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CHAPTER ONE

 


 I’ve
never seen a storm like this. Lightning flashes across the sky like
a strobe light, leaving white-hot imprints burned into my eyes when
I blink. The thunder is low and insistent, rumbling like an angry
jungle cat.

Charlotte is standing by the sliding glass
doors, her arms wrapped around herself as she watches Mother
Nature’s light show outside. Every time the thunder booms, rattling
the glass and vibrating through the floor, her shoulders jerk a
bit. Still, she stands there, watching.

“Charlotte?”

This time she really jumps, whirling around
and clutching at her chest. A small laugh escapes her when she sees
me, and she beckons me closer to stand with her. I expect her to
speak, but she remains silent, staring out at the dark sky and the
churning water of Lake Ontario. It’s been raining non-stop for the
last three days, and I’ve found her countless times watching it
from upstairs or from this spot in the living room.

“I’m sorry your party was ruined,” I say,
breaking the silence, which makes me uncomfortable even though I
know it shouldn’t. The past year has been hell for us, partly
because I’ve made it that way. Now that we’re finally finding our
way back to each other, I feel like I need to fill all the
silences. Just like I need to fill the cracks in our
relationship.

Charlotte looks at me, her bright blue eyes a
mirror image of my own. Mom’s eyes. The lone physical trait we
share. “It’s not your fault. Not like you control the weather.” She
smiles, and some of the tension eases from my shoulders. Sometimes
I wonder how she forgave me so easily for the way I treated her. I
was awful to her, pushed her away at every turn, made her feel like
I didn’t care about her or our family.

I wonder how she looks at me and doesn’t see
the person I was just a few weeks ago—that girl who was so full of
resentment. But she has forgiven me. I can see it in her
eyes, feel it when she embraces me, sense it in the way she tells
me things and confides in me.

She’s a bigger person than I am. A better
one, too.

“Still.” I bump her hip with mine. “Since you
and Ezra made such a big deal about my birthday a few days ago, I
wanted to do something special for you.”

Her smile softens and I have a sudden urge to
hug her. We’re just a few days shy of being a year apart—Irish
twins, as our mom always used to say. Apparently I was supposed to
be born on Charlotte’s first birthday, but I guess I had other
ideas because I was three days early. Despite the minuscule age
difference, Charlotte is so mature, sometimes it feels like she’s
much older. There are times, like now, when she looks at me with
Mom’s face and I just want to curl into her arms and be the baby
sister.

My phone chimes in my pocket and I glance at
the screen, trying to keep my face blank. “We’re still going to
Ezra’s for dinner, right?”

“Mm-hmm. Just waiting for a break in the
storm.” She’s looking outside again; she stares almost
unblinkingly, appearing mesmerized. I want to ask what she’s
thinking, but I’m pretty sure I already know. We’ve talked about
Mom in the last few weeks, but it’s still a bit of a touchy
subject. Talking about her makes Charlotte feel better, and because
I feel like I owe it to her, I try my hardest to open up or
at least listen. It hurts, though. For so many reasons.

My phone chimes again. I don’t need to look
at it to know who it is. I clear my throat and shift from foot to
foot. “It doesn’t look like it’s going to let up anytime soon.
Maybe we should just go.”

Charlotte wrinkles her nose. “I guess you’re
right.” She grabs a giant umbrella from the stand by the door.
“This’ll probably blow inside out the second we get outside, but
it’s worth a shot.”

I reach past her to open the sliding glass
doors, and I’m immediately hit in the face with a cold spray of
rain. I sputter as I shove Charlotte forward, knowing she won’t
open the umbrella until she’s outside the house—she’s not
superstitious about much, but Mom always told us never to open an
umbrella inside, so Charlotte won’t. The umbrella goes up and she
pulls me close to her side, wrapping an arm around my waist as we
run down the stairs and across the small strip of sand to Ezra’s
back deck. The rain doesn’t fall on our heads, but the wind whips
it into our faces and soaks our clothes.

Charlotte lets out a shriek and is almost
wrenched away from me when a gust of wind yanks at the umbrella,
forcing it inside out. I tighten my grip on her waist; when I feel
her shaking, I peer at her face and realize she’s laughing.

“Stupid piece of crap!” She throws the
umbrella onto Ezra’s deck and kicks it. I can barely hear her over
the competing roar of the thunder and the lake as the waves crash
against the sand. She doesn’t bother knocking on the back door, she
just opens it and pushes me through. We stumble into Ezra’s house,
laughing uncontrollably as we drip everywhere.

