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To Cayden, my little warrior with a big heart—the world needs your magic
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I LOCK EYES WITH THE octopus.

Through the glass, his black sideways pupils stare at me.

And that’s all it takes. One second I’m standing in the aquarium next to my bestie-since-second-grade, Vienna, and all the other Harbor Elementary sixth graders, eyeball to eyeball with a wiggly, squiggly cephalopod.

Then, in a blink, I’m not.

I’m on the other side of the glass—or at least it feels that way. Like I’m floating in the dingy water right next to him.

Like I am him.

The muffled sounds of a hundred fingertips and fists on the glass surround me.

Thud.

Thud.

Tap, tap, tap.

The noise fills my ears—fills me.

The octopus moves closer. Fear, sharp and cold, slices straight from his eyes into me. My chest tightens. My throat, too. The noise and the tapping and the faces and the murky water in the too-small tank pile onto me, push the air out of me, push me under.

And then, I’m on the aquarium floor, crying.

Big, loud sobs—in front of everyone. They stand over me, whispering and giggling. Someone shouts, “Freak!”

Everyone laughs, even Vienna.

And I may not know what’s going on inside me or why I’m crying or how that octopus rippled right into my bones, but I know two things for sure:


1. My best friend thinks I’m a freak.

And, 2. She’s right.
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THE ISLAND DOESN’T LOOK ALL that magical.

From the way Mom’s going on about this place, I expect to see fairies in the fields that flash by outside the car window.

“It’s like straight out of a storybook,” she says, turning around in the passenger seat to smile at me. “You’re gonna love it.”

She said the same thing when she pitched the idea of me spending my summer on Prince Edward Island. Said the island feels like magic and it would do you some good. (That’s Mom code for You haven’t left the apartment for anything but school since your aquarium meltdown, and I’m starting to think there’s something seriously wrong with you.)

So here I am, sitting in the back seat of a Canadian rental car, doing pretty much exactly what I’d be doing back in New York—taking pictures.

Mom nods to the camera in my hands. “I don’t want you hiding behind that thing all summer.”

“I’m not hiding,” I say.

“You’re here to have fun, Lucy.” She’s got a big smile on her face to demonstrate all this so-called fun I’m supposed to have. “Make some friends.”

“I have friends,” I say.

Mom raises an eyebrow at me. I scrunch down in my seat.

“Had friends,” I mutter.

My insides suddenly feel like we’re crossing that super-tall bridge from Nova Scotia again—like I’m teetering in the sky. My stomach flip-flops at the memory of Vienna and how she looked at me sitting on that aquarium floor, bawling. Or actually, how she didn’t look at me. How after everyone was done laughing, she turned away like she didn’t even know me. But the heat in her cheeks spread to mine anyway, and I could feel it, loud and clear: My best friend in the whole wide world was ashamed of me.

My stomach flips again. It’s been three weeks, and I can still feel it all so clearly. I try to push the memory away by looking out the window at the bajillionth green field we’ve passed since we crossed the sky-high bridge.

“Growing up here was such an adventure,” Mom says, looking out.

If it’s so great, then why haven’t I been here since I was a toddler? That’s what I want to ask, anyway. But I don’t. I could feel from the moment Mom said a four-letter word at the Halifax airport baggage carousel that this was not a good day for questions. So I also don’t explain that making scads of new friends is about as appealing as the piles of cow dung in these fields.

I haven’t even talked to Vienna since she decided I was an embarrassment. Because I’ve decided something too: Friends are seriously overrated. Whatever happens this summer, friends—or people at all, really—are not part of the plan.

So far it doesn’t look like people are going to be a problem. Prince Edward Island seems to be mostly cows and fields and red dirt roads, with sparkling blue water in the distance. I’m not sure about this summer being all that fun or magical, but at least it’s far—far from ex–best friends and laughing classmates and crying over claustrophobic octopuses.

I crane my neck to see behind us, thinking of how far away our apartment is in New York.

Good.

It was way too peoply there.

I look down at the little screen on the back of my camera. All my pictures are coming out blurry or way too bright. Shooting a picture from the back of a moving car probably isn’t helping, plus it’s smack in the middle of the day. That’s the worst time for light. And a good photograph is all about the light.

That’s what Dad says, anyway. He’s an engineer, so he knows how everything works. A photograph, he says, is drawing with light. Apparently, I’m a pretty crummy artist. Or maybe it’s because that guy at the pawnshop sold this camera as is, which Dad explained is shoptalk for “If it doesn’t work, it’s your problem.”

