	a	day—and	walk	 to	 the	 table.	As	 I	 settle	 into	my
seat,	Uncle	Mark	walks	 in,	 his	 dark	hair	 tousled	 as	 he	 straightens	 a	 tie.	He
looks	so	much	like	my	dad.

“’Morning,	sunshine,”	he	says,	and	I’m	not	sure	who	he’s	talking	to.	I	raise
a	hand	awkwardly	in	response.	He	pecks	Aunt	Meg	on	the	lips,	then	sits	next
to	me	at	the	table.

“Gorgeous	 day	 outside,”	 he	 says,	 and	 I	 mmmmm	 my	 agreement.	 “It’s
supposed	to	be	nice	all	week.	Maybe	we	can	go	to	the	beach	this	weekend.”



Oh	god.	Are	my	aunt	and	uncle	going	to	be	tripping	over	each	other	for	the
rest	 of	 the	 year	 to	 try	 to	 fill	 my	 weekends	 with	 fun	 and	 otherwise
overcompensate	 for	 my	 having	 two	 dead	 parents?	 I’m	 not	 sure	 how	much
faux	cheer	I	can	muster	from	one	offer	to	the	next.

I	 yearn	 for	 the	 days	 when	 Uncle	 Mark	 and	 Aunt	 Meg	 were	 merely	 bit
players	 in	my	life,	perfectly	nice	people	with	cameo	roles	offering	infusions
of	warm	hugs	and	affable	questions	about	how	I	was	doing	 in	school.	They
are	no	longer	just	the	people	who	spend	random	weekends	with	me	and	bring
me	presents	on	special	occasions.	Now,	their	personalities,	their	quirks,	their
idiosyncrasies	 are	 the	 wallpaper	 of	 my	 daily	 existence.	 Even	 calling	 them
Aunt	and	Uncle—I’d	always	dispensed	with	that	formality	before.	They	were
just	 Mark	 and	Meg.	 But	 now,	 being	 casual	 seems	 so	…	 ungrateful.	 I	 feel
dizzy	as	I	contemplate	the	new	normal	of	squelching	annoyances	and	showing
gratitude	on	a	day-to-day,	hour-to-hour,	minute-to-minute	basis.

Still,	a	day	at	 the	beach	doesn’t	sound	half	bad.	At	 least,	 it	wouldn’t	have
sounded	 half	 bad	…	 in	 my	 old	 world.	 I	 can’t	 help	 but	 feel	 nostalgic	 as	 I
contemplate	a	carefree	day	wiggling	my	toes	in	the	sand.	I	remember	what	a
treat	it	used	to	be	to	visit	Uncle	Mark	and	Aunt	Meg	when	I	was	younger—
my	beach	relatives!	My	parents	and	I	would	sit	right	at	this	table	eating	fresh
grapefruit	for	breakfast,	then	grab	our	beach	towels	and	zoom	out	the	door	for
the	 ten-minute	 drive	 to	 the	 shore.	 I’d	 surf	with	Dad	 and	Uncle	Mark,	 then
shake	the	water	from	my	ears	as	I	joined	Mom	and	Aunt	Meg	for	a	stroll	on
the	beach.	We’d	 read	 cheesy	novels,	 snack	on	 chips,	 push	our	 beach	 chairs
back	from	the	tide	periodically,	and	basically	loll	away	the	day,	splashing	in
the	surf	at	regular	intervals.

At	the	end	of	a	long	day,	our	cheeks	rosy,	we’d	head	back	to	the	house—
this	 house—for	 boiled	 shrimp	 and	watermelon	 slices	 on	 the	 redwood	 deck,
licking	our	fingers	and	laughing	as	Felix	the	Lab	chased	one	tennis	ball	after
another.	Then	we’d	come	to	the	sunroom	and	collapse	on	the	cozy	overstuffed
furniture	 with	 ceiling	 fans	 whirring	 overhead,	 crickets	 chirping	 in	 the
backyard	pines.

This	house	was	a	retreat	back	then,	an	oasis.	Aunt	Meg’s	exuberance	was	a
sunny	punctuation	mark	on	our	lazy	beach	days—a	stark	contrast	to	my	droll,
witty	 mom—and	 Uncle	 Mark’s	 resemblance	 to	 my	 dad	 was	 nothing	 more
than	a	fleeting,	offhand	observation,	as	opposed	to	a	jolting	stab	of	pain.



