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			Chapter 1

			If staring out the window was a pastime, Maddie Tyler had already mastered it as they drove across the country to the bumkin town where her father was dragging them. As she gazed out the car window, Maddie couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread creeping up her spine. She had never been a fan of small towns with their close-knit communities and nosy neighbors. She knew that small towns had their own brand of darkness lurking just beneath the surface. Even though it meant she would get to spend the summer with Minnie, Maddie was not looking forward to it. 

			Sighing impatiently, she tapped her wireless earbuds and skipped to the next song, hoping to tune out the disdain that was pumping through her veins. Would this trip never end? Seventeen, and she felt like half her life had already passed her by, much like the cornfields waving at her outside the window. She shivered as she stared harder at the passing scenery. Were there children in those fields? Were those banjos peeling in the background? She had read enough books and watched enough movies to know that behind the picturesque facade of these towns lay secrets and hidden agendas. Maddie had the distinct impression that she was not going to like her new home one bit. Her parents, though, that might be a different story altogether.

			Her mother, Jamie, was sitting with her right leg crossed over her left. Her shoes were off, showing her pale white skin in the low light. Her hands were fidgeting nervously as she looked out the front windshield. Her caramel hair was pulled back behind her head in a low ponytail with natural waves more accentuated by humidity. Maddie saw the lines on her face, wrinkles that had set in over the past seven years. This move was a chance to start over, but none of that was projected across her face.

			Maddie closed her eyes and took a small breath before she looked up at her father, Robert. His middle-aged face was trained on the road ahead of him. She watched his black hands at ten and two on the wheel, the way he had taught her as he prepared her for the time she would drive. Just the two of them, it had been a time to put all the drama and everything else to the side. Maddie wondered if it would ever be the same.

			Maddie was almost the perfect mix of her parents. There was just a piece missing, the hole that she would never be able to fill. She twirled a strand of her long, dark, curly hair around her fingertip and watched it spring up in reflex. A nervous reflex she couldn’t seem to shake even when she was furious with her parents. 

			Her mother interrupted the silence. “It’s not going to be much further, Maddie.”

			Maddie rolled her eyes and sighed loudly in irritation, her go-to move to show her disapproval of just about any decision her parents had made in the past few months. “Great.”

			“Don’t roll your eyes, young lady.” Her father’s voice was a mixture of exhaustion and grit, both of which Maddie knew would be best not to test. When Maddie’s eyes darted to the front of the van, where her father was driving, she could see the warning in his eyes in the rearview mirror.

			And yet, still, Maddie pushed on and doubled down. What did she have to lose? They were already going to abandon her for the next month or so. What more could they do? “Sorry, but I’m not a willing participant here.” 

			Maddie crossed her arms and glared out the window. If her eyes were lasers, the glass would have shattered with her focus, another trick she had picked up. Maddie cranked up her music in an attempt to tune out the rest of the world, but she could still hear it no matter how hard she tried. 

			“Attitude...” Robert corrected her.

			“Robert...give her time. None of this has been easy for her.” 

			“I know.” Jamie reached over to touch his hand, gripping the arm of his seat. 

			“It’s beautiful out here, isn’t it?” her father said in an attempt to change the subject.

			Maddie nodded without looking away from the window. She watched as the rain-tinted glass reflected back the scenery outside, making it look like a painting.

			Her mother turned around to look at Maddie in the backseat. “Maddie, do you remember the last time we visited your grandma’s place?”

			Maddie shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s been a while, and I’ve never been there without...”

			Her mother nodded in understanding. “It won’t be the same without Makenna.”

			Maddie looked away, not wanting to talk about Makenna. She had been gone for only a few weeks, but it felt like an eternity, and the pain of her absence was still too raw for Maddie to talk about, not that either of her parents had done much talking about it. The moment Makenna had been put in the ground was the moment neither one of them seemed able to face the fact that she was gone. Sure, they’d allude to her, but not really talk about her sickness or her final moments, all of which haunted Maddie’s waking and dreaming moments.

			Her father reached over and held her mother’s hand. “Maddie, your grandma loves you very much. We know this will be difficult for you, but she’ll be there for you and help you through it, okay?”

