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fans, and most importantly for being the best friends anyone could
ever ask for. I love you both more than you can imagine.

 


Also to Arsène Landry (September 26th, 1944 -
June 27th, 1994)

I love you and miss you every day, Daddy.
Thank you for giving me so much of your heart and humour.

 



 



AUTHOR’S NOTE

 


If you’re part of the online reading
community, you may have seen Blue Sky Days floating around
for the last two years. So, why the new cover, synopsis, and
relaunch? I originally wrote Blue Sky Days when I was 20. It
wasn’t the first novel I’d written, but it was the one that always
stuck out in my mind and had a special place in my heart. I sent it
to a local publisher, who promptly rejected it (I was devastated at
the time, but I’m grateful now). I got busy with life, my job, and
other writing projects, and although I never forgot about Emma and
Nicholas, I pushed them to the back of my mind.

In 2010 I started writing articles for
various websites. I enjoyed it, but my heart was never really in
it. My friend Ray encouraged me to take out Blue Sky Days,
brush it off, and see what I could do with it. I had grown so much
as a person and as a writer, I felt I was able to make the
story much better. I published Blue Sky Days in January
2012, and was overwhelmed by the positive response. I couldn’t have
asked for a better experience with a debut novel.

Over the last year or so, Emma and Nicholas
have been on my mind a lot. I think of all my characters often, but
this was different. Emma was telling me things that weren’t in the
published story. I realized Emma and Nicholas’s story wasn’t
complete; when these thoughts began to consume me, I decided
to rewrite Blue Sky Days for the third and final time. There
are quite a few changes and improvements, but the heart of the
story is the same, and most importantly, I feel like the story is
finally complete.

I decided to relaunch the book on June 27th,
2014, because that’s the 20th anniversary of my dad’s death from
leukemia. For a long time, I wanted to honour him in some special
way, and this seemed like the perfect way. From June 27th-30th,
half the proceeds from all sales of Blue Sky Days will be
donated to the Canadian Cancer Society in his memory.

Whether you’re reading this book for the
first time or you read the original and you’re reacquainting
yourself with Emma and Nicholas, I thank you for reading Blue
Sky Days.

 



CHAPTER ONE




“Well…I guess that’s everything.”

I slam the trunk of my trusty faded-blue
Chevy Cavalier and lean against it, wondering again if I’m making
the right decision. I peer up at my dad, who’s standing a few feet
away, fidgeting with something in the pocket of his suit jacket. He
keeps casting glances toward the house, his eyes flicking to the
bay window of the bedroom he shares with Mother. I’m pretty sure he
knows as well as I do that she’s not coming to say goodbye.

“She’s not going to change her mind,
Dad.”

My voice seems to startle him, and he finally
looks at me, his brown eyes sad. “She’ll come around eventually,
Emma. Just give her time.”

It feels like he’s been saying those same
words to me my whole life. Every time I disappoint my mother or we
disagree about something, she freezes me out, storms away, locks
herself in her room, and acts like a petulant child.

Nothing is ever good enough for Tilly Ward,
and I just don’t care anymore. I’ve spent my entire life trying to
make her proud—working hard, getting good grades, never acting
rebellious—but it’s never been enough. I’ve never been
enough.

I’m not up for arguing with Dad though, so I
simply nod. None of this is his fault. He wouldn’t win any Father
of the Year awards, but at least he’s not cold and distant like
Mother. Not on purpose, anyway. The distance between us was forged
from his workaholic tendencies rather than his lack of desire to be
close to me.

“I’d better get going.” I dig my keys from
the pocket of my jeans, and Dad opens the driver’s side door for
me. We stand and look at each other, unsure how to say goodbye.

“Are you sure about this, Emma?” he asks
quietly. “Really sure? I know your mother is wrong about you doing
this to punish her, but…I just hope you know what you’re
doing.”

Am I sure about what I’m doing? Not really.
I’m leaving my safe, sheltered life behind and moving three hours
away to live with an aunt I haven’t seen in years. “I’m sure, Dad.
Things have always been strained between Mother and me.”

He opens his mouth to interject, but I hold
up a hand, cutting him off. “Don’t even try to deny it, you know
it’s true. She’s made it clear she’s never really wanted me around.
She thought she’d be rid of me last year, but when I decided to put
off college…” I sigh, rubbing my temples as memories of her anger
and disapproval roll over me like thunderclouds. “Anyway, it’s been
almost a year and I’m still as undecided as I was when I graduated.
I don’t think I’ll ever figure things out here, not with her
disappointment smothering me at every turn. I need a change,
Dad.”

He nods slowly. I can tell he wants to say
something—maybe he wants to defend Mother out of habit, or maybe he
actually agrees with me, but can’t figure out how to say it. Who
knows? The words never come; instead he reaches into his jacket and
pulls out a wrinkled envelope, thrusting it into my hands.