I point the lens straight at a cow who has his head hanging over a fence, facing the road. At least I got a camera that can zoom in a little. It lets me take pics without getting too close. Good for cows—and people.

I check the image on the little screen. Blurry again. I’ll never get the light right.

I sigh and lean back against the seat. “So you’re for sure, for sure that he’s okay with all this?”

“He who?” Mom asks.

“He… your dad… my…” I try to find the right word. “What do I even call him?”

“Grandpa.”

“I barely know the guy,” I say.

“He’s still your grandfather.”

“That I haven’t seen since I was five.”

Mom sighs. I’m exasperating her.

“Well, his name’s John,” she says, and then shakes her head. “But don’t call him that. He’s pretty old-fashioned. Maybe ‘Mr. Cannon’?”

“Or ‘Sarge’?” Dad says with a laugh.

I don’t get the joke.

Mom twists in her seat to face me again. “Lucy, I went ahead and cut all the tags out of your shirts.”

Dad exhales heavily, and even though I can’t see his face, I feel his eyes roll.

“She’s not five anymore, Laura,” he says.

“I know that,” Mom says. Her skin is all pushed together between her eyebrows. “I didn’t want the tags to set her off.”

Mom says this last part kind of quiet, like I’m not meant to hear. Like we don’t all remember how I used to cry about shirt tags and socks lining up and things feeling, I don’t know, like a lot.

And then Mom’s saying something about how she’s always the one who has to deal with it (it = me), and Dad’s saying how he’d help more if she’d let him, and I don’t even know why they’re fighting about my stupid tags, because Dad’s right, I’m twelve now, and I don’t get upset about stuff like that anymore.

Well, I’m a lot better about hiding it, anyway.

“I’m fine,” I say, not because this is true but because they’re fighting about me (like always). So it’s my job to stop it. “That was a great idea about the tags, Mom.”

They don’t hear me. They just keep on snapping at each other, and their sharp words slice into my stomach.

If I were at home, I’d stop their feelings from getting to me by closing my bedroom door and smashing my head down deep into my pillow. But I’m not home. I’m here, in the middle of nowhere.

At least I have my camera. Dad says it’s like my own personal firewall, which is something computer people use to block hackers from stealing all their information. I guess he’s right: My camera stops all the big feelings from hacking into me. Maybe if Mom had let me take it to the aquarium, I would have focused on taking pictures instead of on that octopus and his scared eyes.

I look through the viewfinder and focus on the green grass and blue sky and reddish dirt instead of the fighting. I wave to the cows as we get back on the main road. They look bored, plodding along, no overthinking or overfeeling. They probably never need a firewall.

After a while Mom’s and Dad’s lips aren’t moving anymore. I notice other things too:


Dad’s knuckles, white as they grip the steering wheel.

His jaw, clenched tight.

It makes me feel tight.

Mom’s staring straight ahead.

She picks at a hangnail.

The buzzy feeling coming off her buzzes right into me.



Mom says I notice too much. After the aquarium she said, “Lucy, noticing every little thing is what gets you all tangled up inside.” Maybe she’s right, because right now my stomach suddenly feels like I’m on a roller coaster. And the buzz inside me has made my brain buzz. What if this summer-on-the-island plan is a big fat mistake? Or what if this Grandpa character doesn’t like me? Or worse, what if he does?

What if… he’s a hugger?

Talk about a violation of my no-people policy.

Mom stops picking her nails and turns back to me with a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. For a second I think maybe she sees, maybe she notices what’s going on inside me, how the fighting and the feelings bouncing around in this car make my body feels like it’s two sizes too small. Just like at the aquarium.

But she just says, “Let’s go over your strategies one last time.”

(Okay, so clearly I didn’t get my powers of observation from her.)

I recite my strategies: deep breaths; counting to ten; oh, and not letting anyone close enough to make me feel anything. (I don’t say that last one out loud.)

“It’s only six weeks,” she adds. “And you can always call me.”

I nod. Except, if she doesn’t get me when we’re two feet apart, she’s definitely not going to across eight hundred miles.

“It would be different if my mom were still around—” Mom cuts herself short, adjusts her blouse, and shakes her head. “But it’s just him now, and he can’t handle it. He doesn’t do meltdowns.”

