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One

Holly sat at a bus stop beside a quiet road that twisted through green hills. A tree grew beside the bench. It was large and sprawling, with dark, cracked bark and tri-point leaves. Holly tugged her worn copy of the Common Trees of the Eastern United States guidebook out of her suitcase and confirmed her guess.

“Sugar maple,” she announced to no one.

The tree rustled in the warm summer breeze. A leaf drifted down and landed in Holly’s hair. She pocketed the leaf, then watched a small car crest the nearest hill and rumble to a stop in front of the bench.

Holly hadn’t seen Uncle Vincent since three Christmases ago when he’d visited her and her dad for the holidays. Still, she recognized him as he stepped out of the car: scraggly eyebrows perched over winter-gray eyes, a salt-and-pepper beard, a nearly bald head. Definitely balder than three Christmases ago. A little less pepper and a little more salt in the beard, too.

It was strange, Holly thought, how Uncle Vincent looked exactly like her dad and not at all like him at the same time. It was like meeting her dad in a parallel universe—if middle-of-nowhere Vermont counted as a parallel universe.

“I hope you haven’t been waiting long. I don’t drive very often, and . . .” Uncle Vincent’s voice was like the wind, always trailing away. Holly remembered this.

“It’s fine,” said Holly.

Uncle Vincent looked at her uncertainly. He seemed to be considering giving her a hug—extending his arms, then dropping them. Finally, he reached for her suitcase instead.

“I’ve got it,” Holly said.

“Are you sure? It looks heavy.”

“I’ve been carrying it all day.” Holly heard the bite in her voice. Her words had been biting a lot lately. She wasn’t sure what to do about it.

“Oh,” said Uncle Vincent softly. “Of course.” He opened the car’s trunk. Holly tossed her fraying suitcase inside, then climbed into the passenger seat, still clutching Common Trees of the Eastern United States.

The car was old and cramped. The engine wheezed to life when Uncle Vincent turned the key in the ignition. He patted the dashboard gently. “Music?” he asked.

“I don’t care.”

“Right. Me neither.” Still, his hand hovered by the radio dial. After a few moments of silence, he turned it on. Classical music was playing but the signal was weak and staticky. “Arden isn’t far. I would’ve picked you up from the airport, but . . .”

But he didn’t drive very often. Holly nodded.

Uncle Vincent turned the car around and they slowly climbed the hill. The car groaned. Holly gripped the passenger door.

“So, everything went okay? The flights, and the bus?”

“Mm-hmm.” This, Holly thought, was the key to not letting her words bite—saying very few words at all.

“I don’t travel much myself. It makes me jittery, to tell you the truth.”

Holly remembered going with her dad to pick up Uncle Vincent from the airport three Christmases ago. They had lived in Houston at the time, and the airport there was big and confusing. Uncle Vincent had gotten lost at baggage claim. When they’d finally found him, he was pale and shaky. Holly remembered her dad pulling to the side of the road on the way home so Uncle Vincent could throw up, and her dad laughing and saying, “Classic Vinny.”

The memory made Holly feel a little nauseous herself. Or maybe it was the winding country road. She pressed the book to her stomach.

“Did Alex—I mean, your dad—did he make it to San Francisco okay?” her uncle asked.

Holly checked her phone. There were a few texts from her mom—Did you land? Are you with your uncle? Did you pack enough socks?—but nothing from her dad. Yes, yes, and yes, she texted her mom. Then she made a time zone calculation in her head. “I don’t think Dad has landed yet.”

Her uncle glanced at her. “I hope he finds what he’s looking for.”

Early that morning at the Orlando airport, Holly’s dad had told her, “This is it. My big break. I can feel it.”

Then he’d caught his flight to San Francisco so he could perform in a small theater production of William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. He’d been cast as an understudy for one of the leads, which meant he’d only perform if the actor who actually got the role wound up getting sick. Until then, her dad was playing an extra: Woodland Sprite #4.

Holly, meanwhile, had caught a flight to New York City and a connection to Burlington, Vermont—a city she’d never heard of in a state she’d never been to, which was unusual. In the five years since her parents divorced, she’d lived in and visited a lot of places with her dad, who had a “thirst for adventure.” That’s what he called it, at least. Holly called it “can’t-make-up-his-mind syndrome,” but only to herself.