			Maddie nodded but couldn’t bring herself to look at either of her parents. If she did, she’d suffer an emotional cave-in, and all the tears she kept hidden would come crashing out like a tidal wave. She tried to latch onto any other thought in the universe but instead landed on staring at the trees as they zoomed past them, counting them randomly until she’d miss count and start all over again.

			The car drove on in silence, and all Maddie could hear was the occasional sniffle from her mother or her father, rubbing her shoulder in reassurance. Maddie tried to block out the two of them as she looked out the window, taking in the scenery and letting her thoughts wander. She thought of Makenna and how much she missed her twin sister. She thought of all the things they had done together when they were younger and all the things they would never do again. She thought of their parents and how they had tried so hard to keep Makenna healthy and safe. She thought of her grandma Minnie and how, even though she had never stayed there longer than a week here or there, she was the closest thing Maddie had to a safe haven right now.

			Maddie Tyler rested her forehead against the car window, the glass cold against her skin. She gazed out at the passing scenery, watching the trees, the fields, the sky, and the occasional house, all of them blurring together like a watercolor painting. Even though she had told herself not to cry, the tears coursed down her cheeks, and she reached up and wiped them from her eyes. She had no idea what was awaiting her in the small town of Mellow Creek, but she knew it was time to start a new chapter in her life. She took a deep breath and held it for a moment, then let it out slowly, watching as the rain-tinted glass and the outside world blurred together. She wanted to feel something, anything, but the only emotion she felt was an overwhelming emptiness.

			Maddie sighed and shifted in her seat, trying to get comfortable. She was exhausted, but sleep was impossible. Every time she closed her eyes, her mind wandered, and she could only think about Makenna. Maddie could still feel her twin’s presence inside the car as if Makenna was sitting in the backseat next to her. Maddie could practically hear her twin’s voice, full of life and mischief, telling her it would all be okay.

			She knew her parents were mourning her twin sister, Makenna, in their own ways, but with their silence, it felt like they had forgotten about her. Hadn’t they? They were pretty much uprooting what was left of their family from the only home all of them had shared together. Were they trying to write Makenna out of their lives completely? Maddie longed for her room back home, the sanctuary she had shared with Makenna for as long as she could remember. The two shared everything there: secrets, dreams, fears, and now it was nothing more than an empty space that Maddie no longer belonged to because her parents decided to start over somewhere else.

			Maddie’s chest ached with the grief of losing her twin, and she felt a lump in her throat that wouldn’t go away. She held back more tears, knowing that if she started to cry, she would have to explain why, and she was too ashamed to admit how she felt. Maddie was an expert at pretending to be strong. She had kept a brave face through it all, her only emotion the bitter anger that seemed to come out in spades anytime her parents backed her into a corner. If she were honest with the world, Maddie was always one step away from a massive tidal wave of tears, but she worked hard to keep them bottled up. Every time she thought of her sister’s last moments, she wanted to scream, but her throat was too tight. She felt like she was stuck in some sort of limbo, unable to move forward or back or do anything but exist in the present.

			Maddie had never felt so alone, so disconnected from her own life. She felt like a ghost, drifting through an empty space, her only connection to the living world being the occasional glimpse out the car’s window. Maddie had no idea what was waiting for her at her grandmother’s house, but she knew it couldn’t be worse than the loneliness she was currently feeling. She just hoped that when she arrived, she would be able to find some kind of peace.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The long drive only continued to magnify the boredom of her situation. Maddie now lay curled up in the back of the van, her breathing slow and steady as the vehicle’s gentle motion cradled her into a deep sleep, not even penetrated by the outdated music coming out of the van’s speakers.

			The world outside was a blur of passing trees and distant houses, but within the confines of her dreams, Maddie found herself transported to the sun-drenched shore of a familiar beach to a time and place that was like a second home. Their family had traveled there every summer, taking a few weeks away from Makenna’s treatments to give her a small piece of normal. In her dream, it was just Maddie and Makenna on the deserted beach, and while she should have felt isolated and alone, having her sister by her side, even just in a dream, made her feel safe and complete. Maddie never needed anything else.