“Laura,” Dad says. “Lucy’s told you she doesn’t like—”

Mom waves her hand in the air. “Whatever you want to call them. It would be too much for him.”

Too much.

That’s me, Lucy Sinclair: too much.

That’s probably why my parents are sending me here this summer, no matter what Mom says about me needing to get out or having a magical summer break. The truth is, my parents need a break… from me.

But what if I’m too much for me?

How do you take a break from yourself?

I don’t say that, of course, because Dad’s pulling onto a red dirt road, and Mom’s straightening her blouse again and checking her lipstick in the mirror and saying “This is it,” and the buzzy feeling coming off her is reaching a new, frenzied high inside me.

So I just point my camera at the forest-green house in front of me and push the words and the feelings down deep, where they belong.
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GOOD NEWS: SARGE IS NOT a hugger.

Or much of a talker.

Or smiler.

He just kind of stands there by the front door when we come up. He looks exactly like the picture Mom showed me, but with a few more lines around his eyes and much, much whiter hair. His short beard is also white, and stops in a sharp line on his cheek, not like the messy beard Dad gets when we go on vacations. My grandfather’s beard is serious—on purpose. I get the feeling this guy doesn’t do anything by accident.

“John,” Dad says, holding his hand out. “We can’t thank you enough.”

John/Grandpa/Sarge gives Dad’s hand one solid pump but doesn’t say a word. Mom says a gazillion of them.

She talks about the drive and the flight to Nova Scotia and how she forgot how long it takes to get out here but “It really hasn’t changed a bit, has it?” and this is Lucy, and can you believe how big she’s getting?

Mom pushes me forward so he can size me up. He does it quick, with a little grunt. He doesn’t seem too impressed.

He picks up my bag and heads back through the front door. Mom and Dad look at each other and shrug. We all follow him inside.

The house is dark. Small slits of light sneak in from the gaps in the window curtains. Dust dances in each beam. I can see where it settles on empty bookcases against the walls.

Through the front hallway I catch a glimpse of the kitchen. The curtains are closed up tight in there, too, but in the darkness I make out a big round kitchen table. I haven’t been here in forever, but a memory pops into my head.

“Banana bread,” I say before I can stop myself. “I think I made banana bread in here.”

The memory is vague, and I’m just getting the scent of it, nothing more. Except, I don’t remember darkness—I remember lots and lots of light.

Mom laughs and pats my shoulder, the buzz around her starting up again. My grandfather puts my suitcase down on the floor with a thud.

“I don’t bake,” he says in this mixed-up accent that I can’t figure out. It sounds kind of British or Irish all mixed up with Canadian, like some sort of Prince Edward Island mash-up.

Mom and Dad are looking at each other again. Something awkward passes between them. I wish I hadn’t noticed that, because it makes me feel awkward too.

But now that I’ve started noticing stuff, I can’t stop. Like how there’s a bunch of plants in various states of death around the house, or how a dog is barking somewhere in the background, a low, whiny growl, and how there’s a loneliness in here, and I can’t tell if it’s coming from the bare bookcases or the discolored squares on the walls or me.

“Where are all Mom’s things?” Mom says. My grandfather follows her gaze to the square on the wall. It’s a darker gray than the rest of the paint. Something must have hung in that spot for a very long time, back when there used to be light on these walls.

“Put ’em away,” Grandpa says.

“Dad—” Mom cuts herself off. Mom never does that. But after a weird pause she starts talking again, turbo-speed, about how much they appreciate this and how much I need it and how it’s going to be so good for me. When Dad talks, his voice is too loud, and Mom keeps laughing this high-pitched “Haha” that doesn’t sound like her at all.

While they talk, I try to notice things about my grandfather. Besides his straight-edged facial hair, he’s got green eyes like Mom’s. Except his eyes don’t dart around the way Mom’s are darting right now, inspecting the house but trying to look like she’s not. My grandfather’s eyes are set straight ahead.

He’s got on a plaid, button-up, short-sleeve shirt and a pair of jeans. He’s got boots, the heavy kind that look like they could stomp anything that required stomping. He’s a little round in the middle, but not floppy round, more like a sturdy crescendo right in the center of him. Everything about him looks solid, actually.

But that’s just his appearance. While Mom continues to talk, I try to notice the deeper stuff. Usually I can figure someone out pretty quick. I get vibes from people. But this guy is tricky. He’s like my pictures—blurry. I can see the shape of it, but not the details.