“And your mom?” Uncle Vincent asked, fiddling with the radio dial as the static swelled. “Has her cruise started?”

Holly nodded. Usually, when her dad traveled without her, she went to stay with her mom, stepdad, and stepbrother in Virginia. But this summer, her stepdad, Ron, had surprised her mom and stepbrother with tickets for a Caribbean cruise vacation. So Holly’s parents had decided that Holly should spend a month in Vermont with her uncle while her dad was chasing his big break and her mom was snorkeling, or suntanning, or whatever people did on cruises.

Holly tightened her grip on the passenger door. I didn’t want to go on a cruise, anyway, she told herself. Again.

It was quiet in Uncle Vincent’s car—just the hint of classical music fading in and out. Holly looked out the passenger window and tried to identify the trees they passed: Spruce. Ash. And . . . some kind of pine? She opened her book.

“Still a reader, I see,” said Uncle Vincent.

Holly looked up and blinked. “What?”

“Last time I visited, you spent most of the week reading.”

Holly shifted in her seat. “Well, I read nonfiction now. I’m twelve.” She wasn’t sure how, exactly, these two facts were related, but she felt there was some connection.

“You’ll have to explore the shop. There are all kinds of old books—fiction, and nonfiction, and . . .”

Holly mentally reviewed the things she remembered about her uncle. He was younger than her dad by a year even though he’d always looked older. He was gay and lived alone in the tiny town of Arden, Vermont, where he owned some kind of bookstore. Holly’s dad had gotten a kick out of the coincidence—“The forest in A Midsummer Night’s Dream is called Arden, too,” he’d said. “So we’ll both be in Arden!” The bookstore had been another part of her dad’s pitch for sending Holly to stay with her uncle: “You’ll love hanging with Vinny. He’s drowning in books.”

Holly’s brain began to buzz. What kinds of nonfiction did her uncle sell in his shop? Why were the books old? Where did they come from?

She swallowed the questions. Curiosity was a dangerous thing.

The road wound downhill and the radio signal grew stronger. As the music reached a crescendo, they passed a sign that read:

APPROACHING ARDEN

Then, in bigger letters:

HOME OF THE FAMOUS MADISON PLASTICS FACTORY!

They rounded a bend and Uncle Vincent smiled. It wasn’t her father’s smile, big and flashy like the car salesmen on TV commercials. It was small and crooked and bright. “Arden,” he said.

The town lay nestled in a valley between green hills like it was cupped in a giant’s palm. Colorful homes clung to the slopes and clustered more densely in the valley, where they surrounded a factory with belching smokestacks. On one hill, perched over the town like an old, swollen sentinel, was a manor house.

But Holly’s eyes were drawn to a wooded area near the center of town, right beside the factory in the heart of the giant’s palm. The woods passed in and out of view as Uncle Vincent drove narrow streets past houses painted in faded blues and purples and greens.

At a stoplight, Holly looked down a side street. A boy on shiny roller skates was barreling down the street in hot pursuit of a small bouncy ball. As the light turned green, he spun out and crashed into a hedge. Holly considered alerting her uncle, but they were already driving away. And hedges weren’t deadly, she reasoned. Still, she found herself thinking about the boy for a minute or two—worrying about him, even.

Then she noticed that several houses they passed had yard signs with an image of a tree and the words Save the Grove. She pointed at the wooded area in the center of town when it came into view again, and the question slipped out before she could swallow it: “Is that the grove?”

Uncle Vincent nodded. “Arden trees. That’s what the town is named for. They only grow in this region.”

“Why?” Holly blurted. “How?” Whenever she started asking questions it was hard to stop, like her unruly curiosity had broken out of its cage and she couldn’t call it back.

“Something about the climate here, I believe. The trees are important to the town. And . . . some people are trying to cut them down. That’s why we have to—”

“Save the grove,” Holly said as Uncle Vincent parked the car in front of another yard sign. This one was defaced with spray paint: Save our JOBS!

“Oh dear,” said Uncle Vincent. He hurried out of the car and tugged the sign out of the ground, then opened Holly’s door for her. “Welcome home,” he said, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “I mean, I know it’s not home. But . . . I want you to make yourself at home while you’re here.”