			The dream felt so real that Maddie could feel the hot sand under her toes. The sun bathed her shoulders in its warm glow. The water was cool and inviting as it lapped at her ankles. She breathed it in like it was her own natural paradise and felt herself let go of the stress that had anchored itself to her. It was strange that her dreams were the only place where she could relax.

			“Hey, Mads. Check this out!” Makenna called, her hands deftly sculpting the wet sand into an intricate castle, complete with tiny windows and delicate turrets. Makenna had collected shells and rocks to create mosaic patterns where the windows and doors should be.

			“Nice!” Maddie looked up from her work. The turtle’s shell was cold and hard beneath Maddie’s fingertips as she smoothed over some of the edges. Pinching some of the wet, moldable sand, she made a small hole where one of the eyes would be.

			“I think that’s your best one yet,” Makenna complimented her.

			“I dunno. Remember the peacock?” Maddie reminded her.

			“A tie, then?” Makenna’s smile lit up the world around them. Maddie missed it more than she missed anything else in the world.

			“Come on,” Makenna said, rising to her feet and grabbing Maddie’s hand. “Let’s go wash off.”

			The sisters ran into the sparkling ocean, feeling the cool water envelop their bodies as they washed away the remnants of their sandy creations. They splashed each other gleefully, laughing with the unrestrained joy of youth as if they had no cares in the world. The water danced around them, reflecting the sunlight that bathed the scene in a golden glow.

			Suddenly, a rogue wave surged from the depths, crashing over them and dragging them beneath the surface. As Maddie struggled against the pull of the water, she managed to break free. She pushed to the surface, gasping for air as her head broke through the waves. She looked around frantically for her sister but found herself completely alone. Panic filled her to the core as she searched to no avail.

			“Makenna?” she called out, her voice barely audible above the relentless crash of the surf. The deafening silence that followed was suffocating, filling her lungs like wet cement. Maddie fell to her knees, her heart pounding in her chest, and screamed at the sky above her, desperate for the comfort of her sister’s presence. “Makenna!!!”

			But it never came.

			In the blink of an eye, her surroundings shifted, and she found herself sitting in a sterile hospital room, holding Makenna’s pale, fragile hand. The machines surrounding them beeped and whirred, their electronic voices offering cold comfort as they monitored her sister’s fading life. Her parents had gone for a small break, leaving Maddie there to have a moment with her sister that was her own. It was a moment that was burned into her brain.

			“Please don’t go,” Maddie whispered through her tears, praying for some miracle to bring Makenna back to her. “I need you.”

			As if in response to her plea, the van hit a bump in the road, jolting Maddie from her dream. She awoke with a start, feeling the wetness of her own tears on her cheeks. Silently, she wiped them away with her sleeve, not wanting anyone to see her vulnerability. She stared out the window, her heart heavy with the weight of her loss, as the world continued to rush by in a blur of color and light.

			It took a second for Maddie to realize why the van stopped. It turned into a small parking lot.  She looked out the window and was almost relieved to see they were finally getting something to eat. “Pizza?”

			“If that’s all right,” answered her mother.

			“Better than cheese crackers.” Maddie looked down at the remnants of the last box she had annihilated. They were her favorite, but even favorites went out of style after a while. At this point, her stomach realized it was about to get something more nutritious, and it roared its approval with a loud rumbling.

			“Someone’s hungry,” her father added with a smile.

			Maddie shrugged as she got out of the van. She knew her parents would give anything for even a feeble smile from her. It just wasn’t Maddie’s to give right now. It certainly wouldn’t absolve them from dumping her in the middle of nowhere, nor would it change the fact that they would be living there for good once her parents got everything resolved back in Maryland. She didn’t feel inclined to grant them a reprieve.

			Maddie gazed up at the restaurant. From the outside, it was nothing to write home about, just a small building in the middle of nowhere. The only other building nearby was the gas station they would probably stop at after they finished eating. A small sign hung over the door: “Joe’s Pizza Shack.” A smaller neon sign in the window read “Open” in red letters, inviting them in with its illuminating welcome.