Nothing	about	 them,	nothing	about	 this	house,	 feels	 the	same	any	more.	 I
wasn’t	meant	 to	 live	 in	 this	 beautiful	 sunny	 home;	 I	wasn’t	meant	 to	 smile
politely	on	a	daily	basis	during	well-meaning	conversations	about	pedicures
and	prom	dresses,	particularly	at	6:45	 in	 the	morning.	 I	 love	Aunt	Meg	and
Uncle	Mark,	but	I	want	my	house	back.	I	want	my	wordless	grumpy	mornings
back.	I	want	my	parents	back.	I	want	my	life	back.

“Nervous	about	today?”	Uncle	Mark	asks.

I	shake	my	head,	averting	my	eyes	from	his	hopeful	gaze.

“Nah,”	I	say,	aiming	for	breezy.	“Hey,	I’m	going	to	school	with	a	bunch	of
beach	bums.	How	challenging	can	it	be?”

He	raises	an	eyebrow	approvingly.	“Cocky	and	over-confident,	huh?	I	like
it.”

“That’s	me,	alright.”

He	glances	at	my	cereal	bowl	and	says,	“Wheaties	again?	That	was	always
your	dad’s	favorite,	you	know.”

I	raise	my	spoon	gamely.	“The	breakfast	of	champions.”

Lots	 of	 this	 goes	 on	 at	 my	 new	 home,	 too:	 references	 to	 my	 parents—
comparisons,	reminiscences,	offhand	comments.	The	references	come	so	fast
and	 seem	 so	 forced,	 I	 can’t	 help	 but	 get	 the	 feeling	 my	 aunt	 and	 uncle
consulted	with	a	therapist	who	recommended	this	strategy.	I’m	touched	by	the
gesture,	 and	 sure,	 it	 helps	 to	 weave	 my	 parents	 into	 the	 conversation,	 but
nothing	 seems	 natural	 anymore.	 I	 wonder	 what	 it	 would	 be	 like	 to	 have	 a
conversation	that	doesn’t	seem	guided	by	the	invisible	hand	of	a	professional.

Uncle	Mark	 smiles	 at	me	 as	 I	 take	 a	 bite,	 then	 leans	 into	his	 elbows	 and
says	softly,	“You	know	we’ve	got	your	back	…	right?”

I	 lock	 eyes	 with	 him	 for	 a	 long	 moment.	 “Yes,”	 I	 say,	 and	 return	 Aunt
Meg’s	 smile	as	 she	 looks	over	her	 shoulder	at	me	 from	 the	kitchen	 sink.	 “I
know	you	do.”

“Good,”	Uncle	Mark	tells	me,	rising	from	his	chair	and	kissing	my	cheek.
“Don’t	ever	forget	that.”



TWO
“Forget	it.”

I	 shut	my	 locker	 door	 and	 turn	 toward	 the	 sound	 of	 a	 voice	 inexplicably
addressing	me.

“Excuse	me?”	I	say.

The	girl	swirls	her	index	finger	through	a	lock	of	long	dark	hair	and	flashes
a	conciliatory	smile.	“Oh,	I	didn’t	mean	anything	by	it.	Just	…	I	mean,	I	heard
you’re	 new,	 and	 I	 thought	 you’d	 want	 a	 heads-up	 that	 he’s	 definitely
unavailable.”

Truly,	I	have	no	clue	what	she’s	talking	about.

“Blake,”	she	clarifies.

My	mind	zips	through	its	database	for	context	but	comes	up	dry.	What	the
hell	is	she	talking	about?

“You	were	just	checking	out	Blake	Fields,”	she	says.

Aaaaaahhh.	I	still	have	no	idea	what	she’s	talking	about,	but	I’m	catching
on	that	cattiness	is	alive	and	well	at	Hollis	Island	High	School.	I’m	tempted	to
peer	cryptically	at	this	presumptuous	twit,	as	if	trying	to	glean	the	depths	of
her	audacity—
that	definitely	would	have	been	my	MO	back	home	in	Dixonville—but	even
though	my	first	day	at	Hollis	Island	High	is	almost	over,	I’m	still	dutifully	in
new-girl	mode.

