


Chapter	one
“Keys,	please?”

Grandpa	 narrows	 his	 bright-blue	 eyes	 into	 the	 hot	 glare	 of	 the	midafternoon
sun,	 then	 sucks	 in	his	 lips	 and	grudgingly	 tosses	 them	 to	me	 as	we	 approach	his
Mercury	in	the	driveway.

“I’ve	gotta	practice,	remember?”	I	say	cajolingly.

This	 is	one	of	a	dozen	or	 so	white	 lies	my	parents	and	I	 rehearsed	before	 they
dropped	 me	 off	 to	 spend	 the	 summer	 with	 my	 eighty-six-year-old	 granddad	 in
Oakboro,	Georgia.

“Don’t	let	him	drive	you	anywhere,”	Mom	had	told	me	with	the	intensity	of	a
president	 handing	 over	 the	 nuclear	 code	 on	 his	 last	 day	 in	 office,	 and	 she’d
reinforced	 the	 message	 once	 we’d	 arrived:	 “Dad,	 remember,	 Scarlett	 will	 be
heading	off	 to	college	 in	the	fall,	and	we	need	you	to	supervise	her	driving	every
chance	you	get.”

I	think	he	smelled	a	rat	from	the	get-go.	I’m	a	week	into	my	summer-long	visit,
and	he	still	can’t	break	the	habit	of	heading	to	the	driver’s	side	every	time	we	go	to
the	car.

Or	maybe	 it’s	not	 a	habit.	Maybe	 it’s	his	 stubbornness	kicking	 in,	 even	 at	 the
expense	of	a	granddaughter	who,	my	parents	would	have	him	believe,	still	hasn’t
mastered	basic	driving	skills	by	age	eighteen.	Or	maybe	it’s	his	suspicion	that	he’s
being	played.	I	hope	not.	Grandpa	may	be	old,	but,	whoa,	that	man	is	sharp.	The
smartest	man	I	know,	I	think,	and	that	includes	my	brother,	who	holds	the	record
for	the	highest-ever	SAT	score	in	our	high	school.

Held,	I	mean.	I’ve	got	to	break	the	habit	of	using	present-tense	verbs	for	Liam.

Anyhow,	I	hate	patronizing	Grandpa,	and	I	really	hate	 the	 idea	 that	he	might
suspect	he’s	being	patronized.	Besides,	I	hate	our	driving	arrangement	as	much	as
he	does.	Nothing	makes	me	feel	more	warm	and	fuzzy	than	memories	of	sitting	in
the	 passenger	 seat	 while	 he	 drove	 me	 to	 the	 store	 or	 tennis	 courts	 when	 I	 was
younger,	whistling	along	to	“In	the	Mood”	or	“Pennsylvania	6-5000.”	(Scoff	not;
those	Depression-era	 swing	bands	were	 fierce!)	Grandpa	would	 tap	his	wedding
band	 to	 the	 beat	 against	 the	metal	 part	 of	 the	 steering	wheel,	 occasionally	 even
going	full	throttle,	both	hands	whaling	like	drumsticks.



Which,	now	that	I	think	of	it,	doesn’t	sound	particularly	safe.	Add	cataracts,	bad
hearing,	and	slowed	reflexes	to	the	mix	and,	well,	I	guess	my	parents	have	a	point
—a	 point	 they	 probably	 could	 have	 made	 without	 throwing	 my	 driving	 skills
under	the	bus,	but	whatever.

Still,	 I	 miss	 snuggling	 into	 the	 passenger	 seat	 of	 Grandpa’s	 car,	 savoring	 the
musty,	 asthma-inducing	 aroma	 of	 the	 newspapers	 stacked	 in	 his	 back	 seat,	 and
listening	to	Benny	Goodman	slay	the	clarinet.

Grandpa	insists	on	no	music	when	I’m	driving.	Whether	or	not	he’s	buying	the
ruse	 that	 my	 awful	 driving	 requires	 his	 vigilant	 supervision,	 he	 still	 takes	 very
seriously	his	responsibility	to	be	the	most	annoying	backseat	driver	he	can	possibly
be.	When	I’m	driving,	he	tends	to	gasp	a	lot,	or	slam	on	imaginary	brakes,	or	toss
his	hands	in	the	air	like	he	can’t	believe	I	just	did	whatever	I	just	did.	I	guess	after
raising	 four	 kids,	 he’s	 learned	 that	 startling	 body	 language	 is	 preferable	 to
screaming	or	barking	out	orders.	He	would	be	wrong.

So	here	we	go	again:	our	fifth	car	ride	 in	as	many	days.	I’ve	noticed	that	when
Grandpa	 drives	 himself,	 he	 tends	 to	 stagger	 his	 errands	 throughout	 the	 day,
heading	off	to	the	store	in	the	morning	for	frozen	waffles,	for	instance,	then	going
back	in	the	afternoon	for	milk.	I	think	he	started	that	a	couple	of	years	ago,	after
Grandma	 died,	 to	make	 his	 days	 as	 busy	 as	 possible.	 But	 when	 I’m	 driving,	 he
consolidates	his	trips.	I	guess	our	rides	are	just	as	nerve-racking	for	him	as	they	are
for	me.

We	settle	in	the	car	and	fasten	our	seat	belts.

“You	don’t	need	that,	do	you?”	Grandpa	asks	as	I	crank	up	the	air	conditioning
after	starting	the	engine.

“Grandpa,	it’s	eighty-seven	degrees.	I	started	sweating	just	walking	to	the	car.”

He	grunts	his	disapproval,	but	if	that’s	all	the	pushback	I	get,	I’m	sticking	to	my
guns.

I	start	inching	out	of	his	driveway,	Grandpa’s	neck	craned	so	he	can	observe	my
progress.	“The	children,”	he	always	murmurs	tensely	as	I	back	out.	“The	children.”