			The sign at the front of the restaurant told them to seat themselves, so that was exactly what they did. Her mother picked one of the wooden tables near the window. Maddie pulled one of the wooden chairs out and marveled at how old they appeared, yet sturdy, as she sat down on it. It would never have held up in their household. With twins in the house, their furniture had been banged up, bruised, and broken before it would have ever passed the test of time. They had always been rough and tumble in the early years. 

			A few minutes after they sat down, an older female waitress came to their table. She placed three menus in front of them. “Can I get you something to drink?”

			“Three cokes,” ordered Robert.

			Maddie picked up the menu and started to look through all the appetizers first. She already knew what they would order. Two pizzas because her parents could never agree on which one to get, and Maddie would end up eating some of each. It was the appetizers where she would find something that was just for her. She settled on beer-battered mushrooms and onion rings.

			When the waitress returned with their drinks, she set them carefully in front of them and placed down straws that were still in their paper wrappers. “What can I get you?”

			“I want the mushrooms and onion rings,” interjected Maddie. She had always been taught to pipe up when she had an order.

			“That’s my girl,” smiled Robert. “We’ll need two pizzas too. A large with black olives, and large pepperoni and ham.”

			“Mixed sampler, pep and ham, and large olive. We’ll have this right out for you.” The woman scribbled on her notepad and nodded before heading back to the kitchen to put in the order.

			While they waited for their food, everyone took that time to scroll through their phones. Maddie checked through her social feed and found her friends back in Maryland were up to their regular antics. Part of her was jealous of how they were moving on with their lives, but the truth was they had already started writing her out long before now. None of them had known how to help her with her losing Makenna. Toward the end, she had felt the bridge between them fading away, while her friends experienced all the joys of life and Maddie learned all the downfalls of death. She couldn’t blame them. Her grief could suck all the oxygen out of any room, and they did not want to know what it was like to lose the only tangible breath left.

			Blinking, Maddie flicked her finger and closed the feed. Instead, she found a game of solitaire to work her way through. She played a few games before she heard her waitress shuffling toward them. The aroma of hot pizza and melted cheese wafted through the kitchen as the waitress carried the two steaming pies to their table. Maddie’s mouth watered at the sight. One was smothered in olives and mushrooms, Jamie’s favorite. Her mom loved olives in all shapes and sizes, and truth be told, if green ones had been on the menu, the pizza would have had both on it. The other boasted classic pepperoni and ham, just as Robert liked it.

			“I still don’t understand how you can eat that monstrosity,” Robert teased, pointing at Jamie’s olive-laden pizza as it slid on the table in front of them. “Give me a nice, simple pie any day.”

			Jamie rolled her eyes. “You’re such a pizza purist. Live a little!” 

			“Don’t worry, love. Here’s Sam with your appetizer right now.” The waitress nodded to a teen who placed the basked on the table.

			“Thanks.” 

			“You’re welcome. Enjoy!”

			Maddie reached for the plates on the side of the table and handed one to each of her parents before giving one to herself. She smiled to herself, comforted by her parents’ familiar banter. Lately, conversations in the Tyler home had felt heavy, weighted down by discussions of treatments, prognoses, and grief. But for now, listening to her mom and dad bicker lightheartedly about pizza toppings, Maddie could almost pretend everything was normal again.

			As they sat down to eat, Robert and Jamie exchanged a look Maddie knew all too well. She tensed, bracing herself for the difficult talk she sensed was coming. 

			“Your father and I wanted to discuss our plans for the summer,” Jamie began gently. 

			Maddie stared down at her plate, pushing a mushroom through some of the ranch dressing. She’d had a feeling they would be moving ever since Makenna got sick. Still, the reality of leaving her childhood home felt like a punch to the gut. She knew the next few minutes would be the same rehash they had given here at least three times before. Did they think she hadn’t listened?

			Biting her lip, Maddie listened as her parents explained the job offer, the relocation package, and the temporary stay with Grandma Minnie. She wanted to beg them to stay, to plead for just a little more time in the only town she’d ever known. But one look at their tired, hopeful faces silenced her protests. They were doing what they had to for their family. For her. 