I	 flick	 my	 bangs	 from	 my	 eyes.	 “Blake	 Fields	 …	 ?”	 I	 venture,	 in	 as
unthreatening	a	tone	as	I	can	manage.

She	 points	 at	 the	 locker	 next	 to	mine.	 “The	 guy	 you	were	 just	 checking
out,”	she	says,	sounding	a	little	irked	at	my	obtuseness.

And	really,	what’s	the	point	in	trying	to	convince	her	that	the	only	thing	I
was	checking	out	was	my	calculus	book.	“Right,”	I	say	instead.	“Unavailable.
Got	it.	Thanks	for	the	tip.”

A	look	of	exasperation	clouds	her	face.	“I	mean	 it,”	she	 insists	petulantly.
“Didn’t	you	hear	what	happened?”



“Didn’t	get	the	memo.”

I	 toss	a	wave	and	walk	away.	So	much	 for	my	new-girl	congeniality.	 I’m
still	 clueless	 about	 what	 this	 twit	 is	 insinuating,	 but	 however	 much	 she’s
enjoying	trying	to	bait	me,	I	have	got	to	cut	her	playtime	short.

A	girl	I’ve	seen	in	my	morning	classes	approaches	me	with	a	subtle	smile
and	a	single	raised	eyebrow.	“Getting	to	know	Natalie?”	she	asks.

“I’m	apparently	not	supposed	to	notice	some	guy	I’ve	never	noticed,”	I	say
as	we	walk	down	the	hall.	“She	put	me	on	notice.”

The	girl	laughs.	“Headed	for	Calculus?”	she	asks	me.

I	nod.

“Me	too.	I’m	Melanie.”

“Hi.	I’m	Anne.	I	think	I’ve	seen	you	in	a	couple	of	my	classes?”

Melanie	nods.	“So,	who	aren’t	you	supposed	to	notice?”

“Um	…	sorry,	I’ve	forgotten	his	name.”

“Clearly,	 you’re	 obsessed,”	 Melanie	 says,	 and	 we	 laugh	 lightly,	 moving
with	the	flow	of	traffic	down	the	hall.

“Good	thing	what’s-her-name	nipped	that	in	the	bud,”	I	say	dryly.

Melanie	nods	her	head	to	signal	me	to	take	a	left,	and	we	flow	into	the	math
wing	 of	 the	 school.	 “Natalie’s	 insecurities	 go	 into	 overdrive	when	 she	 sees
somebody	new,”	Melanie	says.	“She’s	like,	Whoa,	new-girl	alert!	Better	teach
her	the	pecking	order	really	fast	so	she	doesn’t	go	around	thinking	she	owns
the	place.”

“So	I	don’t	own	Hollis	Island	High?	Bummer.”

Melanie	snaps	a	finger.	“Oh,	I	bet	I	know	who	she	was	talking	about.	Blake
Fields?”

“Yeah,	I	think.”

“Oh,	 don’t	even,”	Melanie	 teases	 as	 I	 follow	her	 into	 our	Calculus	 class,
lightly	brushing	shoulders	with	people	leaving.	“He’s	not	only	gorgeous,	he’s
tragic.	Now,	that’s	some	serious	cachet.”



I	 follow	her	 to	 the	 far	 end	of	 the	 room,	Melanie	giving	 fluttery	waves	 to
classmates	as	she	passes	them.	I	settle	into	the	seat	beside	her.

“What’s	tragic	about	him?”	I	ask	as	we	put	our	books	on	our	desktops.

“His	girlfriend	died	over	the	summer,”	Melanie	says,	then	glances	at	me	for
a	sensitivity	check.	“Which,	of	course,	really	is	sad.”

“How	did	she	die?”

Melanie	pushes	a	lock	of	dark	blonde	hair	behind	her	ear.	“Drowned.	In	the
ocean.”

I	mouth	Wow.	“Did	you	know	her?”

Melanie	shakes	her	head.	“She	went	to	Cloverville	High—the	school	in	the
next	town	over.	Plus,	she	was	younger	than	us	…	she’d	be	a	junior	this	year,	I
think.”