“Surprise!”

Even though I knew it was coming, I still
jump a little. Charlotte screams and then dissolves into
embarrassed giggles as everyone surrounds her, wishing her a happy
birthday and telling her they’ll hug her once she’s dried off. I
meet Ezra’s eyes over everyone else’s heads, and he winks at
me.

“Did you know about this?” Charlotte asks,
smacking my arm.

“Maybe.” I draw out the word, tilting
my head back and forth.

She opens her arms and I move forward to
accept her hug, squeezing her tight. Ezra disappears and returns a
moment later with two huge towels, handing me one before wrapping
the other around Charlotte. I watch for a minute as they share a
secret smile, and then I turn away to scan the small crowd in
Ezra’s living room.

I see a couple of the girls Charlotte has
been hanging out with this summer, and recognize a few other people
from the nightly gatherings on the beach. I haven’t exactly made
many friends since arriving on Angel Island at the beginning of
summer. It’s kind of hard to do when you have a giant chip on your
shoulder. I’ve spent a bit of time with Charlotte and her new
friends Miranda and Kennedy in the last couple weeks, but they’re
both leaving in a day or two for college.

I’m surprised when I spot Lilah—our landlady
and one of my mom’s childhood best friends—standing at the far end
of the room. As I wind my way toward her, my dad comes from the
other way to join her. I’ve hardly seen him in the last week
because he’s been so busy going back and forth to Queen’s
University in Kingston, preparing for his new job as a professor.
When he’s home, he’s on the phone with the real estate agent in
Toronto, getting ready to put our house on the market.

Dad smiles when he sees me. “Hey
sweetheart.”

“Hi guys. I didn’t realize either of you
would be here.” I glance at the table of food beside them, and the
giant cake that looks like it could feed about thirty people. I do
a double take when I realize the cake says ‘Happy Birthday Ella and
Charlotte’.

“Surprise,” Dad says quietly. His smile
finally reaches his eyes again. It didn’t for a really long time.
“Ezra told us you two were planning this party for Charlotte. He
said even though we had a small party for you the other day, he
wanted to include you in this one, too.”

“Oh.” I glance over my shoulder to where
Charlotte and Ezra are now holding court in the main section of the
living room. She’s sitting on the couch, wrapped in a towel, with
Miranda and Kennedy squeezed in beside her and the rest of the
guests crammed into the chairs around the couch. Ezra is perched on
the arm of the couch, his hand resting on Charlotte’s shoulder. He
says something and everyone laughs.

Maybe he feels my eyes on him because he
turns and sees me watching. I expect his smile to fade, but it
doesn’t. Even though we’ve become friendly in the last week or so,
we had a rocky start at the beginning of summer, and it still
surprises me that he’s being so nice. He loves my sister, so I know
he’s trying because of her, which means a lot to me.

He bends, whispering something in Charlotte’s
ear. She looks up at him and nods, then he kisses her temple and
rises. He joins Dad, Lilah, and me at the food table and gives me a
one-armed side hug. “I knew you’d refuse if I told you I wanted
this party to be for you too, so I just went ahead and did it.” He
smiles his charming, boyish smile, and I can’t help but grin in
return.

“You guys already threw me a party,” I remind
him. “A great party. You didn’t have to include me in this
one.”

“Well, your dad told me you’d never really
had a big birthday party…” It’s true; I didn’t have many friends
growing up, so my birthday parties were usually family-only, and
then I lived vicariously through Charlotte while she had big
parties with all her friends. Ezra’s smile falters, and he
grimaces. “I’m sorry, Ella. I didn’t realize this would be weird
for you. I just thought—”

I hold up a hand, cutting him off. “Thank
you. This is one of the nicest things anyone’s ever done for me.”
It feels a little weird since none of the people here are really
my friends, but it’s the gesture that matters. I can see why
my sister is totally in love with this guy. He changed her world in
a matter of weeks, and even though I was a total bitch to him for
most of that time, he’s opened up his heart to me, too.

Ezra calls everyone over to the table to
start eating. I stand aside to let other people go first.

“Your dad and I are going to take off after
the cake so the party can really start,” Lilah tells me
quietly.

“You could stick around if you want. We could
pretend you’re my guest so at least I’d have one.” I mean it as a
joke, but Lilah looks at me sympathetically. She’s another person I
was horrible to all summer. When we arrived at the end of June, she
wanted to get to know Charlotte and me, but I balked because I
wanted to distance myself from anything and everything having to do
with Mom. It was stupid and misguided, but…well, I was stupid and
misguided.