Holly stepped out and looked up at a blue house that seemed to grow out of the hillside. Half of it sat precariously on stilts. A wooden staircase led from the street to the front door, past raised flowerbeds and garden gnomes. Trees grew behind and around the house—mostly gray and yellow birches.

Suddenly Holly felt an ache in the center of her chest. She wasn’t sure if it was a good ache, because she thought the house was cute in a funny sort of way, or a bad ache, because Uncle Vincent was right. It wasn’t home. Home was a place where things last, but nothing really lasts. This, according to Holly, was one of the three Fundamental Truths of Life.

One: Adults don’t actually know that much more than kids (and sometimes they know less).

Two: Olive oil is good but olives are gross.

Three: Nothing lasts.

Except for trees, Holly thought as she looked at the birches. With the right conditions—and assuming they weren’t burned or bothered—trees could live for a long, long time. Hundreds or even thousands of years. Their roots spread wide and burrowed deep, anchoring them, nourishing them, connecting them to each other and to the earth.

Holly looked down at her feet. Her tennis shoes were stained and scuffed. Then she took a deep breath and followed Uncle Vincent up the steps to the house that grew out of the hill.
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Two

The house wasn’t small, exactly, but it was cramped. The rooms were boxy and full—a dining room barely big enough for its table, a kitchen overflowing with chipped chinaware and antique appliances. Mismatched chairs flanked a sunken couch in the living room and the fireplace mantel was lined with old photographs. Nature paintings hung on the walls, and everywhere—everywhere—there were books. Books in stacks, books on shelves, books filling a nook beneath a narrow staircase. Books with leather covers and yellowed pages. Books that looked like they might crumble to dust if they were disturbed.

“When I run out of room at the shop, I keep books here,” said Uncle Vincent. It sounded like an apology. He set the defaced yard sign by the front door, then pushed a stack of books closer to the wall, widening the path for Holly down the hall. She picked up the top book from the stack. Notes from the London Zoological Society Conference on Animal Ecology.

“I’m not sure if you remember—and it’s okay if you don’t!—but I’m an antiquarian. The books I collect and sell . . . they’re pretty old.”

Holly opened the book to the title page and saw the publication year: 1927. The book felt precious now, and Holly held it lightly as she turned the funny word over in her head. Antiquarian. So many syllables. She set the book back on top of the stack.

“Help yourself to anything in the pantry,” Uncle Vincent said as she followed him down the hall, wheeling her squeaky suitcase behind her. “I’m not much of a cook, but . . . The TV has cable. I don’t have those streaming services, but if there are any shows you want . . .” Every sentence ran away from him. Holly wondered where they all went.

He paused at the foot of the stairs. “Your room is up here.” Then, looking at her suitcase: “May I?”

No, Holly nearly said. It was what she’d said to the man on the airplane who offered to carry her suitcase down the aisle for her. It was what she’d said to the bus driver who asked if Holly needed a hand when she was boarding. But now her arms were tired, and the steps were narrow and uneven, and she only shrugged. Uncle Vincent picked up her suitcase and she followed him up, feeling grateful and grumpy at the same time.

The creaky stairs ended in a tiny room with a sloped ceiling that nearly grazed Holly’s head and forced Uncle Vincent to duck. A skinny bed was squeezed inside, along with a small wardrobe and a desk, both made of worn, dark wood.

But there were windows—one on each wall, looking out over the trees that surrounded the house and flooding the room with dappled light. Squirrels scampered along the branches of the trees, chattering brightly, while birds that Holly couldn’t see sang songs she’d never heard before.

“I know it’s small,” Uncle Vincent said, “but I hope it’s okay. The whole house is yours. The yard, too. And the town! This—it’s just a place to sleep.”

Holly turned and saw a vase of flowers on the desk. Every bloom stretched toward the nearest window. She didn’t know what the flowers were—she didn’t know flowers like she knew trees—but even with her stuffed-up nose, Holly could smell them. Fresh-cut, she guessed. The word unfurled in her mind: beautiful.

“It’s fine,” she said.