The	sixth-period	bell	rings	and	a	teacher	in	shirt	sleeves	and	a	bow	tie	tells
us	to	settle	down.

“Mr.	Loring,”	Melanie	whispers	conspiratorially.	“We	call	him	Mr.	Boring.”

“Aaaahh.	Clever.”

“Before	we	get	started,”	Mr.	B/Loring	begins	in	a	monotone,	“we’d	like	to
welcome	a	new	student	to	our	class.	Uh,	Annie	…	?”

“It’s	Anne,”	I	say	softly.	“Anne	Welch.”

He	responds	with	an	awkwardly	prolonged	pity	smile.	Damn.	He’s	at	least
the	fourth	teacher	today	to	give	me	a	pity	smile.	Not	even	three	hundred	and
fifty	miles	is	far	away	enough	to	escape	them.

“Well.”	He	tilts	his	head,	his	eyes	oozing	sympathy.	“Welcome,	Anne.”

“Well.	Thanks.”

The	class	chuckles	 lightly.	Uh-oh.	Was	 that	a	smartass	 response?	The	 last
thing	I	want	to	do	is	draw	attention	to	myself.	Hollis	Island	High	is	just	a	brief
way	station	en	route	to	college.	Now,	that’ll	be	a	true	fresh	start.	This	is	a	year
I’m	simply	trying	to	endure.

“I	 certainly	 hope	 you’ll	 find	 this	 class	 enjoyable,”	 he	 says	 improbably,
because	truly,	what	are	the	odds.



But	I	just	smile	and	nod.

Low	profile,	E,	 I	 remind	myself,	 fingering	 the	wedding	 rings	 that	 dangle
under	my	shirt	from	a	chain	around	my	neck,	my	only	24-7	connection	to	my
parents.	Low	profile.

“So!”

Another	 oh-so-nuanced	 conversation	 starter	 from	Aunt	Meg.	 She	 spoons
some	mashed	potatoes	onto	her	plate	and	passes	me	the	bowl.

“How	was	your	first	day	of	school?”	she	asks.

“Okay,”	 I	 respond,	 spooning	 my	 portion	 and	 passing	 the	 bowl	 along	 to
Uncle	 Mark.	 “I	 take	 it	 the	 word’s	 out	 to	 all	 my	 teachers	 about	 Mom	 and
Dad?”

Aunt	Meg	feigns	confusion.	“What	do	you—”

“We	talked	to	the	counselor,”	Uncle	Mark	says	quietly.	“We	had	to	explain
your	circumstances	…	us	being	your	guardians,	why	you’ve	switched	schools
your	senior	year	…	”

“Plus,	 honey,	 we	 wanted	 to	 make	 sure	 they	 were	 aware	 of	 your	 special
needs,”	Aunt	Meg	says,	her	eyebrows	an	inverted	V.

I	stiffen.	“Special	needs?”

“Just	…	that	you’ve	been	through	a	lot,	and	that	the	administration	should
be	attuned	to	any	…	”

“We	 know	 you’re	 fine,	 Annie,”	 says	 Uncle	 Mark,	 who	 calls	 me	 that
sometimes	on	purpose	and	not	because	he’s	mispronouncing	my	name.	“We
just	needed	 to	give	a	 little	 information	about	your	background.	 I’m	sure	 the
curiosity	factor	will	die	down	in	the	next	couple	of	days.”

“Oh,	you	know	what?”	Aunt	Meg	says	 in	her	sing-song	voice.	“I	 found	a
list	of	extracurriculars	on	the	school	website.	Plus,	volunteer	opportunities!”

My	 fork	 lands	with	 a	 dull	 thud	 into	my	mashed	 potatoes.	 “Thanks,	Aunt
Meg,	but	I	don’t	know	if	I	want	to	get	involved	in—”

“Staying	busy	is	key,”	she	says,	a	stern	edge	creeping	into	her	perky	tone.

“Meg,	Annie	needs	to	take	things	at	her	own	pace.”	Uncle	Mark’s	voice	is
kind	but	firm.