I still have so much to make up for.
Sometimes thinking about it makes my head spin.

“I’m sure you’ll make friends when you start
school.” Lilah gives me a tentative smile. Charlotte told me Lilah
doesn’t have any hard feelings toward me because she understands
Mom’s death must have been hard on me and she was sure I’d come
around. Lilah still seems a bit uncomfortable around me, though,
like she’s worried I’ll slip back into snarky teenager mode. I
can’t really blame her.

“I hope so.” The line at the food table has
moved, so I pick up two plastic plates with ‘Happy Birthday’
emblazoned on them in bright colours, and hand one to her. “Maybe I
can come over to your place someday after school and we could…hang
out.”

It sounds kind of pathetic to my own ears,
but Lilah’s eyes light up. “I’d like that. I…”

I don’t push her to finish her sentence. We
fill our plates with food and then join Dad at the kitchen table
while everyone else crowds around again in the living room. I
expect Dad to ask why I’m not sitting with the others, but he
doesn’t. He begins telling us all about Queen’s University and the
apartment he’s staying in for part of the week while he’s in
Kingston.

Charlotte is eighteen and still living at
home, so it’s okay for us to stay alone while Dad’s away, plus
Lilah doesn’t live far and will be checking in on us. Dad hated the
idea at first, especially since we’ve just started being a real
family again, but Charlotte and I promised we’ll be fine. It
doesn’t make sense for him to travel back and forth on the ferry
every day when he could live near campus. Plus his new therapist is
in Kingston, and he’s seeing her two days a week, so all around it
just makes more sense for him to be there and us to be here.

We’re trying it out on a trial basis starting
next week. From the sounds of it, everything basically hinges on
me—how I like my new school, how Charlotte and I get along, and how
I feel about Dad being away. I don’t necessarily like the thought
of Dad being gone, but he’ll be just a ferry ride away, and to be
honest, I kind of like the idea of having this much independence. I
guess we’ll see how it goes.

 


 



 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


The cake has a pair of fancy matching candles
with our ages on them. Ezra dims the lights and everyone sings
‘happy birthday’ before Charlotte and I blow out our respective
candles. As everyone claps, Charlotte wraps her arms around me and
says, “I’m so glad we get to celebrate together.”

I can feel a dozen set of eyes on us, but I
close my own eyes and hug Charlotte back, hard. Until a few weeks
ago, I hadn’t hugged her for months. Maybe as long as a year. I
didn’t even hug her when our mom died in June. When we were little,
we were always hugging and holding hands; Mom and Dad said we
brought new meaning to the word ‘inseparable’. We didn’t look
anything alike except for the eyes, but we were the same height, so
we used to pretend we were twins. Those days feel like a lifetime
ago now.

“Happy birthday, Charlotte,” I say in her
ear, holding her so close I can feel her heart beating against
mine. “I l-love you.” I feel like an idiot for tripping over the
words, but it’s been so long since I’ve said them—to her or to
anyone.

She goes very still and doesn’t say anything.
When she pulls away to meet my eyes, her cheeks are wet. I have to
try hard not to squirm or look away from her intense gaze. “I love
you too, Ella.” She kisses both my cheeks and gives me another
quick hug before releasing me.

We cut the cake and pass out slices. True to
their word, Dad and Lilah leave when they’ve finished eating. I’m
half tempted to go with them, but I know that would be rude. A few
weeks ago I wouldn’t have cared—in fact, I probably would have left
just to hurt Charlotte—but I’m not that person anymore.

I have to remind myself of that
constantly.

Someone turns on the stereo and blasts the
volume, jerking me from my thoughts. Ezra and his friend Adam push
the furniture out of the way to create a dance floor, then stand
back while the girls crowd together and start dancing.

Charlotte’s gaze searches the room, and when
it lands on me, she waves me over. I hesitate; I’m not much of a
dancer, especially in such a small group. It will make Charlotte
happy, though, and it’s her night, so I join them on the makeshift
dance floor. The girls instantly spread out to make room for me,
giving me welcoming smiles. Sometimes it feels almost too easy; I
expect them to glare at me or simply ignore me. Most of them saw
the way I treated Charlotte all summer, so I wouldn’t blame
them.

Charlotte takes my hand and gives it a
squeeze before spinning me around. She pulls me close and says
quietly in my ear, “You’re allowed to have fun, you know. You can’t
punish yourself forever.”