This	is	shorthand,	I	guess,	for	“neighborhood	children	may	dart	into	your	path
at	 any	 moment,	 so	 go	 even	 slower	 than	 your	 current	 speed	 of	 three	 miles	 per
hour.”	But	I	haven’t	flattened	anybody	yet,	so	I	wish	he’d	lay	off	the	hypothetical
children.



But	wait—someone	is	darting	into	our	path	right	now.	It’s	Grandpa’s	next-door
neighbor	Mrs.	Bixley.	She’s	trotting	through	the	Bermuda	grass,	her	arms	aloft	as
she	waves	us	down.	When	Grandpa	spots	her,	he	clutches	his	chest	as	if	a	UFO	has
just	landed	on	his	roof.	I	stop	the	car	and	roll	down	my	window.

“Hi,	Mrs.	Bixley,”	I	say,	my	foot	planted	firmly	on	the	brake.

“The	brake,	 the	brake,”	Grandpa	murmurs,	 just	 in	case	 I	might	be	 inclined	 to
floor	it	and	crash	through	his	garage	door,	leaving	Mrs.	Bixley	in	the	dust.	He’s	still
panting	in	alarm	over	her	surprise	appearance.

“Is	 that	 you,	 Scarlett?”	Mrs.	 Bixley	 asks	me	 in	 a	 sing-song	 voice,	 and	 I	 try	 to
imagine	a	context	in	which	the	answer	would	be	“No.”

“Yep,”	I	say	gamely.	“It’s	me.”

“Oh	 my	 goodness!	 I	 can’t	 believe	 how	 grown	 up	 you	 are!	 And	 look	 at	 you
driving!	When	did	you	get	your	license?”

“Two	years	ago.	I	start	college	in	the	fall.”

“Oh	my	goodness,	how	time	flies!	When	did	you	get	into	town?”

“Sunday.”

“The	brake,”	Grandpa	stresses	under	his	breath.

“Yes,	 your	 grandfather	 mentioned	 you’d	 be	 here	 for	 the	 summer.	 Isn’t	 that
wonderful!	You’ll	have	to	come	to	my	house	this	weekend	for	a	nice	home-cooked
meal.”

“She’s	getting	fed,	Carol,”	Grandpa	says.	He’s	finally	calmed	down	and	is	trying
to	sound	good-natured,	but	the	edge	in	his	voice	is	unmistakable.

“Getting	 fed	 out	 of	 cans,	 I	 imagine,”	Mrs.	Bixley	 says	 in	 the	 isn’t-he-adorable
tone	that	irritates	the	hell	out	of	Grandpa.

“I	imagine	she’ll	survive,”	he	says,	the	edge	now	edgier.

“Come	over	 for	dinner	 tomorrow,”	 she	 tells	me,	 ignoring	Grandpa	altogether,
which	annoys	him	even	more.	“Joe	will	cook	hamburgers	on	the	grill.”

“Thank	 you,”	 I	 say,	 pitching	 forward	 a	 little	 to	 block	 her	 view,	 just	 in	 case
Grandpa	is	shooting	daggers	with	his	eyes.

“Six	o’clock!”



Grandpa	 leans	 even	 farther	 over	 than	 me	 to	 inject	 himself	 back	 into	 the
conversation.	“Thanks,	Carol.	We’re	in	kind	of	a	rush	…”

“Of	course!	Of	course!”	she	says,	her	fingertips	fluttering.

“Bye,”	I	say,	waving	as	I	begin	to	inch	out	of	the	driveway.

“Both	hands	on	the	wheel!”	Grandpa	barks.

Sigh.	It’s	gonna	be	a	long	summer.

•	•	•

I	tap	my	foot	impatiently,	then	retrieve	my	cell	phone	from	my	jeans	pocket	and
text	my	friend	Varun:	I’m	standing	in	line	at	a	bank.	Seriously.

Your	point?	Varun	texts	back.

That	it’s	still	a	thing,	apparently.	My	grandpa	must	be	the	only	person	left	on	earth	who	still	stands	in	line
to	complete	hella-boring	errands	that	everybody	else	handles	online.

Then	there	wouldn’t	be	a	line.

Smart-ass,	I	text	back,	grinning.	And	this	is	after	we	just	spent	half	an	hour	standing	in	line	at	the
post	office,	mind	you.

That	grandpa	of	yours	sure	knows	how	to	roll	out	the	red	carpet	for	his	guests.

A	couple	of	people	jostle	past	me	on	their	way	out	of	the	bank,	shaking	hands
with	Grandpa	along	the	way.	Everybody	in	Oakboro	knows	him.

“Whatcha	up	to	there,	Scarletta?”	Grandpa	asks	me	as	I	finish	the	text,	each	of
us	taking	baby	steps	closer	to	the	front	of	the	line.

“Just	texting	Varun,”	I	say.

“The	young	man	I	met	at	your	graduation?”

“Right.	The	funny	one.”

“Ah.	Where’s	he	from	again?”

“Four	houses	down	from	ours.”

Grandpa’s	brow	furrows,	so	I	elaborate.	“His	parents	are	from	India.”

“That’s	right,	that’s	right.	His	father’s	the	heart	surgeon?”

“His	mom,”	I	clarify.	“But	his	dad	works	at	the	medical	school,	too.	I	think	he’s	a
radiologist.”

Grandpa	looks	pleased,	so	I’m	guessing	these	are	boyfriend-screening	questions.



“You	two	seem	pretty	close,”	he	says,	confirming	my	guess.	“Will	you	be	going
to	the	same	college?”

“Yep,	but	he’s	just	a	friend.”

Grandpa	looks	unconvinced.

“He’s	gay.”

“Ah.”	Grandpa	 nods	 noncommittally	 and	 gazes	 past	me.	 I	 peek	 at	 him	 for	 a
quick	sensitivity	check.	Grandpa	is	surprisingly	chill,	especially	considering	his	age,
but	I’m	never	quite	sure	when	something	will	throw	him.

He’s	 been	 thrown	 a	 lot	 lately,	 so	 I	 change	 the	 subject.	 “Grandpa,	 you	 really
should	get	a	smartphone,”	I	say,	holding	it	up	for	his	inspection.