“Busy!”	she	repeats,	her	pitch	higher	than	ever.	“That’s	the	key!	Plus,	she’s
got	her	college	applications	to	think	about.”	She	flashes	me	a	quick	smile.

I	bite	my	lip,	my	heart	sinking	with	the	reminder	that	I’ll	go	the	whole	year
—maybe	 longer—without	 being	 able	 to	 have	 a	 genuine	 or	 spontaneous
conversation	with	the	people	my	school	knows	as	my	“guardians.”

“Oops.	Forgot	the	rolls,”	Aunt	Meg	says,	then	pushes	her	chair	away	from
the	table	and	scurries	into	the	kitchen.

Uncle	Mark	clears	his	throat,	and	when	I	glance	at	him,	he	winks	at	me.

“She’ll	calm	down	soon,	I	promise,”	he	says.

I	wave	 a	 hand	 through	 the	 air.	 “Aunt	Meg	 is	 great,”	 I	 say,	 furrowing	my
brow	for	emphasis.

“I	know	she	tries	too	hard,”	Uncle	Mark	responds,	“especially	when	she’s
stressed.	But	she	means	well.”

My	heart	sinks.	“I’m	so	sorry	I	brought	stress	into	your	life.”

Uncle	Mark	 leans	closer.	“Honey,	no.	No.	That’s	not	what	 I	meant.	She’s
just	in	hyper-management	mode	right	now,	what	with	getting	you	enrolled	in
school	and	everything.	She	wants	the	best	for	you;	we	both	do.	It’s	just	…	like
I	said	…	she	tries	a	little	too	hard.”

He	squeezes	my	hand	as	Aunt	Meg	walks	back	into	the	dining	room	with	a
bowl	 full	of	hot	 rolls.	 “Might	want	 to	wait	 a	 couple	of	minutes	 for	 them	 to
cool	down,”	she	says,	rejoining	us	at	the	table.

I	smile	weakly	and	pick	at	my	food.	Of	course	I’ve	brought	stress	into	their
lives,	 like	 it	wasn’t	 stressful	enough	for	Uncle	Mark	 to	 lose	his	brother	and
sister-in-law.	He	and	Aunt	Meg	have	been	happily	childless	throughout	their
twenty-something-year	 marriage,	 touring	 Europe,	 going	 on	 cruises,	 joining
tennis	 leagues,	 or	 redecorating	 their	 house	whenever	 they	 felt	 like	 it.	Now,
they’re	arranging	discreet	meetings	with	high	school	counselors,	enumerating
my	“special	needs,”	and	ensuring	that	all	my	credits	have	transferred.	I	feel	a
thud	 in	 my	 stomach	 as	 I	 contemplate	 that	 moving	 here	 was	 perhaps	 the
stupidest,	most	selfish	decision	I’ve	ever	made.	I	barely	know	a	soul	on	this
island,	and	though	my	crash	course	with	grief	has	made	it	easy	to	replace	my
once-active	 lifestyle	with	 hours	 on	 end	 of	 burrowing	my	 nose	 in	 a	 book,	 I
can’t	deny	that	my	first	day	of	school	left	me	achingly	lonely.



“Honey,	 speaking	 of	 your	 special	 needs	 …	 ”	 Aunt	 Meg	 says,	 willfully
avoiding	Uncle	Mark’s	disapproving	scowl.	“I	think	…	I	think	it	might	be	a
good	idea	for	you	to	see	a	therapist.”

Ah.	The	talk-about-her-parents-constantly	therapist?

Uncle	 Mark’s	 eyes	 are	 shooting	 daggers	 at	 her,	 but	 Aunt	 Meg	 is	 still
ignoring	him.	“I’ve	called	around	for	some	references,	and	this	psychologist
named	 Virginia	 Sennett	 comes	 highly	 recommended.	 She	 specializes	 in
working	with	young—”

“Meg,	 you	 should	 have	 discussed	 this	 with	 me,”	 Uncle	 Mark	 says	 in	 a
clipped	tone,	and	I	wonder	if	I’ll	soon	be	able	to	add	divorce	to	the	ways	I’ve
transformed	their	lives.

Aunt	Meg	bristles	and	tells	him	under	her	breath,	“You	know	very	well	we
talked	about—”

“You	know	what?”	I	blurt.	“I	think	that	sounds	like	a	good	idea.”