“Oh—I emptied the wardrobe so you can unpack. And if you need any help . . .” Holly shook her head. Uncle Vincent nodded. “Are you hungry? I think I can throw together some grilled cheeses without burning the house down.” He chuckled nervously.

Holly knew she should be hungry—she’d barely eaten all day—but her stomach was still unsettled and she felt a sudden and urgent desire to be alone. “I’m going to rest for a bit.”

She wasn’t sure if her uncle was relieved or disappointed. His face didn’t move like her dad’s. It had different creases. “Of course. If you change your mind . . .”

Holly listened to his footsteps receding down the creaky stairs, then lay on top of the bed. It was softer than she’d expected.

For a while she stared at the sloping ceiling. She was tired—from two plane rides, and the airport shuttle, and the bus, and the drive—but she knew she wouldn’t fall asleep. And not just because she was in a strange room in a strange house, and not just because the house shook on its stilts when the wind blew. Holly just wasn’t any good at napping. She chased naps but they eluded her. On the verge of sleep, she always met her racing heart.

Holly checked her phone. There was a text from her dad: Landed!

She pictured it all in her head: her dad barreling off the plane and dashing through the airport, hungry for the sights and sounds of a new city. He would hail a cab, flash his megawatt smile, then ask the driver to take the long way round to the apartment he was renting. He’d rack up the world’s largest taxi fare while entertaining the driver with witty banter and checking all the dating apps on his phone. Whenever he went somewhere new, Holly’s dad found lots of local women to meet for dinner and drinks.

She had another text, too. Hi, Holly! How’s your summer going? This was from Abigail, a girl who had sat next to Holly in Ms. Wilkins’s sixth-grade science class. They had chatted a few times and they’d exchanged numbers so they could coordinate when they were both chosen to bring desserts to their class’s end-of-year party. Holly stared at the message for a minute, surprised and flustered, then tossed her phone aside without responding.

Thanks to her dad’s “thirst for adventure,” she hadn’t stayed in one town or one school for more than a year since her parents divorced. She’d spent her sixth-grade year in Winter Park, Florida, just outside Orlando—but by the time the new school year rolled around, she figured she’d be somewhere new again.

So there wasn’t much point in responding to Abigail. Holly had promised herself a long time ago that she wouldn’t make friends she’d just have to leave. It was the only rational approach, she thought. After all, the third Fundamental Truth of Life applied to friendships, too. Nothing lasts.

She busied herself with Common Trees of the Eastern United States. She was just checking the index to see if there was anything about arden trees when a yelping sound outside drew her to the window that faced the street. There, sprawled on the sidewalk by Uncle Vincent’s house, was the boy in the shiny roller skates. He had tripped over a fallen branch, it seemed, and now his bouncy ball was bouncing down the street without him.

Holly huffed. What was this boy doing, roller-skating around town without knowing how to roller-skate? And was he okay? And did Holly need to do something?

Thankfully, Uncle Vincent hurried outside and helped the boy stand. Inexplicably, the boy was grinning from ear to ear. Holly cracked open the window so she could hear what he was saying.

“Sorry about your sign, Mr. V. I saw it earlier. I’m gonna catch whoever did that and teach them a lesson.” The boy waved a knuckled fist in the air.

Uncle Vincent laughed. “Don’t worry about that, Lionel. Are you okay? Are you bleeding? I have bandages inside . . .”

“I’m good! That was a fun fall. And it only hurts a medium amount.”

Holly squinted at the boy. He looked about her age, maybe a little younger. He wore elbow pads and kneepads and tall, striped socks. His pale skin was sunburned and his hair was disheveled, perhaps on account of crashing into the bushes. She thought she spied a leaf in his hair, which reminded her of the maple leaf in her pocket.

“Is your niece here yet?” the boy said. “Today’s the day!”

Holly gulped. Were people . . . expecting her?

“She just arrived,” said Uncle Vincent. “But she’s resting now.”

“Aw, man,” said the boy. “I was gonna say hi! Is she staying up there?” Suddenly the boy was pointing directly at Holly’s window—directly at her. She scrambled away from the glass, hoping she hadn’t been spotted.