“Eh,”	he	says,	waving	a	hand	dismissively.	“I’m	too	old	for	that	kind	of	thing.”

“You’re	not	 too	 old,”	 I	 insist,	 flicking	my	 ponytail	 off	my	 shoulder.	 “It’s	 like
carrying	your	whole	computer	with	you	everywhere	you	go.	As	much	as	you	love
trivia,	 you’d	 get	 totally	 hooked.	 Any	 question	 that	 flitted	 through	 your	 mind?
You’d	 have	 the	 answer	 right	 away.	 Doesn’t	 that	 sound	 great?	 And	 we	 could
FaceTime.”

“That’s	the	computer	thing	where	everybody	puts	their	snapshots?”

“That’s	Facebook.	FaceTime	 is	 like	 talking	on	 the	phone,	only	we	can	 see	each
other.”

He	pulls	his	baseball	cap	more	snugly	against	his	thinning	white	hair.	“Well,	 if
you	don’t	know	what	I	look	like	by	now	…”

I	wrinkle	my	 nose.	 “You’d	 totally	 love	 a	 smartphone,	Grandpa.	Hey,	 I	 could
spend	 the	 summer	 teaching	you	how	to	use	one!	Like	 I	 taught	you	how	to	play
guitar.	You	picked	that	up	so	fast!	And	when	you	started	playing	racquetball	when
your	knees	got	too	achy	for	tennis?	You	learn	things	super	quick.”

“Mmmmm,”	 Grandpa	 responds,	 then	 starts	 softly	 whistling,	 his	 none-too-
subtle	way	of	opting	out	of	the	conversation.

But	 that’s	 okay.	 I	 love	 to	 hear	 him	whistle;	 he’s	 always	 so	 content	when	 he’s
listening	to	music,	whether	it’s	coming	from	his	radio,	his	guitar,	his	piano,	or	his
head.	 I	 love	 how	bright	 and	 twinkly	 his	 blue	 eyes	 look	 behind	 his	 glasses	 as	 his
vibrato	 whistling	 floats	 through	 the	 bank.	 I	 haven’t	 seen	 that	 look	 much	 since
Liam	died	…



I	bite	my	lip	to	stop	my	chin	from	quivering.	God,	I	miss	my	brother.

As	I	slip	my	phone	into	my	jeans	pocket,	a	middle-aged	man	who’s	just	walked
into	the	bank	approaches	us.	“Mr.	O’Malley?”	he	asks.

“Yes.	Hello	 there!”	Grandpa	 says	 congenially,	 his	mind	no	 doubt	 scouring	 its
databank	for	clues	to	the	man’s	identity.

“Mr.	O’Malley,	 it’s	 so	good	to	see	you.”	The	man	shakes	Grandpa’s	hand	and
peers	warmly	into	his	eyes.	“It’s	been	years.	I	live	out	west	now,	but	I’m	in	town
this	week	visiting	my	parents.”

“Yes,	 yes!”	 Grandpa	 says,	 pretending	 this	 information	 has	 solved	 the	 puzzle.
“Good	to	see	you!	This	is	my	granddaughter,	Scarlett.”

“Scarlett.	Hi,”	he	says,	then	smiles	broadly.	“Wow,	you	look	just	like	your	mom.
I	went	to	school	with	her.	Please	tell	her	I	said	hello.”

“Definitely,”	 I	 say,	wondering	 how	 I’ll	manage	 that,	what	with	 being	 clueless
about	his	name	and	all.

Grandpa	and	I	will	laugh	about	this	when	we	get	in	the	car.	He’s	always	running
into	people	he	used	to	coach	in	baseball	or	serve	with	on	some	committee,	or	who
carpooled	with	 his	 kids	when	 they	were	 in	 sixth	 grade.	 “I	 haven’t	 changed,	 but
they’ve	gotten	a	lot	older,”	he’ll	joke.

We	wait	for	the	mystery	man	to	fold	back	into	the	line,	but	he’s	not	done	yet.

“I	was	so	terribly	sorry	to	hear	about	your	loss,”	the	man	says,	his	gaze	shifting
between	Grandpa	and	me.

“Thank	you,	 thank	you,”	Grandpa	says,	 lowering	his	eyes	 reverently.	 I	dig	my
nails	into	my	palms.

“He	was,	what,	eighteen?”

“Twenty-one,”	I	correct	 the	man,	 then	clear	my	throat	 to	quell	 the	 tremble	 in
my	voice.

“Just	a	tragedy	…”	he	murmurs.

“A	real	tragedy,”	Grandpa	concurs.

“Heart	failure,	my	mom	said?”	he	asks.

“Mmmmm,”	Grandpa	responds,	giving	an	almost	imperceptible	nod.



I’ve	been	in	town	long	enough	now	to	know	that	“heart	failure”	is	the	Oakboro
version	of	Liam’s	 cause	of	death,	 thanks	 to	Grandpa’s	 spin.	And	 technically,	 it’s
correct.	I	mean,	when	you	fatally	overdose	on	drugs,	your	heart	definitely	does	fail.
But	 it’s	 kinda	 like	 blaming	 kidney	 failure	 when	 someone’s	 been	 shot	 to	 death.
Yeah,	the	kidneys	go	kaput,	but	so	does	everything	else.	Grandpa	knows	the	broad
strokes	of	Liam’s	drug	addiction,	but	I	guess	you	can’t	begrudge	him	a	smidge	of
denial.

Either	that,	or	he’s	embarrassed.	I	sure	hope	that’s	not	it.	Liam	didn’t	make	the
world’s	 most	 stellar	 choices	 the	 last	 couple	 of	 years	 of	 his	 life,	 but	 he	 doesn’t
deserve	 to	 be	 considered	 an	 embarrassment.	 A	 selfless	 guy	 who	 would	 walk
homeless	people	to	a	diner	and	buy	them	a	meal?	Yes.	A	musician	whose	fingers
looked	like	butterfly	wings	when	he	played	his	guitar?	Yes.	A	brother	who	ran	four
blocks	 with	 me	 in	 his	 arms	 when	 I	 face-planted	 after	 wiping	 out	 on	 my
skateboard?	Yes.