It’s like he has a firewall around him.

“Copper! Quit!” he yells.

It startles me so bad, I jerk backward. The barking from the other room cuts off abruptly.

“Dad!” Mom says, her voice loud. “Remember what we talked about?”

She tilts her head toward me. I scratch the back of my leg with my other foot, staring at the ground. What they talked about = me. I wonder how much she told him. Does he know about the aquarium meltdown?

“Lucy doesn’t like yelling,” she says. “She’s sensitive.” She lowers her voice for this last word like it’s dirty. It makes me feel dirty.

My grandfather looks me up and down, his perfect mustache all pursed together.

“Nobody likes yelling,” he says. “That’s why ya do it.”

His mustache quivers a little like maybe he’s trying to tell a joke. But maybe that’s in my head, because his face goes right back to straight when Mom starts saying things like “triggered” and “emotional” and “needs a calm place to reset.” She tells him not to have the news on where I can hear it.

“Really, any TV. Or internet. It affects her,” Mom adds. “She just—she wears her heart on her sleeve.”

This is something Mom says to explain me to people. It sounds painful, having your heart out there, all exposed like that. Seems like the smartest thing would be to tuck it up nice and tight, where no one can get to it.

My grandfather stares at me while Mom explains me. She might as well slap an AS IS sticker on me.

“And it’s very important that she gets out, gets some vitamin D,” Mom adds. “Makes some friends. Does things with other kids her age.”

My grandfather shifts his weight and crosses his arms in front of his chest.

“Now, wait a minute,” he says. “I’m not running a day camp here.”

“Yes, but—”

“A room and food, that’s what ya’s said on the phone.”

He nods to Mom and Dad when he says this, so I decide “ya’s” is Prince Edward Island mash-up talk for “you all.”

Mom stares at him for a second, and then puts on a smile. “You’re right, that’s what we said.”

My grandfather nods. “Food’s in the kitchen. Room’s this way.”

We all trudge up the stairs after him, single file, down a long hallway with wood-paneled walls and a wood floor that creaks a little in this one spot each time one of us walks over it.

The room looks like it belongs in a different house. It’s painted a pastel pink, with a rainbow patchwork quilt on the bed. The shelves are brimming with toys and dolls and books, and unlike in the kitchen, they have absolutely no dust.

“I can’t believe it,” Mom says, picking up a little jewelry box with flowers painted on it. “It’s exactly the same.”

Mom opens the jewelry box, and a little ballerina pops up and starts to spin. She closes it, softly, and puts it back on the dresser, taps the wooden top with her fingertips, and turns to face her father.

For a second it looks like she’s going to say something, and also like maybe she’s about to cry (which is another thing she never does). But then she closes her eyes and takes a deep breath, and when she opens them again, any trace of tears is gone. I watch her transform back into professional Mom, work Mom, hello-this-is-Laura-interior-design-megastar-Mom, there’s-no-problem-I-can’t-fix-Mom.

“Well,” she says. “We should go.”

My grandfather shifts his weight between his legs, like he can’t get comfortable. “Ya’s heading all the way back tonight?” he asks.

Mom shakes her head. “No, plane’s bright and early tomorrow. But we’ll just stay at a hotel in Halifax for the night. Don’t want to be a bother.” She stands there like she’s thinking about saying something else, or maybe expecting him to say something else, but he doesn’t. Finally Mom sighs and concludes, “Give you two a chance to get acquainted.”

Mom looks back and forth between us. “You gonna be okay?”

My grandfather’s mustache twitches again. “Raised you, didn’t I?”

Mom nods with a weak smile.

Dad sinks down to my level, squatting so we’re eye to eye. “You’d better show me all your pictures when you get home.” He leans in closer so only I can hear. “Don’t forget to get into a few of them.”

He bops me on the head. And something about the way he does it makes my eyes water a little.

That may seem like a weird thing to cry about, but my tears live a lot closer to the surface than other people’s. They’re always right there, ready to go into overdrive. Not just when I’m sad but when I’m mad or frustrated or sometimes for really no reason at all. Vienna called them my turbo tears. They didn’t used to bother her that much—until they did.

The memory of Vienna turning away from me at the aquarium busts back into my brain. Here’s what I’ve learned about tears: They make people uncomfortable. So I’m not going to let my turbo tears loose right here, right now, when Grandpa is just getting to know me. I swallow hard and blink away the wet in my eyes just like Mom did.