Even though I can guess what it is without
opening it, I look inside. It’s stuffed with twenty-dollar bills. I
try to hand it back, but he shoves his hands in his pockets.

“Take it.” His voice is flat, but his eyes
plead with me. He’s always felt guilty about working too much, so
his solution has been to give me money. I guess in some twisted way
he thinks it makes up for the time he doesn’t spend with me. What
he doesn’t seem to get is that I’d rather have him around than have
a fat bank account.

Even though that fat bank account is coming
in handy now. With the exception of my car, which was beat-up even
when I bought it three years ago, I’ve saved most of the money
Dad’s given me over the years, along with the money I’ve made since
graduation. Without it, I don’t think I’d have the guts to take off
to my aunt’s.

“Thanks, Dad.” I cram the envelope into my
purse and toss it into the passenger seat. “Well…”

“Well…” Dad echoes. “I really wish you’d have
let me get you a cell phone.”

“I don’t need a cell phone,” I remind
him for the hundredth time. “I don’t call or text anyone, so it’d
just be a waste of money.”

He shakes his head, but his expression
softens slightly, and he almost smiles. “You’re the only
nineteen-year-old girl I know who doesn’t want a cell phone.” He
pats the roof of my Cavalier. “Or a nicer car.”

“Hey, watch it.” I poke his arm, and he
finally gives me a real smile. “This old girl’s got a lot of miles
left in her.”

“I sure hope so.” His smile fades, and his
brow creases. He glances at his watch and lets out a long sigh. “I
know your mother hasn’t given you much incentive to keep in touch,
but I hope you will anyway. For my sake, at least.”

“Of course, Dad. Maybe you and Mother can
come for a weekend or something once I’m settled. Three hours isn’t
that far.”

His lips turn up, but his eyes are sad.
“Maybe.” He looks over his shoulder toward the house, and I follow
his gaze. A shadow seems to move behind the curtains, but it’s
probably just a trick of the light.

I grab Dad and pull him into a tight hug.
He’s stiff with surprise at first, but then he wraps his arms
around me and holds me close.

“I’ll miss you, Em,” he says, tugging gently
on my long brown braid.

He won’t be around enough to miss me, but I
don’t say that out loud. I suppose I can’t really blame him for
rarely being home; Mother has never given him much reason, and I
was always busy with school and then work. I wish things had been
different, but it’s too late to change any of that now, so I say,
“I’ll miss you too, Dad,” and kiss his cheek.

I get into the car and let him close the
door. I sit with the key in the ignition for a few seconds before
turning the engine over, taking comfort in the familiar rumble and
vibration. Even though I’ve had the car since I was sixteen, I’ve
never driven it out of the city. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t
nervous about making such a long drive by myself.

I roll down the window and Dad surprises me
by reaching in to touch my cheek. “Drive safe. Call me soon.”

“I will.” I want to say something else,
something more. We’ve never been the type of family to say
‘I love you’. God knows I can’t remember ever hearing those words
from my mother’s lips. I want to say it now, but the words get
stuck in my throat.

When Dad doesn’t say it either, I glance up
at the house I’ve lived in the past nineteen years. In the back of
my mind a small voice says I should be feeling something
more—sadness, regret, maybe even guilt—but all I actually feel is
anxious to put distance between my old life and myself.

I straighten in my seat and give my dad one
final smile as I shift to Drive. “Bye, Dad.”

 



CHAPTER TWO




Living on the outskirts of Toronto means I
don’t have to go through the city to head north to Riverview, where
Aunt Daisy lives. It’s a relief, because even though I’ve lived in
Toronto my whole life, I’ve never had to drive through the city
myself. I’ve basically only ever driven to school and then work, so
the three-hour drive is both daunting and exciting.

Anxiety builds in my stomach the minute I
turn onto the highway. I keep telling myself I’m doing the right
thing. I’ve been stuck in a rut for years, especially this last
year, and I need a change. A big one.

I lean over the steering wheel to take a
quick look at the sky. The last few weeks have been unseasonably
rainy, with the sky stained a gloomy grey that seems to seep into
everything and affect the moods of everyone around me. People
appear to be bogged down by the weather, waiting in limbo for the
rain to break so life can get back to normal. I don’t want normal
though, or at least what normal has been for me the last nineteen
years. I’m tired of my version of normal.

Last year I had what I guess you could call
an identity crisis—or what my mother likes to call a meltdown. I
worked hard all through high school and was always at the top of my
class. I had no social life and no real friends because I was so
busy concentrating on school. When it came time to start applying
to colleges, I collected brochures and applications, and was
assured by the guidance counselor I could get into just about any
school with my 4.0 GPA.