But	an	embarrassment?	Never.

I	 swallow	 hard.	 One	 of	 the	 hardest	 things	 about	 losing	 Liam	 was	 losing
everything	about	him:	the	twinkly	blue	eyes	that	 looked	so	much	like	Grandpa’s,
the	long,	slim	fingers	that	caressed	the	guitar	so	gracefully,	the	dry	delivery	when
he	told	a	joke	…

Losing	him	wasn’t	a	single	loss:	It	was	a	million	losses,	all	at	the	same	time.

“Well	…	I	just	can’t	tell	you	how	sorry	I	am,”	the	man	continues.

“Thank	you,	thank	you,”	Grandpa	says.	“I’ll	be	sure	to	tell	Celeste.”

“Yes,	please	do.	God.	Life	is	short.”

“Mmmmm.”	Grandpa	 and	 I	 say	 it	 simultaneously,	 both	 of	 us	 having	 wrung
maximum	duty	lately	from	this	all-purpose	response	to	platitudes.

“Take	 care,”	 the	 man	 says,	 patting	 Grandpa’s	 forearm	 before	 slipping	 to	 the
back	of	the	line.

We’re	 quiet	 for	 a	moment	 before	Grandpa	 breaks	 the	 silence:	 “You	 have	 any
idea	who	that	fella	is?”

“Beats	me.”

“Mmmmm.	You	know,	people	pat	you	a	lot	when	you’re	old.”

I	laugh,	lowering	my	head.



Grandpa’s	taken	a	pounding	lately,	but	he’s	a	survivor.

I	guess	I	am,	too.



Chapter	Two
“You	don’t	need	that,	do	you?”

Grrrrr.	Grandpa’s	grousing	about	the	air-conditioning	again.

“Grandpa,	it’s	hotter	now	than	when	we	left	the	house,”	I	argue	as	I	back	out	of
my	parking	space	at	the	grocery	store.

“But	it’s	a	five-minute	drive,”	he	says.

“I	know,	but	the	doctor	said	humidity	is	bad	for	my	acne.”

There.	Will	that	solve	the	air-conditioning	problem	once	and	for	all?

Grandpa	peers	at	me,	no	doubt	inspecting	me	for	zits.	“Your	face	looks	fine,”	he
says.

“And	don’t	we	want	to	keep	it	that	way?”

Silence.	I	guess	my	reasoning	was	foolproof.

It’s	 epically	 difficult	 to	 have	 the	 last	 word	 when	 arguing	 with	 Grandpa,	 so	 I
should	be	reveling	in	my	victory.	But,	of	course,	my	guilt	kicks	in,	so	I	turn	down
the	AC	as	a	conciliatory	gesture.	(Down.	Not	off.)

“Oh,	Grandpa,	did	you	remember	to	put	the	milk	in	the	car?”	I	ask	as	I	pull	out
of	the	parking	lot.	“It	was	on	the	bottom	of	the	cart,	so	I	might	not	have—”

Grandpa	gasps	as	I	 turn	toward	the	back	seat	 to	 inspect	 the	groceries,	and	I’m
just	 about	 to	 plead	 with	 him	 to	 stop	 gasping,	 which,	 omigod,	 is	 so	 incredibly
nerve-racking,	when—

“Watch	out!”

I	slam	on	my	brakes	in	response	to	Grandpa’s	bellow	as	a	guy	on	a	bike	darts	out
of	our	path,	veering	so	sharply	that	he	crashes	into	asphalt.

I	 slap	my	 chest	with	my	palm,	 staring	 saucer-eyed	 at	 the	 guy	 I	 almost	hit	 and
wondering	if	my	heart	will	explode.

“Stop	 the	 car!	Stop	 the	 car!”	Grandpa	orders,	 and	at	 first,	 I’m	 too	 stunned	 to
process	the	words.	What	does	he	mean,	stop	the	car?	My	foot’s	on	the	brake;	we’re
not	going	anywhere.	But	then	I	realize	he	means	to	turn	off	the	engine	and	oh,	I



dunno,	maybe	lend	a	hand	to	the	guy	who’s	splatted	on	the	pavement	thanks	to
me,	the	person	who	almost	killed	him.	Oh	my	God!

My	jaw	drops.	“Grandpa,	I’m	sorry,	I’m	sorry,	I’m	so,	so—”

“Scarlett,	pull	over	and	turn	off	the	ignition,”	he	says,	his	voice	steady.

I	 lock	eyes	with	him.	“Right,”	 I	 say	with	 shaky	determination,	 swallowing	 the
lump	in	my	throat.	I	pull	into	the	nearest	parking	space,	then	fling	my	door	open
and	run	toward	the	bicyclist.	Grandpa	is	right	on	my	heels,	amazingly	spry	for	his
age.

“Oh	my	God!	I’m	so,	so	sorry!”	I	say	as	I	approach	the	guy.	“Are	you	okay?”

The	cyclist—a	tall,	lanky	guy	around	my	age	wearing	cargo	shorts	and	a	T-shirt
—locks	his	deep-set	chocolaty	eyes	with	mine	as	he	stands	up,	wiping	gravel	from
his	knees.

“I’m	fine,”	he	says,	then	glances	over	at	his	sprawled	bicycle.	I	follow	his	gaze.

“Your	 bike!”	 I	 say,	 rushing	 to	 stand	 it	 upright	 as	 Grandpa	 and	 a	 couple	 of
bystanders	help	the	guy	to	his	feet.

“I	promise,	I’m	fine,”	he	insists	to	them.	“Just	scraped	my	knees	a	little.”