			As the conversation shifted to lighter topics, the tension in Maddie’s shoulders eased. She knew her parents were giving her space to process. Their patience and understanding never failed to amaze her. Gazing around the restaurant, Maddie soaked up the vintage details — the chipped countertops, the faded wallpaper, and the movie memorabilia from times gone past. This was probably a special place to the locals. Maddie would simply remember it as a place they stopped on the way to her summer sentencing. Maddie picked at her pizza crust, her appetite suddenly gone. She knew her parents were watching her, gauging her reaction. 

			“I know this is hard, sweetie,” her dad said gently. “But this job is a great opportunity for us. The insurance company has an excellent reputation.”

			Maddie just nodded, eyes downcast. She understood why they had to move, but leaving the only home she’d ever known felt like abandoning a piece of herself. Why couldn’t they just understand that?

			“We’ll make sure you get settled with Grandma Minnie before school starts,” her mom added. “It’s just temporary until we can join you there.”

			Maddie pictured her parents back home without her. A fresh wave of loss washed over her. She missed her sister so much already; being apart from her parents would make the ache even greater. But Maddie also knew how hard they’d worked since Makenna got sick. How tired and stretched thin they were. This job could give them the fresh start they needed, a time to regroup and find a way to move on with their lives. So she swallowed back the protests rising in her throat. It seemed like a betrayal to move on with life when Makenna would never have a chance to, but that was what they were left with now. 

			Maddie forced a small smile to her lips. Her parents’ relieved expressions made the effort worthwhile. She had to be strong for them. “I know.”

			Maddie picked at her pizza despite its comforting familiarity. Her parents’ animated conversation about the new house they would buy and Robert’s exciting job opportunity faded into background noise. All she could think about was everything she’d be leaving behind. Her school, her friends, her childhood home. The memories of Makenna that lived in every corner and crevice. How did they just expect her to leave that all behind without a fight?

			She glanced around the pizzeria, taking in the scuffed tiles and was reminded of the mom-and-pop pizzeria back home. She’d come there with her family every Friday night for as long as she could remember. Makenna always got pineapple and ham on her pizza, even though Robert teased her mercilessly for it. Maddie’s throat tightened. 

			Would Makenna fade from her parents’ minds in this new life they were building? Would she become just a distant memory, crowded out by new friends and new memories? No, Maddie decided. She wouldn’t let that happen. She would keep her twin’s spirit alive even if she had to carry Makenna’s memory alone. Maddie just had to make sure no one else forgot her either.

			Maddie tuned back into her parents’ conversation in time to hear Jamie mention looking for a florist job. Maddie smiled softly, picturing her mother’s delicate hands arranging flowers again. She had quit her job at the flower shop when Makenna had needed her at home full time. It had always been a creative outlet for her, something in which her mother had also taken pride. Creativity was something she had passed on to both of her daughters.

			“We’ll make it work,” Maddie said suddenly, her voice ringing with determination. Robert and Jamie paused, looking at her in surprise. “As long as we’re together, we’ll be okay.”

			Her parents exchanged a relieved look. It was far easier to let them think this would be a cakewalk. Maddie knew it would be anything but. She wasn’t about to belay that point at the moment, especially since she was about to be stuck in a van with them for another few hours.

			Robert reached across the table and squeezed Maddie’s hand. “We’ll always be together,” he said gently. “No matter where we go, we have each other.”

			Maddie nodded, blinking back tears. She knew her dad was right, but it still hurt to leave everything familiar behind. Maddie found herself getting caught up in their enthusiasm. Maybe this move wouldn’t be so bad. She could reinvent herself at her new school, join clubs, and make new friends. As long as she had her parents, she could face the unknown future with courage.

			By the time they polished off the last slices, Maddie felt hopeful. Maybe it was just the feeling of a full stomach, but by the time they made their way back inside the van, Maddie felt a little less like spending every second wallowing in a pit of self-despair. A few more hours and they would finally reach their destination.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The van rolled to a stop in front of a faded blue house, its white trim peeling from years of harsh weather. Maddie stared out at the sagging porch, overwhelmed with a sense of abandonment as her dad put the van in park. This was it. The beginning of a summer alone with her grandmother in a creaky old house that smelled like mothballs and memories that seemed centuries old. 