Mom leans down and gives me one last hug. For a split second I think maybe she’s going to change her mind. Decide I don’t need to reset out here in the middle of nowhere. Or decide maybe she’s going to stay with me. Maybe we could reset together.

But she just says, “Be good.”

Then she stands there for a second, like she’s waiting for some sort of farewell from her dad, like maybe Sarge was a hugger at some point but lost it somewhere along the way.

And then they’re gone.

My grandfather stands at the entrance to my new room for a minute, studying me. I study him right back. He’s still all blurry.

Finally he turns to walk away, but he stops in the hallway, and I wonder if he’s going to say, Let’s go explore or make banana bread, or Come meet the dog that won’t shut up. But he just stares at me like how Dad stares at the extra screw that he always has when he puts together furniture from IKEA… like he doesn’t know where it came from or where it fits.

Finally he points to the camera in my hand and says, “No flash in the house.”

And then he’s gone.

And I’m alone.
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THIS IS WHAT I WANTED.

That’s what I remind myself, standing there in my mother’s old room.

I wanted to be alone.

Still, the turbo tears are building up inside me. I swallow hard and tell them to stay put.

I try to distract myself by walking around the room, touching all of Mom’s old trinkets. I find a picture of her and her dad. They look like bizarro versions of themselves from the past. His beard isn’t white and it’s wilder, and he’s wearing a police uniform with a tag that says SERGEANT CANNON. Mom has long braided hair. Still has her same crooked smile, though.

But this pink room belongs to someone I’ve never met. This is a soft room. Mom’s edges are hard.

I unpack quickly. I stuff my clothes (without tags!) into a drawer and place my fidget spinner and camera on the nightstand next to my copy of Anne of Green Gables. Mom said I had to read it before visiting Prince Edward Island, but I’m only a few pages in.

After I unpack, I scroll through my pictures on my camera. But my blurry pics bum me out. Since I swore off friends/people/going anywhere after the field trip fiasco, taking pictures is pretty much all I do. I should definitely be a better photographer by now.

Maybe if I had one of those fancy cameras with all the extra gadgets and gizmos. Maybe then the light would behave. But my dog-walking money was barely enough to buy this one—a point-and-shoot.

I put the camera down and sit on the bed. The room—or maybe it’s the whole house—is quiet except for the dog that’s still whining.

The sorrow of the sound creeps into me. The loneliness oozing from the walls oozes into me. Because even with its bright colors, this bedroom aches like the rest of the house. I don’t know if the sad inside me is coming from me or the house or my grandfather or maybe even from my mom and her watery eyes before she left.

My feelings get all tangled up like this sometimes. I can’t sort out which ones are coming from inside me, or from outside in. Just like with the octopus—I could feel what he was feeling. And I could feel Vienna being ashamed of me in that aquarium, her hot mix of fear and embarrassment rising up inside me.

Except, it’s been going on since way before the aquarium. Confession: I’ve never told anyone that. Not even Mom. All I know is that she’s wrong: It’s not a meltdown. It’s a buildup.

Like, all my feelings and everyone else’s feelings pour into me all at once, and they just keep building and building inside me until my brain feels like it’s cracking in half (my heart, too). So I end up crying or panicking or kicking something, which is all kinds of stupid because I’m not even mad or sad. I’m just… full.

Sitting on the bed now, I try to stop the feelings. It would be too much for my grandfather. Isn’t that what Mom said?

I take my deep breaths.

I count off on my fingertips:


One.

Two.

Three.

Four.



I haven’t had a major meltdown/buildup since the aquarium. That’s three weeks without so much as a single turbo tear. And really, what happened at the aquarium wasn’t my fault. I don’t even blame the octopus or his big eyes.

I blame the people. Because before that octopus hacked into me, I was already all sorts of twisted up inside from all the noise in that aquarium. Every kid from school was hollering and banging on the glass, and if it hadn’t been for all that ruckus, I wouldn’t have tried to find a quiet place by that octopus tank. And I wouldn’t have locked eyes with that octopus when I was already filling up fast with all the feelings bouncing around that place, and Vienna-who-was-supposed-to-be-my-best-friend wouldn’t have laughed at me when someone shouted, Freak! And her shame wouldn’t have burrowed deep, deep, deep inside my chest until it became part of me.