As	I	prop	his	bike	on	the	kickstand,	the	guy	takes	off	his	helmet	and	shakes	his
light-brown	hair	free.	Grandpa	and	the	others	hover	around	him,	inspecting	him
for	injuries.	My	whole	body	is	shaking	as	I	rush	back	toward	him.

“You’re	sure	you’re	okay?”	I	ask	in	a	trembling	voice.

He	waves	a	hand	through	the	air.	“I	was	hurt	worse	than	this	stubbing	my	toe	in
the	shower	this	morning.”

Grandpa	is	rustling	through	the	pockets	of	his	chino	slacks.	“I	want	to	leave	my
name	and	phone	number	in	case	you—”

“I	 know	 who	 you	 are,”	 the	 guy	 responds.	 “Mr.	 O’Malley,	 right?	 I’m	 Zach
Spencer.	 My	 granddad	 plays	 tennis	 with	 you.	 I	 used	 to	 watch	 some	 of	 your
matches	when	I	was	a	kid.”

“Yes,	yes,”	Grandpa	says	in	the	same	tone	of	voice	he	used	for	the	stranger	in	the
bank	a	few	minutes	earlier.	“Your	granddad	…”

“Harold	Carver,”	Zach	clarifies.

“Harold,	yes!	How’s	he	doing?”	Grandpa	asks.	“I	 stopped	playing	a	couple	of



years	 ago.	Bad	knees.	But	 I	need	 to	meet	him	for	 coffee	one	day	 soon	and	catch
up.”

“He’d	love	that.	He	still	plays	now	and	then—mostly	doubles	these	days,”	Zach
says	as	the	passersby	discreetly	disperse,	their	curiosity	and	compassion	seemingly
overridden	 by	 their	 realization	 that	 he’s	 fine	 and	 that	 a	 boring	 conversation	 is
unfolding.	My	heart	is	finally	slowing	its	full-on	gallop.

“I’ve	been	meaning	to	call	Harold,”	Grandpa	says.	“How’s	your	mother?”

Zach	presses	in	his	lips.	“She’s	okay,	thanks.”

“Glad	to	hear	it,”	Grandpa	says.	“Yes,	I’ve	definitely	been	meaning	to	catch	up
with	Harold.	Now,	let	us	drive	you	home.”

“No,	no,”	Zach	says.	“I’m	headed	just	right	down	the	street.”

“Work?”	Grandpa	asks.	“We	can	come	along	and	explain	to	your	boss	how	we
held	you	up.	Maybe	he’d	let	us	run	you	home	to	get	cleaned	up	…”

“No,	I’m	just	practicing	with	my	band,”	Zach	says.	“Those	guys	aren’t	particular
about	 how	 I	 look.	No	 dress	 code	 there.”	He	 smiles	 shyly,	 gesturing	 toward	 his
asphalt-scuffed	clothes.

“A	band,	eh?”	Grandpa	says,	a	hot	breeze	blowing	past	our	cheeks.

Zach	nods.	“Some	guys	I	went	to	high	school	with.	We’re	all	in	college	now,	but
we	regroup	during	summers.”

“What	instrument	do	you	play?”	Grandpa	asks.

“Guitar.	You	 should	 come	 listen	 to	us	 sometime;	we	play	 on	Friday	nights	 at
Sheehan’s.”	During	 the	 invitation,	Zach’s	 brown	 eyes	 switch	 from	Grandpa’s	 to
mine,	then	back	again.

“We’d	enjoy	that,”	Grandpa	says.	“This	is	my	granddaughter,	Scarlett.	She’s	 in
town	for	the	summer,	and	I’m	sure	she’d	welcome	activities	that	don’t	involve	the
geriatric	set.”

I	blush,	mostly	because	this	guy	now	has	a	name	to	attach	to	the	crazy	person
who	nearly	plowed	him	down	five	minutes	earlier.

Zach	 laughs	 genially.	 “You’ll	both	be	 right	 at	home.	My	grandparents	 come	 a
lot.	They’re	kind	of	our	resident	groupies.”

“Well,	that’ll	be	just	the	place	to	catch	up	with	Harold,”	Grandpa	says.



“Our	first	set	tonight	starts	at	7:30,”	Zach	says.	“We’ll	be	playing	on	the	deck	if	it
doesn’t	rain.”

“Well,	 I’m	 sure	we’ll	 be	 seeing	 you	 soon,”	Grandpa	 says,	 extending	 a	hand	 to
Zach.	“Again,	I	can’t	tell	you	how	sorry	we	are	for	the	mishap.	But	I’m	sure	glad	I
got	the	chance	to	see	you	again.”

Zach	nods	as	he	shakes	Grandpa’s	hand.

I	wring	my	hands	together.	“I’m	just	so,	so	…”	My	voice	trails	off	ridiculously.

“Really,	I’m	fine,”	Zach	tells	me.	“Hope	to	see	you	both	at	Sheehan’s.”

I	wave	 limply	 as	 he	 hops	 back	 on	his	 bike	 and	 rides	 away.	 I	 stand	 there	 for	 a
minute,	blowing	a	breath	out	of	puffed-up	cheeks,	then	head	back	to	the	car.

But	Grandpa	stops	me	short.	“Keys,”	he	says.

I	hesitate	for	just	a	second,	then	toss	them	to	him.

No	argument	here.



Chapter	Three
My	sister,	Sara,	stomps	into	the	bedroom	I’m	using	at	Grandpa’s	house,	her	arms
swinging	like	machetes	by	her	side.	“Why	did	you	let	him	drive?”	she	demands,	her
hazel	eyes	bulging.

My	 parents	 and	 Sara	met	Grandpa	 and	me	 at	 Casa	 di	 Pizza	 for	 an	 early	 bird
dinner	 at	 our	 midpoint	 of	Mooresville,	 a	 half-hour	 drive	 for	 both	 of	 us.	 Then
Grandpa	 and	 I	 drove	 Sara	 back	 to	 his	 house	 for	 the	 weekend.	 Grandpa	 and	 I
discreetly	waited	until	Mom	and	Dad	drove	out	of	the	restaurant	parking	lot	after
the	meal,	waving	 cheerfully	 at	 them	before	 exchanging	places	 so	Grandpa	 could
take	the	wheel.	Sara	looked	confused	from	the	back	seat,	but	she	kept	her	mouth
shut	at	the	time,	I	guess	to	avoid	hurting	Grandpa’s	feelings.