For a minute, she heard the muffled voices of Uncle Vincent and the boy, Lionel. Then it was quiet again. She peeked out the window. The boy was skating down the street and around a bend, probably on his way to crash into something else.

Holly sat cross-legged on the bed. Her heart was still racing. She thought about unpacking her suitcase, then shook her head. This wasn’t her room. This wasn’t her house. She would only be here for a month. Maybe less, if her dad gave up on the play before then. It wouldn’t be the first time he quit halfway through a gig. So she’d live out of her suitcase, she decided, until it was time to go back to Florida, or wherever her dad dragged her next.

Still, she took the maple leaf out of her pocket and set it on the desk next to the flowers.
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Three

For the rest of the afternoon, Holly curled up on the bed, rereading Common Trees of the Eastern United States and almost-but-not-quite napping. She thought about getting under the covers, but it felt too soon to unmake the bed—too soon to disturb a room she didn’t know.

Uncle Vincent checked on her a couple times. Once, he brought her a steaming mug of herbal tea. “Ginger turmeric,” he said. Holly had never had hot tea before and she didn’t know what turmeric was. She sniffed the brew, crinkled her nose, and left it on top of the wardrobe, peeking at it every few minutes over the top of her book.

The book was full of sticky notes and scribbled annotations from when Holly had researched tree root systems for her sixth-grade science report, “The Strange Wonders of Roots.” Ms. Wilkins had told the class that a good report name makes someone want to read it right away. She said Holly’s title was strong because the words strange and wonders are enticing.

But Ms. Wilkins was also the one who said, months later, that the project was over and Holly should stop reading books about trees when she was supposed to be paying attention to a genetics lesson, or drawing a human cell, or labeling all the bones on Skelly, the class skeleton.

Holly never figured out how to tell Ms. Wilkins that, ever since her report, her mind had been stuck on trees. That sometimes she saw oaks and cypresses and weeping willows behind her eyelids. That her dreams were full of trees—tall, spindly trees and short, stubby trees; trees she could climb and trees with hollows where she could hide.

Now Holly stared at the book’s entry on dwarf palmettos, which were common in Florida. Her eyes traced the text but her mind recited the sealed note that her latest guidance counselor had asked her to deliver to her dad one day. Holly shows a strong aptitude for science, especially environmental science, but she’s struggling to find her social footing. I hear from her teachers that she rarely engages with her classmates, even when they try to include her. I suggest Holly join a sports team or an after-school club. Perhaps the Recorder Ensemble? Her music teacher says she has potential! Holly had thrown the note away.

Uncle Vincent’s house trembled in the wind and a chill passed through the room, bringing Holly back to the present. She sat up, rubbed her arms, and watched the sky turn orangey-purple through the windows. Her stomach groaned. She tried to ignore it. Her little room felt strange, but the idea of leaving it felt even stranger. But the growl was insistent. Holly sighed. The human body was so exasperating.

She ventured downstairs and found Uncle Vincent sitting on the couch in front of a tray table covered in paper and paints and brushes. On the TV, a funny-looking man with puffy hair was painting a snowy mountain on a canvas.

Uncle Vincent stood up so fast he nearly kicked over his tray table, then hit Pause on a DVD player. Holly was surprised to find that DVD players still existed. “Did you get some sleep?” he asked.

“Yes,” Holly lied.

“Good. You must be hungry now! I have frozen dinners. I wasn’t sure what you like, so I picked up lots of options. There’s ravioli, and pad Thai, and . . .”

Holly peeked at his painting in progress. It was a close match to the painting on the TV, but a little softer and more pastel. Tiny streaks of green suggested a tree line—probably conifers, Holly thought, like pine and spruce.

She followed him into the kitchen and chose an enchilada dinner from a crowded freezer. Uncle Vincent went with a calzone.

While Holly’s food was in the microwave, her eyes roamed the cramped kitchen. Antique pans and dishes filled every nook and cranny. Holly wondered why a man who didn’t cook had so much cookware.

They ate at the dining table. An uncertain silence stretched between them. Holly was used to her dad filling silences. He always had an anecdote to share or a joke to tell. But Uncle Vincent seemed as unsure of what to say as she did. He even ate differently than her dad—quieter, with less clattering of silverware and not a single burp.