Their	eyes	widen.

“I	think	it’ll	help,	and	I	really	appreciate	all	the	trouble	you’ve	gone	to,”	I
say.

Long	pause.

“You’re	sure?”	Uncle	Mark	asks,	and	I	nod	briskly.

Yes,	 I’ll	 see	 a	 therapist.	 Anything	 to	 dissipate	 the	 tension	 in	 the	 room.
Anything	 to	 loosen	 the	 knot	 in	 my	 stomach.	 Anything	 to	 make	 Aunt	Meg
smile,	and	yes,	she’s	smiling	now.	Anything	to	assuage	my	guilt,	to	be	less	of
a	burden,	to	hasten	this	journey	through	Hollis	Island	hell.

Anything	 to	 help	me	 choke	 down	 this	meat	 loaf	 so	 I	 can	 excuse	myself
from	the	table	at	the	earliest	possible	opportunity.

I	put	a	bite	in	my	mouth	and	swallow	it	whole.



THREE
“Sorry.”

I	 glance	 at	 the	 guy	 with	 dark	 hair	 and	 deep	 blue	 eyes	 who	 has	 just
accidentally	 knocked	 my	 shoulder	 with	 his	 locker	 door.	 I	 smile.	 “No
problem.”

“The	door	always	sticks,”	he	says,	explaining	why	he	opened	it	harder	than
he	intended	to.

“Yeah,	I’m	guessing	these	lockers	date	back	to,	I	dunno	…	
maybe	the	sixth	century?”

He	smiles.	“Nah,	you’re	off	by	a	few	million	years.	We’re	talking	caveman
technology	here.”

I	wrinkle	my	nose.	“I	think	you	just	insulted	cavemen.”

We	rifle	around	in	our	lockers	for	a	moment,	then	he	says,	“I’m	Blake.”

I	nod.	“Anne.”

He	 extends	 a	 hand	 just	 as	 I’m	grabbing	my	 first-period	English	Lit	 book
from	my	locker,	and	I	fumble,	tucking	it	hastily	under	my	arm	so	I	can	shake.

“Hi,”	I	say.

Blake	takes	my	hand,	laughing	lightly	at	my	awkwardness.

“Not	so	good	at	multitasking,”	I	tell	him	sheepishly.

A	guy	with	 fine,	 shoulder-length	blond	hair	 rushes	up	 to	Blake	 and	 stops
just	short	of	chest-butting	him,	forcing	me	to	jump	back.

“Dude,”	Blake	mutters	irritably.

“My	notes,”	the	other	guy	snaps.	“I	need	my	notes.”

“Fine.”	Blake	opens	a	notebook,	grabs	two	sheets	of	paper,	and	hands	it	to
the	 guy,	 who	 snatches	 it—snap!—from	 his	 fingertips	 and	 rushes	 down	 the
hall.

“Already	borrowing	notes	on	the	second	day	of	school?”	I	ask	with	a	raised
eyebrow	as	I	close	my	locker	door.



But	instead	of	getting	the	wise-guy	response	I	expect,	Blake’s	eyes	fall.	“I
had	 kind	 of	 a	 meltdown	 in	 Spanish	 class	 yesterday	 and	 had	 to	 go	 to	 the
nurse’s	office.	I	promise,	I	usually	take	my	own	notes.”

I	push	my	book	 tighter	 against	my	chest	 as	people	 rustle	past	us	on	 their
way	to	their	first-period	classes.	“What	was	wrong?”	I	ask.	Then	the	lightbulb
goes	 off	 over	 my	 head.	 This	 is	 the	 guy	 Melanie	 was	 telling	 me	 about
yesterday	…	the	guy	whose	girlfriend	died	over	the	summer.

“Just	…	 kind	 of	 a	 panic	 attack,”	 he	 explains,	 still	 averting	 his	 eyes.	 “It
wasn’t	as	dramatic	as	it	sounds;	I	just	felt	really	claustrophobic	all	of	a	sudden
and	needed	some	air.	I	was	okay	after	lying	down	a	few	minutes.”

I	nod.	“I	know	the	feeling.	Your	friend	didn’t	seem	very	sympathetic.”