Is that what I’m doing? Punishing myself? It
hadn’t really occurred to me until now, but I guess she’s right.
I’ve been on my absolute best behavior since that night a few weeks
ago when she found me on the beach after my ex-boyfriend got high
and went on a rampage. Something in me simultaneously broke and
healed that night; Gabriella, the girl I’d been for the past year,
washed away with the storm, and Ella…well, I’m still not sure about
Ella. The Ella I am now.

I smile at her and spin her the way she spun
me. I know she worries about me and has worried about me for
a long time. I’ve put her through a lot, and now I just want her to
be happy. She deserves that.

Everyone groans when a slow song comes on. A
few of the girls plead with Ezra to change it, but he shoos them
away and pulls Charlotte into his arms.

“I want to dance with my girl on her
birthday.” He’s looking right at her as he says it, and she
responds with a dazzling smile so full of love it’s almost
blinding. I move toward the food table and begin picking at the
chips that are left.

“They kinda make me want to barf,
y’know?”

Miranda moves to stand beside me, arms
crossed over her chest as she watches Charlotte and Ezra. One
corner of her mouth is lifted, and she shakes her head, sending her
springy black curls swinging. “But as nauseating as they are, I
can’t look away. They’re just so damn happy.”

I glance over my shoulder at the pair.
They’re wrapped tightly in each other’s arms with Charlotte’s head
on Ezra’s shoulder. He’s whispering something to her and she’s
smiling softly. If it was anyone else I’d likely agree with Miranda
about wanting to puke, but there is something about them.
Maybe it’s partly because I know the hell Charlotte has been
through in the last year and how amazing it is to see her smile the
way she does whenever Ezra’s around.

“Ezra was always kind of a broody kid,”
Miranda says. “I think he had a pretty crappy home life, so who
could blame him, right? But then your sister came along…” She
shakes her head again and turns away from them, surveying the food
before selecting a peanut butter cookie.

When she doesn’t say anything else, I begin
fidgeting. As one of the first friends Charlotte made here on Angel
Island, Miranda had a front row seat for my idiocy during the first
part of the summer. She told me off a couple times when I was
particularly nasty, but since Charlotte and I worked things out,
she’s been nice to me and we’ve even spent some time together as a
group. Still, I feel awkward around her at times, knowing she’s
seen me at my worst.

“Where did Kennedy get to?” I ask.

“Her parents didn’t want her out too late
’cause they’re leaving to take her back to school tomorrow. She’s
all settled at the campus, but classes don’t start until Wednesday,
so she wanted to be home for the weekend.” She shrugs a shoulder
and grabs another cookie. “She says she’ll be home a lot, but I
can’t see it. She’ll make new friends and get busy partying. You
know Kennedy.”

She says it with a smile that doesn’t quite
hide the thread of sadness stitched into it. Miranda and Kennedy
have been best friends their whole lives. I don’t think I’ve seen
one without the other since I’ve been here. It must be hard for
them to be separated now.

“Anyway.” She peers into the bowl of chips
I’ve been eating from and grabs a handful. “How do you feel about
starting a new school for senior year?”

“I know most people would hate it, but I’m
actually kind of looking forward to it,” I say. “Back home everyone
knows me as Gabriella the party girl. I changed so much last year,
and not much of it was good. I’m sure Charlotte’s told you the
whole story by now…” I trail off and Miranda nods. “A few of the
kids here know what happened this summer and saw me make a complete
ass of myself with all the drinking and…well, other stuff.”

I shift my weight a few times and reach into
the chip bowl again to keep my hands busy. “Anyway, it feels like a
fresh start. Hardly anyone at the school will know me and I can be
whoever I want to be.” What I don’t add is that I’m not quite sure
who I want to be yet.

Miranda nods again. “I get it, believe me.
That’s why I can’t wait to start college. I’m nervous about not
knowing anyone, especially since Ken and I have been attached at
the hip since preschool. I love this island, but it’s only an
itty-bitty slice of the world, you know? It’s time to see what else
is out there. I grew up with the same kids and hardly anyone new
ever came to the school. Now everyone and everything will be
new.”

That’s how I feel. In a weird way, it’s like
an adventure. I never thought I’d be excited to start school,
especially a new one.

The slow song finally ends and Charlotte
calls us back to the dance floor. The night wears on, and I’m
surprised to discover I’m genuinely enjoying myself. The playlist
Ezra put together is great, and a few people actually talk to me
and wish me luck with my senior year of high school.