			Maddie stepped reluctantly from the car, the gravel crunching under her sneakers. She caught a glimpse of movement from the corner of her eye. Grandma Minnie emerged slowly from the screen door, her hunched frame supported by a gnarled cane. Maddie swallowed hard against the lump in her throat. Her once vibrant grandmother had withered like a flower deprived of the sun. She had aged even more over the past year, as had all of them.

			“Oh, sweet pea, there you are.” Grandma Minnie’s voice wavered, but her smile glowed warm and comforting. She stretched her free arm toward Maddie.

			Maddie went to her grandmother and wrapped her in a gentle embrace, inhaling the faint scent of lavender that still clung to her graying curls. For a moment, the knot in Maddie’s chest loosened. She wasn’t as alone as she thought.

			“I’ve missed you, honey,” Grandma said, patting Maddie’s back. “We’ll take good care of each other this summer, won’t we?”

			Maddie nodded, a lump forming in her throat. She hoped they would. Maddie hadn’t even realized how much she missed Grandma Minnie until she sunk into her embrace. The comfort reminded her of the first bite of a warm chocolate chip cookie. It just oozed with a warmth that was inexplicable.

			Behind them, Maddie’s parents were unpacking her bags from the trunk, their voices drifting over.

			“I can’t believe we’re actually doing this,” her dad said. “Packing up our whole lives in just a few weeks.”

			Her mom sighed. “I know. But I really think we all need a fresh start. We’ll make new memories in the new house.” 

			Maddie tuned them out, that familiar feeling creeping over her — like she was on the outside looking in ever since Makenna got sick. Her parents kept talking about the move like it was a grand new adventure. But for Maddie, it was just another loss. She fought the urge to say something snarky, to lash out in this moment, but she didn’t, mostly because Grandma Minnie didn’t deserve that. 

			She followed her grandmother into the house, the floorboards creaking under them with each step. The living room looked the same as she remembered — chintz sofas, dusty silk flowers, framed photos covering every surface. Minnie never changed her decor. She had always said when a girl knew what she liked, there was no going back. In a way, that was a comfort to come to something so familiar when everything in her life was strange and chaotic.

			“I set you up in the lilac room, your favorite,” Grandma Minnie said. “Why don’t you go get settled?”

			Maddie climbed the narrow stairs to the bedroom she always stayed in with her sister when they were little girls. Pale purple walls, white lace curtains, a quilt with faded floral patterns, all things that had appealed to her when she was younger, were not quite what she would have wanted for her room now, but Maddie would bear it for the summer. 

			She set her bag on the bed and began carefully placing her books on the shelf her favorite stuffed animal on the pillow. Maddie only added a few small touches to make this space feel like her own. Everything else was still back in their house in Maryland. Her mother would be packing it all up, something she refused to let Maddie help with. Maddie had a suspicion that in the packing process, her mom would purge a lot of Makenna’s possessions. If Maddie wasn’t there, she couldn’t put her foot down and stall the process. Maddie didn’t blame her. That would totally be her go-to move, but who could blame her. She didn’t want them to erase the better half of her life so carelessly. 

			Maddie headed back downstairs, where she could hear her dad’s voice drifting up from the kitchen. His tone was excited. Maddie was surprised to hear him talking about his new pursuits like that. Was he holding back with her?

			“It’s not the NFL, but I’m excited to work with the high school team,” Robert was saying. “I’ve always loved coaching, and maybe this will open up more opportunities down the line. Even if it’s only in an assistant capacity.”

			“I think it’s wonderful, Rob,” Grandma Minnie said. “Those boys will be so lucky to have you.”

			Maddie lingered in the doorway. Her dad’s face was lit up with a smile she hadn’t seen in months. For the first time, she felt a pang of guilt for being angry at him. He had lost Makenna, too. This was his way of coping.

			“What about you, Jamie? Any luck with the florists around town?” Grandma Minnie asked.

			Maddie’s mom sighed. “I have some interviews next week. I’ll be doing online interviews then while I pack up the house. I’m hoping someone needs an extra hand for the next wedding season.” 

			“Well, if anyone knows flowers, it’s you,” Grandma Minnie said. She put a gentle hand on Maddie’s shoulder. “Remember when you girls used to help your mom arrange bouquets for the church?”