But as I went through those brochures and
visited the local college campus to check out job fairs, it hit me:
I didn’t know what I wanted to do. I had a million possibilities
and my pick of schools, yet I had no clue what I wanted to do with
my life. I spent four years of high school surrounded by books,
cramming my head with knowledge, and assuming when the time came I
would just know where my future was headed.

I freaked out. I’d spent so much time and
energy trying to be the best and hoping to impress my mother, but I
never really considered what I wanted to do with my life. I let all
the application deadlines slip by, thinking I’d figure something
out. I still worked hard and kept my grades up, but I decided to
take a year off school after graduation to figure things out. Last
spring I started working days as an assistant (basically a
glorified errand-runner) for an ancient lawyer, and spent nights
and weekends working in a local diner.

Even though Mother said I should pay rent,
Dad wouldn’t accept my money, so I saved every cent I made. I was
determined to pay for school myself when I finally went. My parents
offered to fund my education, but as always with my mother, there
were strings attached: I would have to live with them and take the
courses they wanted me to, with the end result being a position at
Dad’s insurance company.

I knew I didn’t want to work as an insurance
agent any more than I wanted to fetch coffee for a crotchety old
man or serve burgers and fries at a dingy, run-down diner. Those
jobs served their purpose in allowing me to save enough money to do
things my way, but I knew they were just stepping-stones to
something more.

I gave myself until my nineteenth birthday to
figure things out. As the date crept closer, I realized I was still
as confused as I was a year ago. I went to bed every night hoping
for a sign or inspiration or something. When my old
classmates started coming into the diner during the last week of
April, it made me feel even worse. They crammed into booths,
catching up and sharing their college experiences—the new friends
they’d made, the parties they’d been to, the classes they had taken
and loved or hated.

I caught snippets of their conversations as I
served them. Sometimes I even shamelessly eavesdropped as I
refilled coffee cups, taking a brief moment to live vicariously
through them, which is something I’d never done before. Some of
them looked at me as if they should know me; one or two even
realized who I was when they read my nametag. I imagined them
thinking of me as ‘that girl who always sat at the front of class
with her head down, books open, taking notes’, and wondering why I
was working at the diner.

Two weeks ago on my nineteenth birthday, I
finally got the sign I’d been looking for when Daisy, my mother’s
much younger sister, called and asked if I’d like to come stay with
her for a while. Daisy and I used to be really close until she
moved away about ten years ago to pursue her art career. She’s
pretty much the complete opposite of me—fun loving and carefree—but
I’m hoping some of her free-spirited nature will rub off on me
during this visit.

When I told my mother my plan, she was
furious. “Why do you need to go live with that hippie to
figure things out?” she’d asked, all but spitting the word
‘hippie’. “You can stay right here and get yourself together. Start
school in January if you need more time.”

I ignored the dig at Daisy, knowing anything
I said about her would just make things worse. My mother has never
liked her younger sister, and the animosity grew when I was a child
and it became obvious how special Daisy was to me. “It’s not time I
need, Mother, it’s space,” I told her. We’d had a similar
discussion when I graduated high school and contemplated moving
into a place of my own.

“Fine. That’s just fine, Emma. You go off and
have this little meltdown of yours. Just don’t come crying to me
when you realize Daisy’s not as big a help as you think she
is.”

I cringe at the memory, picturing my mother’s
stony face, her pursed lips, and the cold look she shot over her
shoulder as she stormed away. She’s barely spoken to me since then.
She shut herself away in her room last night and didn’t bother to
come out this morning while Dad and I packed my car. If I could
have left the night of my nineteenth birthday I would have, but I
needed to give notice at work and make arrangements with Daisy.

If Daisy wasn’t so excited about the prospect
of me spending the summer with her, I might have given in to my
mother like I’ve always done before. But this isn’t about my mother
anymore—it’s finally about me. My life, my future, my
happiness.

I turn on the radio, needing more than my own
thoughts for company. With each song that plays, I realize I don’t
recognize a single one. I rarely listened to music while I studied
because I found it distracting. I loved music as a child, though;
it was something Daisy instilled in me before she moved away. She
loved all kinds, from rock to country to pop to classical, and she
always had the stereo on while she worked, her body swaying to the
rhythm.

It’s been a long time since I’ve seen Daisy.
We keep in touch via email most of the year, snail mail at
birthdays and holidays, plus the occasional phone call, but our
visits dwindled once I started to really concentrate on school. She
comes to Toronto every few months to attend art shows and sell her
pieces to various galleries, but I’ve been too busy to see her.