When Miranda leaves, she pulls me aside and
gives me her cell number. “If you need anything, you text me, ’kay?
I’ll just be across the lake in Kingston, so I’ll still see you.
Charlotte’s promised she’ll visit, and I want you to come, too.
We’ll make a day of it, or we can all cram into my tiny cinderblock
cell of a dorm room and have a sleepover.”

I laugh. “I’d love that.”

She gives me a quick, tight hug. From the
look on her face, I’m not sure which of us is more surprised by the
gesture. “You’ve got a clean slate this year, so make it count.”
She gives me a little salute before going to say goodbye to
Charlotte and Ezra.

When I’m settled in the quiet of my bedroom
an hour later, I think about what Miranda said. A clean slate. A
fresh start. A second chance. Now I just have to make the most of
it.

 


 



 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


I wake up on Tuesday morning with a wicked
case of butterflies. I’m still excited about starting my senior
year at Angel Island Secondary School, but now the nerves are
kicking in. Until last year I’d never been popular, and I only
gained that popularity by basically stepping into Charlotte’s life
when she left school to take care of our mom. I was looking for
attention and willing to do just about anything to get it. I
thought that meant changing everything about myself, since the
person I’d been before was shy and mousy and had no friends. From
there, Gabriella was born, along with a lot of habits that are now
bad (and embarrassing) memories.

Even though I don’t care about being popular,
especially after my misguided attempts last year, I don’t want to
go back to being invisible. What if that’s how it is at my new
school? What if everyone ignores me? What if I don’t make any new
friends? What if my former reputation comes back to bite me in the
ass?

I jump out of bed and practically run to the
shower, eager to drown my what ifs and worries under the hot spray.
I spent almost an hour last night scouring my closet for something
to wear today. Dad took Charlotte and me shopping in Kingston last
week to pick out some new clothes since all I had in my closet were
short shorts and skimpy dresses. Despite wanting to burn them all
in one of the nightly beach bonfires, Charlotte convinced me to
donate them to the island’s tiny thrift store.

I dress in dark jeans and a pale-blue shirt
with cute little cap sleeves. This isn’t something the old Ella
would have worn, and it’s definitely not something Gabriella
would wear. Before last year I almost always wore jeans and
loose-fitting t-shirts to hide the fact I had such a boyish figure.
When I turned sixteen I seemed to develop overnight—I was still too
skinny, but I suddenly had breasts and hips, which made it that
much easier to transition from Ella, the quiet brunette who didn’t
mind being invisible, to Gabriella, the girl who loved the
spotlight and reveled in being risqué.

I make a face at myself in the mirror. Ella,
Gabriella. Who am I now? When I think of my life up until a couple
weeks ago I feel completely separate from it. It’s like I had
multiple personalities or an out-of-body experience or something. I
can see it all clearly now, yet somehow it doesn’t feel like
my life.

I blow out a long breath and turn away from
the mirror. Dad paid a professional stylist in Kingston to fix my
hair, which I’d been dying black for the last six months. It was a
brittle mess, and the stylist had tsk-tsked as he applied
various concoctions to my hair to return it to a shade closer to my
natural medium brown, and then cut a good six inches off. It’s a
completely new look for me in every way, and I like it.

I grab my new book bag and head downstairs,
following voices and the smell of food into the kitchen. Dad,
Charlotte, Ezra, and I spent the day together yesterday at a big
Labour Day bash in the park, where there was live music, tons of
food, and fireworks. Dad left on the last ferry so he’d be in
Kingston and ready to start classes at the University today, and he
won’t be back until Thursday.

Charlotte and Ezra are standing at the stove,
talking and laughing quietly. I watch them for a second before
clearing my throat to announce my presence. Charlotte whirls
around, her eyes brightening when they meet mine.

“There she is.” Her happy singsong voice
would have made me want to retch a few weeks ago, but it makes me
smile now. She’s trying so hard, and I love her for it. It reminds
me of how Mom always used to make a big deal about the first day of
school, no matter how old we got.

I swallow hard, struggling to keep the smile
on my face. If someone had told me a year ago Mom would be gone by
the time I started my last year of high school, I wouldn’t have
believed it. There’s part of me that still doesn’t believe it, as
if this is all a nightmare and I’m going to wake up and find myself
in our house in High Park with Mom cooking breakfast for Charlotte
and me.

“I hope you’re hungry, kid,” Ezra says,
lifting a plate piled high with precariously stacked pancakes.

“Why must you call me ‘kid’? I’m only
two years younger than you, you know.” I reach for the coffee pot,
but Charlotte shoos me away, ushering me toward the table, where a
steaming mug is already waiting.