People, that’s the real problem. So as long as I keep my distance, I won’t—

“Darnit, Copper!”

My grandfather’s voice booms down the hall a second before a massive dog tears into my room at full speed, a blur of reddish brown and slobber. He’s in my lap before I can stop him. Well, he’s on my lap, and then I’m on the floor with four paws and a Copper on top of me.

He licks my face with a giant slurrrrp! His tail wags his body so hard, it slams into me over and over.

I laugh. Even with the sadness inside me, I can’t help it. My grandfather kneels down next to me, trying to coax Copper off my stomach. Finally the big, long-haired dog steps off. I sit up, and he nuzzles his head under my arm. His tail is still wagging him silly as he flips over to reveal his stomach. Dad told me once that this is an animal’s way of showing you the softest, most vulnerable part of their body. It means they trust you.

Copper’s eyes meet mine, and it’s like it was with the octopus, except this time it doesn’t make me scared. It’s more like Copper’s saying, I see you. A warm feeling edges out the lonely… a little.

“G’way with ya now. That’s a surprise,” my grandfather says. “Copper doesn’t usually take to strangers.”

Copper’s fur is soft under my palm. I want to tell my grandfather that I’m not surprised. Animals always like me. And I like them. They notice things that people don’t. Just like I do. And they’re not complicated. They don’t have all these emotions bouncing off them all the time, mucking everything up.

But I’m sure my grandfather doesn’t want to hear all that. So I just keep patting Copper’s soft belly. My grandfather reaches out and rubs it too.

“Don’t like people at all, really, do ya, boy?” he says.

“That makes two of us,” I say.

“Three,” Grandpa says.

For a split second he smiles. And his smile has a piece of Mom in it, or maybe she has a piece of him in hers. But since I inherited the crooked Cannon smile, it means I have a piece of both of them in me.

But his smile disappears just as fast as it came. My grandfather clears his throat and stands up, his eyes on the floor. A wave of embarrassment washes through me, and I don’t know if it belongs to me or him.

“I’ll be out in the garden,” he says. “Holler if you need anything.”

He calls Copper, who waddles over reluctantly. And I know the plan was to be alone and all, but the words come out before I can overthink them.

“Can I help?”

“Don’t need help,” he says. He pulls a baseball hat from his back pocket, fits it over his snowball-white head, and adds, “But you can come sit out back while I work if you want. Prince Edward sunsets aren’t famous for nothing.”



The sky is unbelievable.

In Manhattan you get glimpses of sun every now and then, but you can’t see the whole of it. It’s a city of people living in shadows.

Out here there’s nothing to hide the light.

It’s everywhere, streaming across the grass behind the house in little fingers, reaching for me. The sky burns an orangey red.

From out here I see that Grandpa’s house is on a little cliff that juts out into the water—like its own little peninsula of green with red dirt and rocks sloping into the water.

My grandfather walks down a row of a garden that’s just a ways off from the house. His boots stomp along next to the plants, which are green and leafy with just the faintest whitish starts of strawberries peeking out. I sit on the wooden deck with my camera, my legs dangling in front of me. Copper flops next to me, his warm little nose pushed up against my thigh.

All around us empty fields stretch out toward the setting sun. Beyond the fields the sun’s fingertips set the water aglow.

I tilt my head back and close my eyes and let the last bits of sunshine wash over me. It may not behave in my photos, but the light feels good on my skin. I guess that’s the one good part about feeling everything: The good things get in too.

The long weedy grass rustles a little, and a bird twitters somewhere close by, but other than that it’s quiet. Like, real quiet.

New York is never actually quiet, not even in the dead of night. There’s always sirens and horns and the hum of the city.

But here it’s more than quiet—it’s still.

Copper gives this big sigh like he’s letting go of all the stress in his little doggie world. When he exhales, I feel it in my bones.

I breathe out too.

I pick up my camera and point it toward the setting sun. I get my grandfather into the frame, squatting down, pulling weeds out from under a big leafy plant.

I look at my new life—at least my life for this summer—through my lens.

Point.

And shoot.

The light is better in this one. The little image on my screen is nothing compared to the real thing, though, the way the sun looks, or the way it feels, warming its way inside me—but it’s a start.

Maybe Mom was right—this island might have a little magic in it after all.
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HERE’S WHAT I’VE LEARNED IN my first five days: Grandpa likes his routine.