But	we’re	back	at	Grandpa’s	now,	and	he’s	 settled	downstairs	 into	his	 recliner
for	his	daily	dose	of	evening	news	and	Jeopardy!,	so	the	gloves	are	off.

I	glance	sideways	at	Sara	 from	the	desk	where	I’m	pecking	away	at	my	 laptop.
Oozing	indifference	is	something	I’ve	turned	into	an	art	form	as	the	younger	sister
of	a	perfectionist.	“You	mean	Grandpa?”	I	ask	blandly,	my	eyes	now	back	on	the
screen.

“No,	I	mean	Brian	from	Family	Guy,”	she	sputters.	“You	know	Mom	told	you
not	 to	 let	 Grandpa	 drive.	 I	 felt	 like	 I	 was	 in	 a	 parade	 on	 the	 interstate!	 Except
instead	 of	 throwing	 us	 candy	 as	 we	 cruised	 at	 thirty-seven	 miles	 an	 hour,
everybody	threw	us	the	finger	instead.”

“So	we	were,	 like,	 the	 float	 in	 the	parade?”	 I	 clarify,	 just	 to	mess	with	her.	 “If
that’s	the	case,	then	we	would	be	the	ones	throwing	candy.”

I’m	 still	 typing—peck,	 peck,	 peck,	 peck—both	 because	 I	 can	multitask	 (in	 this
case,	arguing	with	my	sister	while	filling	out	a	form	for	the	lifeguard	job	I	start	on
Monday)	and	because	Sara’s	blood	boils	when	she	can’t	draw	me	into	her	drama.
Is	it	my	fault	that	watching	her	head	practically	spin	off	her	neck	in	frustration	is
highly	entertaining?

Sara	grrrrs,	squeezing	her	hands	into	fists,	and	plops	on	one	of	the	twin	beds	in
the	room.	“Grandpa	 is	eighty-five	years	old,	Scarlett,”	 she	 says,	 leaning	back	with
her	arms	crossed	indignantly,	squishing	the	mangy	teddy	bear	laying	on	the	pillow.

“Eighty-six,”	I	correct	her.	“And	he’s	still	a	safer	bet	behind	the	wheel	than	I	am.



Ironic,	right?”

I	can	see	in	the	mirror	over	the	bureau	that	Sara	is	squinting	at	the	back	of	my
head.	“What	do	you	mean?”	she	asks	nervously.

I	sigh,	hit	Save,	and	swivel	in	my	chair	to	face	her.	Might	as	well	spill	the	beans,
particularly	since	Grandpa	will	no	doubt	be	chauffeuring	us	around	all	weekend.
“I	almost	flattened	some	guy	on	a	bicycle	today.”

Sara	gasps,	and	I	flap	the	palm	of	my	hand	to	shush	her.

“It’s	no	big	deal,”	I	assure	her.	“He’s	fine.	But	Grandpa	made	me	cough	up	the
keys—I’m	guessing	for	the	entire	summer.	Don’t	tell	Mom	and	Dad.”

“Are	 you	 crazy?”	 Sara	 says,	 pitching	 forward.	 “Scarlett,	 Mom	 and	 Dad	 have
been	through	enough.	Do	not	add	another	tragedy	to	their	plate.”

Okay,	 this	 is	 the	point	 in	 conversations	when	Sara	 crosses	 the	 threshold	 from
mildly	 annoying	 to	 seriously	 rash-inducing.	 Her	 prissiness	 (which	 I	 think	 she
reserves	solely	for	me,	since	she	has	loads	of	normal	friends)	sets	my	teeth	on	edge.
And	her	condescension	has	been	on	overdrive	since	Liam	died.

“So	I	shouldn’t	let	Grandpa	drive	us	off	a	cliff?”

Her	 hands	 fly	 in	 the	 air.	 “This	 is	 no	 joking	matter!	He	has	 cataracts!	And	he
won’t	wear	his	hearing	aid!	He	has	no	business	behind	the	wheel.	Scarlett,	that	was
a	 major	 reason	 for	 you	 staying	 here	 this	 summer,	 so	 we	 could	 wean	 him	 off
driving.”

Wean.	Like	something	you	do	to	an	infant.

I	stand	up,	plant	a	hand	on	my	hip,	and	set	my	chin.	“I’m	not	here	to	conspire
against	Grandpa.	And	I’m	not	letting	anybody	treat	him	like	a	two-year-old.”

Sara	eyes	me	evenly.	“So,”	she	counters,	“you’d	rather	let	him	kill	himself	in	a	car
crash	than	support	a	reasonable	limitation	for	an	eighty-six-year-old	man.”

Thunder	churns	in	the	distance.

“Yeah,	well,	people	die,	now	don’t	they?”

Dammit.	Tears	have	sprung	to	my	eyes.	My	emotions	are	so	unpredictable	these
days.

A	tense	moment	passes,	then	Sara	walks	over	and	puts	her	arms	around	me.

“It’s	okay,”	she	whispers	in	my	ear	as	I	swallow	hard.



I	hug	her	back,	sniffling	into	her	long,	glossy,	dark	hair.	This	is	classic	Sara	and
me.	She’s	prissy,	and	I’m	snarky.	Until	we’re	not.	Until	we’re	best	 friends,	 fierce
protectors,	wagon-circling	allies.	These	moments	don’t	last	long,	but	even	during
our	worst	 fights,	we	always	 snap	back	to	being	the	 little	kids	who	reach	for	each
other’s	hands	at	the	circus	as	we	maneuver	our	way	through	the	popcorn	line.

“I	miss	him,	too,”	Sara	says	softly	as	our	arms	untangle.