Holly shivered. She was used to visiting different places, but there was always a moment in a new environment—after the flurry of travel and arrival—when the strangeness of being somewhere unfamiliar swept over her. She was here. But what did here mean?

She was glad when Uncle Vincent broke the silence. “How do you like Winter Park?” He frowned after asking it, like he wasn’t quite sure it was the right place to start.

Holly shrugged. “It’s fine. Kind of boring.”

“It must be a big change from DC and Boston. Is it more like Houston?”

Holly was surprised that Uncle Vincent could so easily name the last three places she’d lived with her dad. She hadn’t spoken to her uncle in years. How much did her dad speak to him, she wondered—and how much did her uncle know about her?

“I guess,” she said, spinning her fork through globs of cheesy enchilada sauce. “They’re both hot. And they have some trees in common.” She blushed and shoved a forkful of enchilada into her mouth. Ever since she’d been scolded by Ms. Wilkins for spending too much time thinking about trees, she’d tried not to talk about them so much.

“I saw that you were reading about trees earlier,” Uncle Vincent said, looking at her with interest. Holly thought of telling him about her science report, but she took another bite of enchilada instead.

Her uncle tried again: “Do you have friends in Winter Park?”

Holly thought of the text from Abigail. “Not really.”

Uncle Vincent’s brow crinkled. “It must be challenging, moving around so much.”

Holly looked at him sharply. “I get to see lots of things. A lot more than most kids.”

“Oh, of course.” He opened his mouth again, then shut it. A moment later, he smiled. “Your dad sent me pictures from your trip to New York City back in March. That must’ve been fun!”

Holly thought back to the trip. She remembered racing around the city with her dad, gawking at skyscrapers and laughing together when they found someone blowing giant bubbles through the world’s biggest bubble wand in Central Park. She remembered, too, reading alone in their hotel room while her dad auditioned for local plays and went on dates.

“It was okay,” she said quietly.

Uncle Vincent’s smile wavered. “Your dad seems excited about this role he’s landed in San Francisco. He said it might lead to some bigger opportunities.”

“Maybe,” said Holly. Then, because she couldn’t help herself: “Woodland Sprite Number Four. That’s his role. I mean, he’s an understudy for Lysander, one of the main characters. But he’ll only get to play Lysander if the other guy playing Lysander catches a cold or something.”

She thought back to her dad’s words at the Orlando airport. This is it. My big break. But was it? He’d said that so many times before, each time like it was the first. Holly was reminded of the first Fundamental Truth of Life: Adults don’t actually know that much more than kids (and sometimes they know less).

“He’s always enjoyed performing,” said Uncle Vincent. “Even back in high school. Drama club and all that. He used to ask me to practice lines with him, then got mad at me for mumbling . . .”

Holly wasn’t sure how to respond. It felt odd to learn something new about her dad, who she knew well, from her uncle, who she hardly knew at all.

As another silence fell between them, Holly’s eyes roamed. She looked at the painted canvases on the walls—beaches, pastures, waterfalls—and the collection of wooden figurines in the center of the dining table. Some were animals; others were abstract.

“I take classes at the arts center here in town,” Uncle Vincent said. “They teach drawing, painting, ceramics, woodworking—”

“Is that based on the grove?” Holly asked, pointing to a painting of trees. The perspective was like looking up at the treetops. Hazy light filtered down through the branches and the trees seemed to shimmer.

Uncle Vincent nodded. “I’ve always loved the grove. I think you’ll like it, too—especially if you’re interested in trees.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, round pin. He handed it to Holly. It had a simple graphic of a tree, the same graphic that was on the yard signs around town. “I made the logo for the Save the Grove Committee. I’m one of the committee’s founding members, and I host our meetings every other Monday. Our next meeting is tomorrow night, actually. You’re welcome to join us! There’s always good food . . .”

Holly felt it again: curiosity, lifting its head and sniffing the air like a bear on the first warm day of spring. She turned the pin between her fingers. “Who wants to cut down the grove?”

“Did you see the big factory when we drove into town?”

Holly nodded.

“That’s the Madison Plastics Factory. The owners, Mr. and Ms. Madison, want to clear the grove and expand the factory grounds with a visitors’ center and a museum about the history of the factory.”