“Because technically you are still a
kid,” Ezra says, pointing a spatula in my direction. “Charlotte is
eighteen and I’m nineteen, so we’re adults. You’re not, so…” He
shrugs, and I can tell he’s trying to hide a smirk. “Oh, and by the
way, while your dad’s away, I’ve designated myself man of the
house.”

I snort, and Charlotte makes a choking noise
in her throat. When our eyes meet, she starts laughing.

“I don’t even know what to say to that.” She
shakes her head and joins Ezra at the stove, bumping him with her
shoulder. “Do you think we can’t take care of ourselves?”

“Oh, I know you can,” he replies, turning to
place a quick kiss on her nose. “I just like saying that: ‘Man of
the house’.”

Now it’s my turn to shake my head, even
though I can’t help but laugh. Ezra has pretty much been the man of
his own house for the last few years. After his drunk and abusive
father died, his mom fell into a deep depression and Ezra took care
of her. Nobody except Lilah knew Ezra’s mom was still living in the
house until recently. Charlotte hadn’t even known until Lilah
accidentally told her a few weeks ago. Now his mom is in Kingston,
getting treatment in a special clinic.

“I suppose there are worse people to have
around,” I say slowly as if I’m actually considering it. “Just
don’t let the power go to your head too much. And don’t think you
can boss me around or anything.”

One of Ezra’s eyebrows wings up. He manages
to keep a straight face otherwise. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” He sets
the plate of pancakes on the table along with a platter of sausage
and bacon. “Dig in.”

“What’s the occasion?” I fork a huge pancake
onto my plate and proceed to drown it in syrup.

They both look at me incredulously. “You’re
kidding, right?” Charlotte asks.

I shake my head, afraid to speak in case I
spew crumbs everywhere.

She blinks at me and lets out a noise
somewhere between a sigh and a laugh. “You’re starting your senior
year of high school today, Ella. That’s a big deal. This is the
last first day of high school you’ll ever have.”

I remember Mom giving Charlotte a similar
speech last year on her first day of senior year. I’m not
sure whether the thought makes me want to smile or cry. I don’t
want to think too much about it, so I just keep shoveling food into
my mouth.

I feel Charlotte’s eyes on me, but for some
reason I can’t bring myself to meet her gaze. The air at the table
becomes thick with tension until Ezra finally clears his throat and
speaks.

“I think you’ll like AISS. It’ll be smaller
classes than you’re used to in Toronto. More attention and help
from teachers.”

I catch Charlotte shooting Ezra a grateful
smile. I try to mirror it. “That sounds great. My grades slipped
last year, so I have some work to do to catch up.”

“You know we’ll help any way we can,”
Charlotte says. Her hand twitches like she wants to reach out and
touch me, but she hesitates. I know there’s still a part of her
that worries I’ll say or do something to hurt her, and I hate that.
I hate that I ever hurt her. I hate that I can’t find the words to
express my feelings about Mom and her death and all my pain and
regret, so Charlotte thinks it’s about her when it’s really about
my own messed up thoughts and feelings.

I slide my free hand across the table and
touch her arm. “Thank you. Between you being an English and history
buff and Rhodes here being a math whiz, I know where to go for
help.”

She laughs lightly, and her shoulders relax.
“Any requests for dinner tonight? Ezra and I were thinking of doing
something special.”

“You don’t have to.” Heat prickles my cheeks.
You’d think I was going off to save the world instead of just
starting senior year at a new school. “Really. This breakfast is
amazing, I don’t need a special dinner, too.”

“Hmmm.” Charlotte narrows her eyes at me and
I can almost see the wheels spinning in her mind. She turns toward
Ezra. “Maybe pizza? Or should we attempt to cook something? Or
maybe go to a restaurant?”

I laugh under my breath. “Well, while you two
figure it out, I should get going. Don’t want to be late.”

“You won’t be.” Ezra reaches into his pocket
and pulls out the keys to his 1967 Chevy Impala, dangling them on
one finger. “We’re driving you to school.”

 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


 My
attempts to dissuade Charlotte and Ezra from driving me to school
are only half-hearted. I told them the bus stops partway down the
street and it would be a good chance for me to meet some of my
classmates, but the truth is I really want to ride in the
Impala.

We pull up in front of the school with twenty
minutes to spare before the first bell. I already registered last
week, but I need to get to the office to pick up my class
schedule.