I	nod,	peering	 into	her	moist	 eyes.	 “How	are	Mom	and	Dad?”	 I	 ask.	 “I	mean
really.”

Sara	 knows	 what	 I	mean.	 I’m	 the	 youngest,	 so	 our	 parents	 are	more	 vigilant
around	me	about	putting	up	a	good	front.	Sure,	I’ve	seen	them	both	crumble	in
tears	more	than	once	in	the	past	six	months.	Mom’s	knees	have	actually	buckled	a
time	or	 two.	But	 they’re	determined	to	put	on	 their	game	faces	 for	my	sake.	 It’s
one	of	the	reasons	we	all	decided	a	summer	with	Grandpa	was	a	good	idea—fake
cheeriness	is	exhausting.

They’re	more	genuine	around	Sara,	especially	Mom.	Mom	does	the	shtick	about
loving	all	of	us	equally	 (both	of	us	now,	I	guess),	but	 she	and	Sara	have	a	 special
spark	that	keeps	them	on	the	same	wavelength.	Like	Liam	and	I	used	to	be.

“They’re	good,”	Sara	assures	me,	nodding	for	emphasis.	She	puts	on	her	game
face	for	me,	too.	“Mom	finally	started	taking	some	of	his	stuff	to	Goodwill.”

I	try	to	hold	steady,	but	my	eyes	suddenly	flood	with	more	tears.	I’m	not	ready
for	strangers	to	start	pawing	through	Liam’s	things.	Sara	holds	me	as	I	sob	softly	in
her	arms.

“Just	some	old	clothes,”	she	assures	me	soothingly,	running	her	fingers	over	my
hair.	“Stuff	he	would	have	gotten	rid	of	anyway.”

But	 I	 can’t	 stop	 crying.	 If	 Liam	had	 gotten	 rid	 of	 stuff	 before,	 it	would	 have
been	because	he	was	replacing	it	with	new	stuff—not	because	he	would	never	need
stuff	again.

It	seems	like	every	day	brings	a	fresh	wave	of	reasons	to	be	heartbroken.

Sara	guides	me	to	the	bed	and	gently	lowers	me	to	a	sitting	position.

“It’s	okay,”	she	coos,	and	I	love	her	for	trying	to	console	me	when	I	know	she’s
just	as	torn	up	as	I	am.

“I	know,”	 I	 tell	her	 through	my	 tears.	 “It’s	 just	…	 the	 guy	 I	 almost	hit	 at	 the



grocery	store	was	about	Liam’s	age.”

“Well,”	Sara	says,	“that	was	no	reason	to	try	to	murder	him.”

I	study	her	face	for	a	moment,	then	sputter	with	laughter.	Sara’s	smartass	side	is
so	random	that	it	always	catches	me	by	surprise.

Plus,	 even	 amid	 the	 suckfest	 of	 losing	 a	 brother	 to	 a	 drug	 overdose,	 it’s
impossible	not	to	feel	safe	in	this	room.	It’s	barely	changed	at	all	since	Mom	shared
it	with	Aunt	Margie	growing	up,	other	 than	 the	bubblegum-colored	bedspreads
fading	to	pale	pink	and	the	now-weathered	teddy	bear.	Some	puffy-sleeved	prom
dresses	are	stuffed	into	the	closet	that	won’t	close	because	the	door	is	off	track,	and
board	games	with	missing	pieces	are	stacked	on	the	top	shelf.	Our	whole	lives,	Sara
and	 I	 have	been	 snuggling	under	 the	 same	pale-pink	bedspreads,	 surrounded	by
the	same	throwbacks	of	Mom’s	childhood.	Yeah,	it	feels	safe	in	here.

Late-afternoon	 sunlight	 is	 streaming	 through	 the	 windows,	 and	 thunder	 is
rumbling	 lazily	 in	 the	distance.	“Hey,	 speaking	of	 the	guy	I	almost	killed,”	 I	 say,
“he	told	me	he’s	in	a	band.	They’re	playing	tonight	at	Sheehan’s.”

“Sheehan’s?”

“It’s	that	new	restaurant	where	the	record	store	used	to	be.	We	should	go.”

Sara’s	brow	furrows.	“But	what	about	Grandpa?”

“He	can	come,	too,”	I	say,	rising	from	the	bed	and	tightening	my	ponytail.	“The
guy	 said	 his	 grandfather	 comes	 all	 the	 time,	 and	 he	 and	 Grandpa	 used	 to	 play
tennis	together.”

“But	Jeopardy!”

“Grandpa	can	miss	it	for	one	night.	C’mon.	Let’s	go	talk	him	into	it.	It’ll	do	him
good	to	get	out	of	the	house.”

“Last	 time	 you	 got	 him	out	 of	 the	 house,	 you	 almost	 killed	 somebody,”	 Sara
reminds	me,	and	I	cut	my	eyes	at	her	with	a	grudging	smile.

“You	can	drive,”	I	tell	her.

“Duh,”	she	says.	Rubbing	her	arms,	she	adds,	“I’m	still	smudgy	from	sitting	in
the	back	seat.	Why	does	he	keep	all	those	old	newspapers	anyway?”

I	shrug.	“Obituaries,	I	think.	He	goes	to	lots	of	funerals.”

An	awkward	pause	follows.	I	didn’t	mean	it	as	a	joke;	I	think	that	actually	is	why



he	likes	to	have	newspapers	handy.	But	 it	came	out	 jokey,	and	neither	of	us	 is	 in
the	mood	to	crack	wise	about	funerals.

“Come	on,”	 I	 say	definitively,	pulling	Sara	off	 the	bed.	 “We	need	a	 change	of
scenery.”



Chapter	Four
“You	don’t	need	that,	do	you?”

I	smirk	subversively	in	the	back	seat	as	cool	air	blasts	into	the	car.	The	good	news
is	that	now	it’s	Sara	on	the	receiving	end	of	Grandpa’s	apparent	allergy	to	creature
comforts.	The	bad	news	is	that	I’m	the	one	now	choking	on	newsprint	dust	in	the
back	seat.