Holly crinkled her nose. “The history of a plastics factory? That’s boring. Who’d want to go to that?”

“Well, the factory is a big part of Arden’s history. It employs about half the folks in town.”

“So half the folks in town could’ve spray-painted your sign.”

Uncle Vincent’s brow furrowed. “I suppose so. It’s . . . a delicate issue.”

More questions stirred in Holly’s mind. Why did the Madisons have to build the factory expansion there? How would a visitors’ center and a museum save the town’s jobs? If these arden trees were so rare, shouldn’t they be preserved? And who went around cutting down beautiful trees, anyway? But this time she managed to wrangle her curiosity back into its cage. She set the pin down on the table and slid it over to her uncle.

More cheerfully, he said, “I was thinking after dinner we could take a stroll downtown, and I could show you a few things. I also picked up a board game the other day, if you’d like to try it. I don’t know if you like board games, or . . .”

“I’m still pretty tired.”

Uncle Vincent dropped his gaze to the table. “Travel days are exhausting. But maybe tomorrow you can explore town? I have to work at the shop, but you can come and go as you like.” He got up and disappeared down the hall, then returned with a key. “I had a copy made for you.”

He dropped the key into her palm. It felt strangely heavy.

“Oh—and your mom mailed me some kind of toothpaste for you . . . ?”

Holly’s cheeks burned. She didn’t like people to know that a dentist had prescribed her a special toothpaste for highly sensitive gums. She didn’t like being someone with highly sensitive gums. But her mom never let her forget it. It was annoying, especially because Holly had already brought plenty of the toothpaste with her. But it was also nice. If her mom was still thinking about her teeth, her mom was still thinking about her, even when she was busy having the best time ever in the Caribbean with her new family. “Thanks,” Holly mumbled.

She tried to clean the table—she often cleaned up after dinners with her dad—but Uncle Vincent insisted that she take it easy, so she excused herself.

Before she went upstairs, she paused in front of the fireplace and inspected the framed photographs on the mantel. Several were old family portraits—Holly’s dad and Uncle Vincent as kids, with much younger-looking versions of Holly’s grandparents, who had both died when Holly was little. She wondered why she’d never seen any of the pictures before.

After she brushed her teeth with her prescription toothpaste, she lay awake in bed for a while, heart pounding. The first night in a new place was always hard. The strangeness of it all was even stranger in the dark. But slowly the whispering birches lulled her into a fitful sleep.

It was late morning when Holly woke. She was warm. The sun streamed through the windows of her room, casting tree shadows on the wall like her own personal mural.

She knew at once that Uncle Vincent wasn’t home—not just because he’d already told her he was working today, but because she knew the feeling of an empty house. It was a specific silence, the certainty that you could speak and nobody would hear you. Even when he wasn’t traveling, her dad never spent much time at home. There were always new restaurants to try, new shows to see, new people to meet.

She checked her phone for the time and found messages from both her parents waiting for her. From her mom, a photo of her five-year-old stepbrother, Topher, cannonballing into a pool on the cruise-ship deck. He was wearing bright orange swim trunks and smiling a gap-toothed smile. Miss you, hon! her mom had texted.

Her dad had sent a picture, too: a selfie of him on a pier with a bunch of seals suntanning around him. San Francisco is HEAVEN. You would love it. How’s it going with Vinny?

Holly had never been to San Francisco, but she doubted it was heaven. For her dad, any new place was heaven until it wasn’t anymore. Sometimes Holly wondered what that was like—finding heaven everywhere you went, then losing it, over and over again.

Fun, she texted Mom. Fine, she texted Dad.

She tugged fresh clothes out of her suitcase, changed, and went downstairs. On her way to the kitchen, she ran her finger along the spines of old books on shelves. She expected her finger to come away dusty, but it was clean.

She rummaged through the overstuffed kitchen cabinets for coffee grounds but only found tea. Anxiety stirred. She usually started each day with a cup of black coffee, even though her newest pediatrician said kids shouldn’t have so much caffeine.

With a frown, she chose the most caffeinated tea option—Irish Breakfast—and microwaved a mug of water. When it was piping hot, she dunked the bag and swirled it around, feeling the house
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