Blake’s	eyebrows	knit	together.	“Oh,	you	mean	Jamie?	Nah,	he	didn’t	mean
anything	by	that.”

“Well.	Nice	to	meet	you.”

He	nods,	his	eyes	still	doleful.

I	 take	a	few	steps	down	the	hall,	 then	suddenly	pivot	and	face	him	again.
“Hey,	Blake?”

He	glances	up.

“Feel	better	…	okay?”

He	gives	me	a	thumbs-up	sign	as	his	deep-set	eyes	turn	warm.

Warm	…	but	so	incredibly	sad.

“So,	that	guy	you	were	mentioning	yesterday—how	did	you	say	his	girlfriend
died?”

Melanie	forks	a	piece	of	lettuce	and	pops	it	in	her	mouth.	“Drowned.	In	the
ocean.”

Her	 friend,	Lauren,	 leans	closer	 into	our	 lunch	 table.	“You	know	Blake?”
she	asks	me.

I	 shake	my	 head.	 “Not	 really.	 I	met	 him	 at	my	 locker	 this	morning,	 and
Melanie	mentioned	yesterday	that	his	girlfriend	died	over	the	summer.”

“Natalie	 informed	Anne	 yesterday	 that	Blake	 is	 off	 limits,”	Melanie	 tells
Lauren	conspiratorially,	and	they	share	a	knowing	smile.



“Natalie’s	 like	 a	 narc,”	 Lauren	 says	 to	me.	 “Only	 instead	 of	 sniffing	 out
druggies,	 she	 sniffs	 out	 hot	 new	 girls	 so	 she	 can	 put	 them	 on	 notice:	 no
sucking	up	her	oxygen!	She’s	got	dibs	on	all	the	studs,	even	though	none	of
them	give	her	the	time	of	day.”

The	girls	study	my	reaction,	then	grin.	“You’re	blushing!”	Melanie	tells	me,
and	I	squeeze	my	eyes	shut	and	shake	my	head.

“Sorry;	 you’re	 the	 hot	 new	girl	whether	 you	 like	 it	 or	 not,”	Lauren	 says.
“The	word	 is	out.	 I’ve	even	heard	some	numbers	bandied	about.	 I	 think	 the
consensus	 is	 you’re	 a	 solid	 eleven.	 And	 this	 is	 on	 a	 ten-point	 scale,	 mind
you.”

I	cringe.	“Please.”

“You	truly	can’t	handle	attention,”	Melanie	says.

“Change	 of	 subject?”	 I	 plead,	 and	 the	 girls	 laugh	 good-naturedly	 at	 my
mortification.	Why,	 oh	why,	 did	 I	 bring	 up	Blake	 in	 the	 first	 place?	That’s
what	 started	 all	 this,	which	probably	made	me	 look	 like	 some	kind	of	boy-
crazy	twit.	I	just	can’t	get	his	sad	eyes	off	my	mind	…

“Okay,	new	subject,”	Melanie	says.	“Why	did	you	move	here?	Somebody’s
job?	What	do	your	parents	do?”

I	smile	wanly.	“Not	much.	They’re	dead.”

The	girls	gasp.

“Dead?”	Lauren	says.	“Both	of	them?”

I	nod.	“They	died	in	a	car	crash	last	spring.	I	moved	here	to	live	with	my
aunt	and	uncle.”

“Oh	god,”	Melanie	says.	“How	do	you	…	what	do	you	…	?”

I’m	used	to	this	kind	of	shocked-speechless	response,	but	I	know	what	she
means:	How	do	you	go	on	without	your	parents?	What	steps	are	involved	in
moving	 on	 with	 your	 life	 when	 your	 foundation	 has	 been	 ripped	 from
underneath	 you?	 I	 offer	 the	 answer	 I’ve	 learned	 from	 experience:	 “You
remind	yourself	to	breathe,”	I	say.

And	I	mean	it.	When	I	have	absolutely	no	idea	how	to	go	on,	I	talk	myself
through	the	process	of	inhaling,	then	exhaling.	Somehow,	one	breath	leads	to
another,	 and	 another,	 then	 another	…	 Inhale,	 exhale,	 repeat.	 If	Melanie	 is
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