I have a small, niggling fear that Daisy will
be disappointed in the person I’ve become: reserved and studious,
quiet and thoughtful. Downright boring. She’s so full of energy and
laughter and a passion for life I haven’t known since a very young
age. Deep down I know my fears are unfounded; Daisy would never
judge me or think less of me, no matter what kind of person I am.
Over the last few years whenever I’ve expressed my guilt at being
too busy to see her, she’d reassure me it was okay and she was
grateful we could at least communicate other ways. Still, I know I
should have made more of an effort over the years.

Hopefully I can make up for it now.

Two seemingly endless hours pass, and I groan
at the thought of still having an hour to go. Besides not being
used to long solo drives, I’ve also never been on this highway. It
doesn’t help that rain is falling in a steady curtain and cars are
whizzing by while I stay within the speed limit, my hands clutching
the steering wheel, and my eyes constantly checking the side and
rear mirrors.

I start to raise one hand to my mouth as if
to bite my nails, a nervous habit I had briefly as a child before
my mother shamed me out of it. Her voice pops into my head,
scolding me about what a filthy, disgusting habit it is. I drop my
hand back to the wheel.

When the exit sign for Riverview finally
appears, my stomach begins to flutter with anticipation,
excitement, and a little bit of that old worry. I blink in surprise
when the rain tapers off and the grey blanket of clouds parts to
reveal weak sunlight. It’s the first time I’ve seen the sun in
weeks, and I can’t help but smile at the sight of it.

By the time I turn off the highway and see
the welcome sign that boasts Riverview as ‘The Little Town With A
Lot of Heart’, the clouds are heading in the opposite direction and
the sun is shining full force. I roll down my window and breathe in
the fresh air.

Turning on to Main Street, I feel like I’ve
been transported back in time. The small town, with a population of
around 2,500 according to the welcome sign, seems to have most of
its major attractions right here on Main, looking like something
from a bygone era. Daisy told me Riverview is a year-round
attraction for tourists from all over the country, and I can see
why. As my car crawls down the street, I notice a 1950s-style diner
and ice cream parlour, an old movie theatre advertising classic
films, and a variety of shops and boutiques housed in beautiful,
elaborately designed buildings.

Couples walk down the street holding hands,
and teens move in clusters, the sound of their chatter and laughter
drifting in through my window. As I turn off Main Street, an old
woman and a little girl wave to me, their smiles bright and
welcoming. It’s surreal; I almost feel like I’m in an alternate
universe or on a movie set.

I wave back, unable to keep the grin from my
face. The tight knot of anxiety loosens in my stomach, and I’m
filled with a certainty that Riverview is the perfect place to
start over. The old-fashioned charm is a far cry from the busy,
crowded streets and flashing lights of Toronto. No one but Daisy
knows me here, and even she doesn’t really know the person I’ve
become. I can be anyone I want to be here.

That feeling of happiness and peace is
cemented when I arrive at Daisy’s. The town is so small I have no
trouble following the simple directions my aunt relayed over the
phone last week.

Daisy’s whitewashed two-story house is larger
than I imagined, and more beautiful than any home I’ve ever seen.
Sky-blue shutters carved with intricate moons and stars grace each
of the upper-floor windows, and a bright blue front door seems like
a beacon, welcoming me home.

I climb out of my car, stretching my tight
muscles as I continue looking around the yard. There’s a huge
garden to the side of the house, flowers in riotous colours
spilling out of the earth as well as clay pots. In the middle of
the garden stands a white gazebo with a swing visible through the
entry. I can imagine sitting out here on warm summer nights,
surrounded by fragrant flowers and twinkling white lights.

The sound of the front door opening catches
my attention. Daisy is standing there, looking like something out
of a picture. It’s been so long since I’ve seen her, I almost
forgot how stunning she is—wild masses of dark, wavy hair, huge
glittering eyes the colour of sapphires, and a full-lipped mouth
that smiles often. She’s smiling now, her eyes shining as she holds
her arms out.

I hurry up the walk. Before I can say
anything, Daisy engulfs me in a hug, enveloping me in the scent of
wildflowers and paint. Nobody but Daisy has ever held me this way;
her embraces have always made me feel as if I’m the most important
person in the world.

She pulls me closer, and I have a sudden,
powerful urge to cry. I fight it, hugging her back as tight as I
can. I close my eyes and drink in the moment: Daisy’s
sweet-smelling hair, her smooth cheek pressed against mine, and her
melodious voice as she says, “I’m so glad you’re here,
Emma.”

She eases back, pressing a kiss to each of my
cheeks before holding me at arm’s length. “Let me get a look at
you.” Her smile widens as her eyes slowly sweep over me. I wonder
what she’s thinking. Does she notice I’ve let my hair grow long,
not out of any sense of fashion, but because I haven’t had time to
get it cut? Does she realize I’ve grown at least two inches since
the last time we saw each other, and we’re now the same height?