Grandpa’s	a	little	grumpy,	both	because	Sara	talked	him	into	handing	over	the
car	 keys	 (she	 pointed	 out	 that	 she	 hasn’t	 flattened	 any	 pedestrians	 today)	 and
because	he’s	missing	Jeopardy!

It	was	a	hard	sell	to	get	him	to	come	to	Sheehan’s	with	us,	but	when	I	pointed
out	he’d	be	making	good	on	his	promise	to	the	guy	I	almost	killed	on	his	watch,
Grandpa	reluctantly	agreed.

It’s	still	light	outside,	though	fireflies	are	already	doing	their	slow-motion	dance
through	 the	 sticky	 evening	 air.	The	 thunder	never	 amounted	 to	 anything—false
alarms	 in	 Oakboro	 are	 common	 during	 the	 summer—so	 the	 temperature	 is
holding	steady	in	the	90s.	Grandpa	has	insisted	on	wearing	a	tie	to	the	little	pub-
eatery	where	Zach’s	band	is	playing.	Sara	and	I	assured	him	that	was	overkill,	but
he	wouldn’t	budge.	At	least	he	skipped	the	jacket.	He	grimaced	when	he	saw	the
cut-off	 shorts	 I’d	 changed	 into,	 so	 I	 threw	on	 some	 jeans	 instead.	 I	 figured	 if	he
could	skip	Jeopardy!	for	a	night,	I	could	be	flexible,	too.	Sara	is	her	typical	chic	self
in	a	lemony	sundress	with	a	leather	belt	that	matches	her	chunky	sandals.	She	even
threw	in	some	color-coordinated	jewelry	and	a	few	spritzes	of	honeysuckle-scented
hair	defrizzer.	My	hair	is	in	the	same	ponytail	I’ve	worn	since	this	morning.	If	it’s
frizzing,	 I	haven’t	noticed.	And	considering	 I	now	reek	of	newsprint,	 frizz	 is	 the
least	of	my	concerns.

Grandpa	is	swiveling	in	the	shotgun	seat,	freaking	out	that	kids	are	riding	their
bikes	in	the	street	Sara	is	backing	into.

“The	children!	The	children!”	he	murmurs	frantically.

“Grandpa,	 you’re	 making	 me	 nervous,”	 Sara	 says.	 “Oh	 look!	 Grandma’s
dogwood	tree	is	in	bloom—”

“Watch	where	you’re	going!”	Grandpa	yelps.



There	will	be	no	scenery	appreciation	tonight,	not	on	the	heels	of	my	near-miss.

“Grandpa,	please!”	Sara	wails,	and	I	smirk	again,	resting	my	elbow	on	the	closest
stack	of	newspapers.	Hopefully	I’m	not	smudging	anybody’s	obituary.

Obituary.	There’s	that	word	again.	My	stomach	clutches	as	I	glance	down	and
see	 a	 couple	 of	 funeral	 announcements	 circled	with	 Sharpie.	 Poor	Grandpa.	He
must	lose	an	average	of	one	or	two	friends	or	acquaintances	a	month.	But	most	of
those	people	die	old.	And	none	of	those	funerals	could	have	prepared	him	for	the
day	Aunt	Margie	and	Uncle	Max,	trembling	and	bleary-eyed,	picked	him	up	and
drove	him	to	our	house	so	Mom	and	Dad	could	tell	him	in	person	that	Liam	was
gone—found	dead	 in	 the	 shower	overnight	by	his	 college	 roommate.	 Sara	 and	 I
were	 sitting	 in	 the	adjacent	den,	 still	 too	numb	to	do	anything	besides	 stare	 into
space.	But	Grandpa’s	wail	jolted	us	back	to	reality.	It	was	primal,	as	if	his	lifelong
commitment	 to	 vigilance	 had	 been	 a	 sick	 joke	 and	 life	 had	 been	 exposed	 as	 the
crapshoot	that	it	was.

Grandpa,	 a	 child	 of	 the	Great	Depression	who	 started	 supporting	 his	mother
and	sisters	in	high	school	after	his	father	dropped	dead	of	a	heart	attack,	has	always
lectured	 us	 about	 the	 importance	 of	 responsibility,	 preparation,	 maturity,	 and
good	choices.	A	lot	of	good	that	had	done.	Mom	and	Dad	had	to	physically	hold
him	up	as	he	sobbed	in	our	kitchen.	Then	they	guided	him	to	the	den	and	lowered
him,	 crumpled	 and	 defeated,	 onto	 the	 couch.	 All	 of	 this,	 just	 as	 he	 was	 finally
starting	to	process	Grandma’s	death.

Sara	 and	 I	 had	 rushed	 to	 sit	 on	 either	 side	 of	 him,	 then	we	 all	 huddled	 there
together	 for,	 I	dunno,	maybe	 an	hour,	 like	 shipwreck	 survivors	 clinging	 to	 a	 life
raft.	I’ll	never	forget	the	hopelessness	in	Grandpa’s	face.

In	lots	of	ways,	he’s	been	more	protective	of	us	than	ever	since	Liam’s	death—
God	knows	he	 can’t	 handle	 another	 tragedy.	But	 deep	 inside,	 the	 light	 flickered
out	of	his	eyes	that	day.	Why	bother?	his	sad,	hollow	expression	seemed	to	suggest.

Or	 maybe	 that’s	 what	 I’m	 thinking,	 and	 I’m	 just	 projecting	 my	 stuff	 onto
Grandpa.	Whatever.	I	don’t	have	the	energy	to	try	to	sort	it	out.

But	I	am	sure	of	one	thing:	Life’s	a	crapshoot.

I	wonder	when	I’ll	be	able	to	think	of	Liam	without	feeling	 like	I’ve	 just	been
kicked	in	the	stomach.

Speaking	of	which,	I	don’t	know	if	tonight’s	trip	to	Sheehan’s	is	really	the	best
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