“Thanks for the ride. And breakfast,” I say
as I climb out of the car. From the corner of my eye, I see
Charlotte signal to Ezra, and then she gets out and joins me.

“Good luck today.” Her ease from breakfast is
gone; she shuffles her feet back and forth, avoiding my gaze.
“You’re going to do great.”

All I can think is please don’t say
anything about Mom, please don’t say anything about Mom. When
she finally meets my eyes, hers are haunted, the way they were for
weeks before and after Mom died. I can’t even imagine what
Charlotte went through taking care of our mom, being shut away with
her day in and day out as she got worse.

I can’t imagine because I wasn’t there.

“Thanks.” My voice has a forced cheerfulness
to it. I just want to see her smile again, to see the light come
back into her eyes. “I’ll give you a play-by-play at dinner
tonight, okay? And if you’re up for it, I’d love for you to make
lasagna. You make the best lasagna.”

She blinks several times as if fighting off
tears, and then a slow smile creeps across her face. “I can do
that.” She glances toward the school, then back at me. “Would it
embarrass you if I hug you?”

I set my bag on the ground and wrap my arms
around her. She smells like cinnamon and vanilla and Ezra’s earthy
scent. I close my eyes and inhale deeply, giving her one hard
squeeze before releasing her.

She’s only a year older than me, and yet
right now she looks like a wary mother sending her baby off to
Kindergarten. The thought almost makes me laugh.

“I wasn’t embarrassed about the hug, but I’ll
be embarrassed if you start to cry,” I say, nudging her foot with
mine.

“Okay, okay, I’m going.” She picks up my bag
and hands it to me. “Have a great day. We’ll see you tonight.”

I head off across the lawn, sending a quick
wave over my shoulder. Ezra’s car rumbles to life and the sound of
the engine slowly fades as they drive away.

Kids hurry past me, their voices ringing out
as they catch up after a summer apart, talk about upcoming school
activities, and show off their new clothes. Footsteps rush up
behind me, and a girl with glossy blond hair falls into step beside
me.

“Was that Ezra Rhodes who just dropped you
off?”

And hello to you, too. “Yeah. He’s my
sister’s boyfriend.”

Her green eyes sweep over me, making my skin
prickle. “So you’re Gabriella?”

Oh great. Thirty seconds in and someone
already knows who I am…was. So much for my reputation not
following me to school. I don’t remember seeing her on the beach
this summer. Then again, I wasn’t exactly sober much of the time.
“Ella.”

“I’m Kyla. I didn’t make it to many of the
parties on your side of the island this summer, but I heard about
them. You dated Chris, right?”

I stumble slightly at his name, catching
myself quickly. “Yeah. I’d really rather not talk about him if you
don’t mind.”

She wrinkles her nose. “I don’t blame you.
Guy’s a jerk. You’re so much better off without him.”

I knew he was a jerk from the beginning, but
it didn’t stop me from going out with him. One night a few weeks
ago, he took some tainted drugs and tripped hard. It made him turn
violent, and I was lucky to get away with just a few scratches on
my arm and a ripped dress strap. The whole experience shook me
pretty badly and is something I try to avoid thinking about.

I suppress a shudder. We’ve come to the front
doors now and I’m anxious to get to the office and find my first
class.

Kyla blocks the door handle when I reach for
it. “I’m sorry. My friends tell me I don’t make a very good first
impression.” She laughs lightly and shrugs one shoulder in a ‘what
can you do?’ sort of way. “I’m not gonna lie, I heard some stories
about you this summer, but I’m not one to judge.”

She opens the door and ushers me through
before she keeps talking. “Anyway, I just wanted to say hey so you
can start your day knowing at least one person here.”

“Well, thanks. I appreciate it.” I
think.

She beams at me. “No problem.” Someone calls
her name from down the hall and she waves before signaling for them
to wait. “I’ll probably see you at lunch, ’kay? My friends and I
sit at one of the long tables by the window if you need someone to
sit with.” She gives me a little finger wave before hurrying to
join a group of five or six girls, who begin squealing and hugging
each other when she joins them.

I give my head a quick shake. Last year Kyla
would have been exactly the type of girl I’d want to be friends
with. I would have taken advantage of her popularity and tried to
get in with her group, even if I didn’t really like them.

When Charlotte left school to take care of
Mom, I started hanging out with her two best friends, Alexis and
Bianca, who welcomed me into their large group of friends at
school. From there I met the smaller group of kids who cared more
about skipping class, smoking, drinking, and other things.
Everything went downhill from there. I can’t let that happen again.
Not here, not now. Not ever again.