“What happened to my little girl?” Daisy’s
eyes glisten as she continues looking me over. “You’re so
beautiful! You’re all grown up, and I missed it.”

I don’t know what to say. Probably mistaking
my silence for something else, Daisy quickly adds, “You’re here now
and we have nothing but time to make up for…well, lost time.” She
laughs and pulls me in for another hug, then offers to help me
bring my things into the house.

I follow Daisy down the stone path back to my
car, watching the way her loose-fitting cotton dress twirls around
her legs. Her feet are bare, her toenails painted the same robin’s
egg blue as her dress. I have a sudden memory from childhood of
Daisy preferring to be shoeless because she claimed shoes are too
confining and she never wore them unless absolutely necessary.

We grab my bags—there are only two since I
don’t own many clothes and didn’t bring much else—and head back
inside, depositing them in the large foyer. I kick off my shoes,
noticing an old-fashioned coat rack with an antique-looking bench
beside it. A closet takes up the length of the opposite wall, and I
add my shoes to the small line of footwear lined up in front of
it.

As Daisy leads me through the house, I
realize she’s chattering away to me and I haven’t taken in a word
she’s said. I try to concentrate, but my mind wanders along with my
eyes, taking in the spacious kitchen, then the dining room, which
is more formal than anything I’d expect Daisy to have. We round a
corner into the living room and Daisy gestures toward the cluster
of furniture. “You get comfy while I make some tea, okay? Is Lady
Grey still your favourite?”

“It is. Thanks.” I don’t know why it
surprises me that she remembers.

She backtracks to the kitchen, and I take the
opportunity to look around the house that will be my home for…well,
I’m not sure for how long. Daisy and I never really talked about a
timeline. Her initial invitation was to come for the summer, but
over the last two weeks whenever we spoke it almost sounded like
she expected me to stay longer.

The living room has a mixture of eclectic
furniture, and Daisy’s own artwork gracing the pale-yellow walls.
I’ve always loved Daisy’s paintings; whether they’re abstract,
portraits, or scenery, they hold the power to make a person stop
and think—about life, love, the world in general. She has a knack
for capturing emotion, and painting it onto a canvas with light and
texture and a beauty that’s multifaceted.

This place is so different from my parents’
house, which is stuffy and formal, with furniture that looks
uncomfortable and unwelcoming, and very few personal touches.
Daisy’s house reminds me of Daisy herself: a welcoming mixture of
simplicity and complexity, warmth and charm.

Daisy reenters the room, humming quietly. She
sets down the hand-painted wooden tray she’s carrying and turns her
bright smile on me. She has such an easy grace about her and such a
calming manner, I find myself completely at ease, which doesn’t
happen often. Or ever, really.

“I hope you still like peanut butter and
chocolate chip cookies.” She hands me what looks like an antique
cup and saucer with a pretty shamrock pattern.

“I do. I’m not sure I would have survived all
those years without your care packages.” When I started high school
Daisy brought packages with homemade cookies, fruit breads, and
assorted teas whenever she visited. After a year or two when we
became too busy to see each other, she mailed the packages every
few months. “Mother’s not exactly the baking type, as you
know.”

Daisy scoffs as she sits beside me, tucking
her legs up under herself. She doesn’t say anything for a long
minute, just looks at me, her eyes intense as they gaze into mine,
then roam slowly over my face. “You’ve changed.”

“Well, it’s been a while.” I try not to
fidget under her steady gaze.

She makes a humming noise, her brows drawing
together slightly. She studies me a moment longer and I wonder what
she’s seeing—what’s worth such intense scrutiny. Finally, she
shakes her head as if to clear it, and the smile returns to her
face. “Sorry.” She reaches out to touch my cheek. “There’s
something different about you. I guess it’s just hard to accept the
fact you’re growing up.”

I find this kind of amusing since Daisy is
only fourteen years older than I am. In a lot of ways we grew up
together, almost like sisters, which was something my mother fought
hard to discourage every chance she got.

She and Daisy have never
been close, so Mother didn’t want me to have a special relationship
with my aunt. Not that it made her work any harder to ensure a
special relationship—or any
kind of relationship—between us. The harder my mother tried to
keep Daisy and me apart, the harder we fought to be close. Daisy
was like an aunt, sister, mother, and friend all rolled into one
fun package.

When the teapot is nearly empty and the
cookies are gone, Daisy stands, smoothing her dress before reaching
for my hand. “Come on upstairs and I’ll show you your room.” She
pulls me from the couch and winds her arm through mine, leaning
into me with a smile so loving it makes my heart ache.

The stairs go straight up to a small landing
before splitting in two directions. Daisy takes me to the left
first. “This is my wing,” she says with a little laugh. “Bedroom,
en suite, and then my creative space that I use for painting,
sculpting, and other artful endeavors.”