Every morning at seven a.m. he’s up. He doesn’t set an alarm like Mom does. Her phone goes off every day like a screech owl. At home I wake up thinking our apartment’s on fire. But Grandpa wakes up all on his own. I know he’s up by the creaking of the floorboards, which is a much nicer sound to start the day with than a screech owl.

He makes coffee first. The smell of it wafts up to me while I’m getting dressed.

Then breakfast. Two pieces of bacon, one scrambled egg, and a piece of whole wheat toast drowning in butter.

He’s usually outside in the strawberry garden with Copper when I come down. I time it this way because on the first morning here, I came down too early and he seemed like he didn’t know what to do with me just standing around. I asked if I could help with breakfast. He said no. (He always says no to that.)

So now by the time I come down, my breakfast is set at my place. Two pieces of bacon, one scrambled egg, butter with a side of toast.

Grandpa’s already outside. I don’t mind it, really, eating alone. And I don’t really mind the not talking or that Grandpa doesn’t give off a lot of strong vibes like everyone else. I’m here for a break from all those hyperdrive feelings, after all.

I’m alone most of the day, actually. Well, if you don’t count Copper. He follows me around as I explore the house. He flops down next to me on the deck for the nightly sunset show. He curls up right on top of my legs while I read about Anne from Green Gables, who is an orphan girl who grew up on this island and makes a point of always saying “ ‘Anne’ with an E.” I take reading breaks because some parts are pretty sad. It’s about an orphan after all. If I’m going to avoid a meltdown/buildup, I can’t be sitting around in that kind of sad.

It takes me less than a day to explore the whole house. Besides the two bedrooms, there’s an office, the kitchen, the sitting room with all the empty shelves and walls, and then a door in the hallway that’s locked, so I don’t know what’s in there. There’s also a heavy screen door that slams loudly every time Grandpa walks out to the back deck. Since Grandpa doesn’t want help in the garden, I take walks, up and down Lighthouse Lane. Grandpa’s house is at one end, and if I squint my eyes real tight, I can make out the top of a red-and-white lighthouse at the other end of the street. Except, it’s not really a street, more like a red dirt road. I like the way it crunches beneath my shoes when I walk.

In New York you can’t hear your footsteps. I notice other differences too. People here have their windows open, sometimes even their front doors. People I don’t know wave to me as I walk by. And the fences aren’t really fences. They’re just logs, crisscrossed on top of each other, open on the top and bottom. They’re built to keep animals in, not people out.

The fences in New York are chain-link. High and scary-looking. Everyone and everything back home is all locked up. Windows. Doors. People.

But Prince Edward Island is wide open.

I take tons of pictures. Of the house, of the big fir tree where the red of the lane meets the green of Grandpa’s grass, of the green potato fields that seem to be everywhere. I take shots of Copper, clambering along beside me. And every night, of the sunset.

Dinner is on the table by six each night. And no, Grandpa doesn’t need help, thankyouverymuch. We don’t talk while we eat. Grandpa doesn’t talk much, period. He doles out words the way Mom used to count Skittles into my hand when I was little and went a long time without making a scene.

He measures his words out with care. I count them.

“Mary had the green thumb,” he says when he catches me staring at a dead plant in the foyer. (Five.)

“You eat enough?” (Three.)

“Be back by dark.” (Four.)

On my sixth night of supper silence, he says, out of nowhere, “You take a lot of pictures.”

He doesn’t say this like a question. More like an observation. I’m not sure how to respond. I pull a classic Mom move and start jabbering away. I tell him how I walked dogs all school year to buy my point-and-shoot. How it’s as is. How the light is never quite right. How one day I’ll buy a better one that lets you control the light. I tell him I might walk into town tomorrow to take pictures of whatever’s beyond Lighthouse Lane.

“I like capturing new people and places,” I say. “You know, from a distance.”

When I finish, he’s staring at me like I’m that extra screw again.

“Sorry,” I say.

I look down at Copper, who has flopped down onto my feet for his evening nap. Why did I say all that? Grandpa didn’t want to know all that. Way to go, Lucy. Why not just tell him all your secrets? Tell him about the meltdown at the aquarium. About how you feel things that aren’t even happening to you. He’ll be on the phone in no time, telling Mom to come get her wacko-doodle daughter.

Grandpa stands up, clears his bowl, and dries his hands on a towel. He looks
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