I head for the office and get my schedule and
a map from one of the secretaries. There’s a sticky note on my
timetable saying the school counselor wants to meet with me during
my free period later this morning. Great. I have a feeling this is
something other than a ‘Welcome to Angel Island Secondary School’
pep talk. More likely it’s an ‘I hear you let your life spiral out
of control last year and your mother died at the beginning of
summer…let’s talk about that’ deal.

Something to look forward to.

 


*****

 


When the bell rings to signal the end of
second period, I’m in no hurry to collect my things and leave the
classroom. My first two classes—English and Social Studies—went
well, and my teachers seem nice. They didn’t make me stand up in
front of the class and introduce myself, which I’m grateful for.
Maybe that’s only something they do in movies and on TV.

People have been friendly and welcoming so
far. I guess I didn’t need to worry about being invisible here.

I kind of wish I were invisible to the school
counselor, though. I hate talking to strangers about my feelings,
which is why I wouldn’t go to therapy when Dad suggested it. He
loves his therapy sessions in Kingston and says they’re helping him
a lot, but it’s just not my thing. Charlotte has seen a therapist
once so far after recently being diagnosed with anxiety, plus she
does a lot of writing, which she says is therapeutic for her. I’m
not much of a writer, though. I wouldn’t even know where to
begin.

I turn the corner into the hall where all the
seniors’ lockers are and freeze when I see a girl standing in front
of mine. So far most of the kids here seem to be dressed pretty
much the same—jeans, t-shirts, a few skirts, a nice button-down or
flannel shirt here and there. No hipsters or Goths or anything
remotely out of the ordinary. Nothing with any real personality or
spunk.

Then there’s this girl. She’s a bit shorter
than my 5’5”, and probably twenty pounds heavier, with way more
curves than I have—which, granted, isn’t saying much, but the word
‘voluptuous’ comes to mind. Her curly strawberry-blond hair just
barely brushes her shoulders, and her bangs, which sweep across her
forehead, are electric blue. She’s wearing a white t-shirt paired
with a frilly pink and purple skirt that ends just above her knees
and is held up with sparkly purple suspenders. Big hoop earrings,
multiple silver bracelets, and black Doc Martens complete her
ensemble.

Kids rush past her, grabbing things from
their lockers and having animated conversations. A few of them nod
in her direction and maybe even smile, but nobody stops to talk to
her. Someone brushes past me, muttering a quick apology, and I
realize I’m standing in the middle of the hallway, staring at this
girl. Everyone around her seems to pale in comparison; she’s like a
rainbow on a gray day, all bright and shiny and impossible to look
away from.

She turns her head and our gazes lock. Her
eyes brighten and she smiles as if we’re long lost friends. My lips
tug upward in response, and my legs finally move, carrying me
forward until I’m at my locker.

“Hi. I’m Sadie.” She sticks out her hand to
shake mine, making the bracelets on her wrist jangle merrily. “Mrs.
Maracle, the school counselor, thought you should have someone to
show you around and make sure you feel welcome, so she asked
me.”

“Oh.” I feel deflated. While people have been
nice, and it’s still early in the day, Sadie’s the first person
other than Kyla to really talk to me, and it’s only because the
counselor told her to. “Well, thanks. This place is pretty
different from my old school.”

“I’m sure. You’re from Toronto, right?”

“Born and raised.”

A wistful look passes over her face. “I love
the city, but I’m stuck here. Not that it’s a bad place to live or
anything. I mean, it’s great. But someone like me…” She glances
around, and her brows draw together slightly. “Well, sometimes I
feel like I’m too big for this island. Like I’m meant for something
more.” Her eyes meet mine again, and she pushes away from the
locker. “Anyway, you don’t need my life story within the first few
minutes of knowing me, do you?” She shoots a grin at me, a dimple
winking in one of her cheeks.

“I don’t mind.” What I don’t say is I’d
rather hear about her than be asked a million questions about why
I’m here or reminded about my mother’s death and everything that’s
happened before and since.

The bell rings, and Sadie points toward my
locker. “Dump your stuff and I’ll show you the way to Mrs.
Maracle’s office.”

I dial the lock, my fingers clumsy as I try
to remember the combination. I feel Sadie’s eyes on me, probably
scrutinizing me the way I did her a minute ago before she noticed
me. I wonder what she thinks when she looks at me. Blah? Boring?
Bland? I was so worried about looking normal and fitting
in—especially after the attention-seeking way I dressed for the
last few months
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