She leads me across to the other side of the
house. “This side is what I call the guest wing, although it’s
yours now.” She points out two small bedrooms on each side of the
hall. “You can use them when you have friends over, or turn one
into a workspace if you like.”

I don’t have the heart to tell her I have no
friends, and I’m clueless as to why I’d need a workspace. She seems
so delighted to be showing me around, I don’t want to disappoint
her by letting her know how dull I’ve become, or how lonely my life
is.

We carry on down the hall; Daisy shows me a
bathroom and a storage closet, and then we pause in front of a
closed door at the end of the hall. “I hope you like your bedroom.
When you told me you were coming, I spent days planning it all and
putting it together.” Her whole face lights up, and her eyes glows
with a kind of excitement I associate with kids on Christmas
morning.

When she swings open the door, I understand
her enthusiasm. The room is like something out of a secret
dream—something I’ve always wanted, but that seemed too fanciful
for someone as sensible as I am. My eyes are drawn immediately to
the four-poster bed in the centre of the room, covered in a fluffy
pastel blue comforter and matching throw pillows. It was my dream
bed as a little girl, and a vast difference from what I actually
have back home: a single bed with an ancient, faded duvet and no
other adornments.

Two of Daisy’s paintings hang from the
pale-blue walls, creating bright spots in the room. When my gaze
lands on the desk in the corner, I realize Daisy has thought of
everything as I see a vase of white calla lilies and framed
pictures of Daisy and me when I was a little girl. The final aspect
of perfection in the room: the French doors leading out to a small
balcony. I can see the river in the distance, sparkling in the
afternoon sun.

The powerful urge to cry that I felt when I
first arrived washes over me once again, but this time I can’t hold
it back. I burst into tears and throw myself into Daisy’s arms.

“Honey, what’s wrong? You don’t like it?” She
holds me close and rubs my back in slow, soothing circles.

“I love it,” I say between sobs. “It’s
beautiful.”

Daisy stands back and takes my hands. “Then
what’s the problem?”

“I can’t believe you did
all this for me.” I sniffle. I’m beginning to feel incredibly
foolish; my mother never tolerated tears well, so I can’t even
remember the last time I cried. Why does this moment have to be when I
start?

Daisy’s lips twitch as she
tries to hold back a smile. “I did all this for you because I love
you. I want you to feel at home here. I thought a pretty room of
your own that you could enjoy and spend time in would be a nice
change. Especially if your room at home is anything like it was the last time I
visited.”

The last time Daisy visited, my mother had
just made me take down all the posters on my walls. She’d chosen
bland artwork to hang instead, telling me a girl of fifteen should
have a more mature room. All the girls at school had their lockers
papered with magazine cutouts of bands and actors, and I assumed
their bedrooms probably didn’t look much different. But, as always,
I hadn’t argued.

By some miracle, Dad actually noticed how
upset I was, and since I’d been using a rickety old table as a
desk, he got me a beautiful desk with shelves and drawers, plus one
of those fancy ergonomic chairs. He said I spent so much time doing
schoolwork I should be comfortable and have something functional.
I’d wanted to cry then too, but had stopped myself. If only I could
have managed that today.

Daisy brushes my tears away with her fingers
and kisses me on the cheek. I pull her back and hug her fiercely.
“It’s wonderful, Daisy. Thank you.”

“It’s my pleasure.” She gives me a squeeze,
then surveys the room with a satisfied smile. “It was something new
for me to do. An art project of a different sort.” She moves her
shoulders in a shrug that suggests it’s no big deal, but her
shining eyes tell me she’s pleased I like it so much.

“Not just ‘thank you’ for the room. Thank you
for everything. For letting me stay here as long as I need. For
being so understanding…”

Daisy waves her hand in dismissal, and I’m
pretty sure her naturally rosy cheeks are turning even rosier.
“Like I said, it’s my pleasure. It gets a little lonely here
sometimes, and I’m just so thrilled I finally get to share the
place with someone I love. I know we’re going to have a spectacular
summer and it’ll be like old times before we know it, with us being
the best of friends. Don’t worry about a thing.”

Even though she smiles broadly, her eyes hold
a hint of sadness. I never really thought about how lonely Daisy’s
life must be, living so far away from what little family she has,
alone in this enormous house.

“How ’bout you get settled in,” Daisy
suggests. “Unpack, take a nap, enjoy the view, whatever you want.
I’m going to go work on some of my paintings, then get dinner
started. If you need me, you know where to find me.” She whirls
around and heads for the door, leaving her sweet, earthy scent
lingering in the air.

Alone in my new room, I look around, taking
it all in again. Now instead of the unexplainable urge to cry, I
feel like laughing. Who knew leaving home would be such an
emotional roller coaster?