			Maddie nodded, transported back to easier times — the scent of gardenias and baby’s breath, Makenna giggling as they wove daisies into crowns. That was before the dark cloud had settled over their lives. For the first time since they arrived, the knot in her chest loosened ever so slightly. She was still homesick, still heartbroken. But here, she was with family. She wasn’t alone, even though she often felt like she was. 

			Maddie followed Grandma Minnie into the cozy kitchen, leaving her parents chatting in the living room. The curtains were drawn back to let in the late afternoon sunlight. Outside, the trees swayed gently in the breeze. 

			“Let’s have some tea and talk,” Grandma Minnie said, filling the kettle with water. 

			Maddie sat at the round wooden table. A yellow vase held a small bouquet of wildflowers that perfumed the air with a sweet, earthy scent. 

			Grandma Minnie eased herself into the chair across from Maddie. Up close, Maddie noticed new lines etched around her grandmother’s kind eyes. She was getting older.

			“I know this is a difficult time for you,” Grandma Minnie said softly. “Losing someone is never easy. But we’ll take it one day at a time.”

			Maddie nodded, tears pricking at the corners of her eyes. “I miss her so much, Grandma.”

			“I know, sweetheart.” Grandma Minnie patted her hand. “But Makenna will always be with you in spirit. And we’ll fill this summer with happy memories to hold close to your heart.”

			The kettle whistled, and Grandma Minnie rose to prepare two mugs of chamomile tea. She placed one in front of Maddie, the fragrant steam wreathing her face. “Now tell me, what shall we do this summer?”

			Maddie sipped her tea. For the first time in weeks, she felt a spark of something she thought was lost forever — hope. Maddie took a deep breath and tried to gather her thoughts. 

			“Well,” she began slowly, “I’m excited to spend the summer here with you. But I’m also really nervous about the move. I’ve never lived anywhere but my hometown.”

			Grandma Minnie nodded understandingly. “Change can be scary. But just think of all the new adventures waiting for you.”

			“I know,” Maddie said. “It’s just...hard to leave everything behind. All my friends and memories with Makenna.” Her voice caught on her sister’s name.

			Grandma Minnie reached over and squeezed Maddie’s hand. “You’ll make new friends. And you’ll carry Makenna with you always.” 

			Maddie dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. “You’re right. I know I’ll like living here. It’s just different, that’s all.”

			“Different can be good,” Grandma Minnie said gently. 

			Just then, the screen door creaked open, and Maddie’s parents entered the kitchen. Her dad set down a box labeled “Maddie’s Room.”

			“I’ll take this up,” he said, wiping his brow. “We’ll be heading back first thing tomorrow.”

			Maddie’s mom sighed. “I can’t believe how many memories this house holds.”

			Her voice trailed off sadly. Maddie’s dad put an arm around her shoulder. “I know, hon. And there’s time for more, too. New ones.”

			Maddie stayed quiet, swirling the tea in her cup. She knew her parents were trying to move on, too, in their own way. Maybe Grandma Minnie was right. Change could be scary, but it could also lead to new adventures. She just had to be brave enough to find out.

			Maddie nodded slowly. “I think I’ll take a walk around town before dinner. Might as well start exploring.”

			Grandma Minnie’s eyes crinkled with a smile. “That’s the spirit. There’s a nice park just down the street.” 

			Maddie stood, gave her grandma a quick hug, and headed for the front door. Stepping outside, she took a deep breath of the fresh summer air. The sidewalk was lined with tall oak trees that cast dappled shadows on the ground.

			As she strolled along, Maddie noticed a group of teenagers laughing and chatting on a front porch up ahead. She felt a pang, remembering her friends back home. Maybe she’d meet people here, too, she thought. She just had to put herself out there.

			The park came into view, an expanse of green grass and flowerbeds. Maddie wandered over to a bench beneath a willow tree. Its long, trailing branches created a sheltered little nook. She sat for a while, watching kids play on the playground while parents looked on. The laughter and shouts mingled with birdsong in the air. Despite her sadness, Maddie felt the tiniest spark of anticipation. This place was new and unfamiliar, but it also held possibilities. Adventures she couldn’t even imagine yet.

			As the sunlight faded, Maddie headed
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