I run across the room and leap onto the bed,
burying myself in the lush pillows. I flip onto my back and survey
my surroundings, sighing happily. “I’m home.”

 



 



CHAPTER THREE

 


The next day I do something I haven’t done
since the summers and weekends of my childhood: I sleep in. When I
roll over in my exquisitely cozy bed and smell the sweet scent of
flowers carried in on the breeze from my open window, I want to
stay here forever.

Every time I wake up, I roll over and tell
myself just a few more minutes, then fall back to sleep. When I
finally manage to drag myself out of bed at ten o’clock, I pause at
the top of the stairs and hear music coming from Daisy’s side of
the house. Following the sound, I find her in her creative
room.

A U2 song is blasting from the stereo system.
I recognize the band because they’re one of Daisy’s favourites and
we used to listen to them all the time. When I was nine, she went
to one of their concerts and brought me back a t-shirt, which I
still sleep in occasionally.

I stop in the doorway and lean against the
frame. Daisy is standing in front of an easel and canvas by the
French doors, which are wide open, curtains billowing in the light
wind. The lacy bottom of her nightgown catches in the draft every
few seconds and dances around her ankles. Her hair is piled on top
of her head and pinned carelessly by paintbrushes, with loose
tendrils falling around her face and neck.

Daisy turns with a smile playing at her lips,
her eyes faraway and dreamy. She gives me a little wave with a
paint-covered hand, then steps back so I can see the canvas, which
is covered in a swirl of intricate, finger-painted designs of every
colour imaginable.

“It’s beautiful,” I say, a bit
breathless.

Daisy’s smile widens as she moves over to the
stereo, turning the music down so Bono’s voice is like a whisper
coming from the speakers. “Come here.” She motions for me to join
her in front of the canvas. Guiding me so I’m standing in front of
her, she rests the heels of her hands on my shoulders. “What do you
see?”

Surprised by the question, I open my mouth,
but nothing comes out. I shift slightly to look at Daisy, whose
eyes dance with laughter. Did I miss something? “I…”

She chuckles. “It’s okay. It’s abstract—open
to interpretation. You want to know what I see?” She tilts her head
and looks from me to the painting, her eyes taking on that dreamy
quality once more.

I wait silently, watching her face.

“Life,” she says simply. When I raise my
eyebrows, she smiles softly. “Life is like a swirl of colour. It’s
fast, like these strokes here.” She points at the canvas,
indicating a series of short strokes that look like they’ve been
painted on with a flick of the fingers. “But slow too, like these.
It’s intense and powerful and chaotic and beautiful. Spontaneous
and unpredictable.”

I nod slowly, narrowing my eyes. I stare at
the painting until something finally clicks in my mind and I
understand. Or at least I think I do. Where I saw just a mass of
chaotic swirls before, I now see life amid the bright
colours and quick finger strokes. It’s amazing to see what Daisy
sees.

“You inspired me.” Daisy turns me around to
face her.

“Me?”

“Yes, you.” Daisy taps her finger on my nose.
I can see the blue smudge she left, but I don’t move to wipe it
off. “Your reason for coming here—to find yourself, to experience
life in a way that’s completely new to you.” She glances at the
painting, then back at me. “Emma, I see the world in a much
different way than most people. I see the good, the beauty, the
wonder, the fun that life can be if you’re willing to take chances
and let go of your preconceived notions and your inhibitions. Your
bravery in wanting to find out where you fit in this world is
astonishing to me. It’s inspiring.”

Bravery? I never in a million years would
have thought of it as bravery. Quite the opposite, actually. I’m
running away from my old life—from the person I don’t want to be
anymore. I couldn’t stand what my life had become, so I just…left.
I don’t see how that’s brave.

“But Daisy…” I pause, having trouble finding
the words to express the whirlwind of thoughts and emotions inside
me. “It’s been so long since we’ve seen each other. You don’t
really know the person I’ve become. We used to have so much fun
together, but when you left…”

How can I say this without making Daisy feel
guilty for moving away? She’s not responsible for who I’ve become.
“You know what my mother is like—impossible standards, critical,
intolerant, selfish. I thought I could make her happy, or at the
very least make her proud of me. I did everything I could, and I
lost myself in the process. My whole identity centred on being the
best at everything so my mother would notice. I have no life, no
friends, and when I close my eyes and try to picture myself in a
few years, it’s just blank. Leaving home because I couldn’t handle
the pressure isn’t brave, it’s pathetic.”

Daisy shakes her head, gripping my shoulders
tighter. “Listen to me, Emma Ward. You are brave. Some
people live their lives a certain way, and when they realize they
don’t like who they’ve become, they’re not willing to change. They
figure they’ve lived their lives for so long in that way, why
bother changing? But you took the initiative; you decided to get
away from all the things holding you back, and start over. Whoever
you think you’ve become and whatever you might think of that
person, it doesn’t matter now. Your mother’s not here to influence
or control you anymore. You get to start fresh and become whoever
you want to be, no matter how long it takes.”

She glances at her canvas again, the wet
paint shining in the sunlight. “I know life will be phenomenal for
you once you learn to free your mind from the clutter that prevents
you from living life to its fullest.”

Clutter. That sounds about right. My brain
never seems to shut off—or shut up—and I know I spend too
much time thinking about things that aren’t really important.
Dwelling. Cluttering my mind.

I follow Daisy’s gaze to the vibrant swirl of
colours that represents life. Daisy has just taught me more in the
past ten minutes than I learned in my entire four years of high
school.

“Okay, enough of all this serious stuff.” The
laughter has returned to Daisy’s voice. She tips my chin up with
the back of her hand and smiles at me. She touches her nose to mine
in an almost-forgotten gesture of affection we shared during my
childhood. When she pulls away there’s a faint smudge of blue paint
on the tip of her nose.

“I didn’t know what time you’d be up, and
then I got so wrapped up in my painting I forgot to make
breakfast.” Daisy heads for the sink in the corner of the room and
starts scrubbing her hands. “I’m thinking we could get dressed,
pick up something from the café, and then take it to the park to
eat.”

“That’d be fun.” Fun—what a concept.
Back home, breakfast was always bland and boring, whatever was
quick and convenient so I could get to the school library before
class, or to work on time.

“How ’bout we meet downstairs in twenty? Can
you be ready that soon?”

“Sure.” I turn toward the door, rubbing at
the paint on my nose. I pause in the doorway, thinking of what
Daisy said a few minutes ago, and also remembering something we
used to do when we were younger. “I’ll race you.”

Daisy bursts out laughing. “Now there’s the
spirit! Loser buys breakfast.”

 


*****

 


Daisy and I make our way through the park and
up a steep hill she says will give us a panoramic view of the town.
She hands me the takeout bags from Mama Lynne’s Café before
spreading out a plaid blanket in the shade of a massive oak tree.
The tree looks ancient, its scarred trunk revealing wrinkled old
faces hidden in the bark.

After challenging Daisy to the race, I’d
washed and dressed in record time. Apparently ten years apart
didn’t diminish Daisy’s racing capabilities, because we nearly
collided at the top of the steps on our way down. Calling a tie,
Daisy offered to buy breakfast as a ‘welcome to Riverview’
celebration feast. And a feast it is: pancakes, sausages, eggs,
fresh fruit, orange juice, and coffee. I feel like I’m making up
for a lifetime of boring breakfasts in one sitting.

“I’ve missed doing stuff like this.” Daisy
sighs and takes a sip of her coffee. She added so much sugar it
makes my teeth hurt just watching her drink it. She’s reclining
against the trunk of the tree, her bare legs stretched out in front
of her, with her sandals kicked off to the side of the blanket.
“It’s going to be wonderful having you around and being able to do
fun stuff together.”

“I know.” I lean back beside her and take a
deep breath of the fragrant spring air. “I’m looking forward to
taking it easy and having some time off to think about anything
other than work or school or the future.”

Daisy makes a low sound of agreement in her
throat. “It must have been a huge burden for you, always working on
projects and assignments and worrying about keeping your grades up.
I mean, I realize that’s what school is for, but I bet you worked
harder than a lot of other kids. Did you ever wish you could just
say ‘to hell with it all’ and go out and have some fun?”

“You would think so.” I pluck a blade of
grass and start tying it in knots. “But honestly…no. It never
occurred to me, as sad as that sounds. I worked hard so I could get
into a good college, which would eventually lead to a great job. I
always had a plan. Lot of good it did me, though.” I shrug,
keeping my eyes trained on the mangled piece of grass in my
hand.

“Hey, don’t worry about it.” Daisy pats my
knee, giving me a small smile. “You’re going to get a terrific job
eventually, and I know you’ll be really successful at whatever you
do. For now, you can just relax and enjoy some well-deserved time
off. It’s your chance to finally live a little.”

I contemplate this for a minute. I haven’t
had a break in four years—five, if you count the past year, which I
spent working non-stop to save money for college. Now I have
nothing holding me back, no major responsibilities or commitments.
And most importantly, no more letting my mother dictate my vision
of success. This is my time, and I’m going to enjoy it.

We eat the rest of our breakfast in silence,
enjoying the scenery and each other’s company. We’re lying back on
our blanket looking up at the sky through the leaves of the tree
when Daisy shoots up and starts collecting our garbage.

“Inspiration,” she says by way of
explanation. “Gotta get back to the house and get back to work. I
don’t have
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