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PRAISE FOR WAITING FOR
THE STORM AND AFTER THE STORM

 


“Powerful, emotional, moving, and
unforgettable...Definitely the best book I’ve read in a long time!”
~ Jaimie Admans, author of Kismetology and North Pole
Reform School

 


“...prepare for an incredibly poignant,
sweet, heart-melting story…Waiting for the Storm is a
shining example of why I love YA contemporary novels.” ~ Molli
Moran, author of As You Turn Away and One Song
Away

 


“After the Storm takes you on a
journey through the spectrum of emotion. You feel the loss, the
regret, the hope, the pain, the love…Marie Landry is a superb
writer who knows how to create fictional characters that feel like
real people.” ~ Jessica Sankiewicz, author of If Only We and
Not Until Tonight

 


“Beautiful writing, memorable characters,
and a well told story blend together to create something truly
special.” ~ Kathy Ann Coleman from I Write, I Read, I Review

 


“Marie Landry knows how to write a fabulous
romance, and After the Storm is no exception…If you're at
all a fan of contemporary romance and stories that combine romance,
friendship, and family, I can almost guarantee that you'll enjoy
these books.” ~ Ashley from Book Labyrinth

 


 



 


 



AUTHOR’S NOTE ON CANADIAN-ISMS

 


For those of you who know me or have read my
previous books, you’ll likely know I’m Canadian, and I use Canadian
spelling (colour, grey, travelling, neighbour, etc.). I just wanted
to throw that out there in case anyone is confused by the spelling.
;-)

My critique partner (who’s American) was
confused about the portrayal of college in this book, especially
Sadie’s placement. Loyola College is based on a real college (the
college I attended from 2002-2004), and at this college, as well as
many Canadian colleges, there’s an emphasis on practical learning.
The course I took didn’t require classes like Statistics or any
‘electives’; our lessons were specific to our course. We had
placement every semester, starting with two days a week and
building up each semester until we were in the field almost
full-time. It may seem strange to people who had a different
college or university experience, but I promise this is a realistic
portrayal in Sadie’s case.

Also, please note that legal drinking age in
Canada is nineteen.

 


 



 


 



DEDICATION

 


This book is dedicated to those people who
are a little (or a lot) different, weird, and quirky. Embrace who
you are. Be proud of who you are. Never forget you’re
special and worthy of love—from yourself, and from others.

And for Mum: thank you for always
supporting, encouraging, and believing in me. Thank you for loving
me—oddities, quirks, and all. I love you.

 


 



 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


I scroll through my iPod, searching for the
perfect song. The party is winding down, and I need tonight to
finish on a good note, preferably with laughter rather than
tears.

I’m sure there'll be enough of those
tomorrow.

My finger freezes when I find it; this is
it. I can't help the grin spreading across my face as I click Play
and Katy Perry’s peppy voice starts singing “I Kissed a Girl”.

Even from across the room I hear Ella’s
snort. The sound makes me laugh, makes my heart squeeze with
affection for this beautiful, complicated, wonderful girl I didn’t
even know a year ago, but who is like a sister to me now.

I grab a pop bottle from the snack table and
hold it up like a microphone, belting out the lyrics as I shimmy
across the room. The few people left at the party turn to watch,
and someone giggles. Ella is always up for a show, so I sling an
arm around her shoulders and hold my pseudo-microphone between us
so she can sing the chorus with me.

River—Ella’s boyfriend and my best
friend—watches us, his lips twitching. His eyebrows shoot up when
Ella looks right at him as she sings, “I kissed a girl just to try
it, I hope my boyfriend don’t mind it.”

Ella and I bow to scattered applause when
the song ends.

“Something you two want to tell me?” River
asks.

Ella dissolves into giggles. I smell alcohol
on her breath, so I’m guessing she’s had the punch someone spiked
after the adults left. “When Sadie and I went to the Katy Perry
concert last month, Katy looked right at us during that song and
blew us a kiss.”

I grin at the memory. Ella had clutched my
hand and jumped around once Katy moved down the stage. “Don’t
worry, Riv, Ella only has eyes for you.” Not that he needs to be
reminded. After almost a year together, these two are one of those
couples you just have to look at to know they’re meant for each
other.

Ella grabs River’s arm and pulls him closer
so we’re standing in a mini group hug. She rests her head on my
shoulder, sighing quietly. I wonder if her train of thought is
chugging along the same track as mine. Is she thinking about how
our lives are going to change after tonight?

A bright flash of light jars me from my
thoughts. Blinking away the spots filling my vision, I see Ella’s
sister, Charlotte, glancing at the screen of her digital camera.
“This one’s a keeper. The Misfit Trio on the night before we all
move away.” Her sigh is as wistful as Ella’s was a minute ago.

The Misfit Trio. The nickname makes
me smile. River moved to Angel Island at the beginning of grade
nine, and it was just the two of us for the next three years. We
called ourselves the Misfit Duo since nobody else at school really
bothered with us. When Ella transferred to Angel Island Secondary
for senior year, our duo quickly became a trio. The three of us
were different, and we embraced those differences in ourselves
and in each other.

“Ezra and I are going to start cleaning up,”
Charlotte says, tucking her camera into the pocket of her
jeans.

I look across the room to where Charlotte’s
boyfriend, Ezra, is taking down the giant Bon Voyage banner over
the food table.

“Let’s all clean up, then go sit on the
beach,” I suggest. It’s already eleven o’clock, and even though
we’re all planning to leave early tomorrow, I don’t want this night
to end.

When Ezra’s living room is back in order,
I’m the first one outside. I breathe in the familiar scent of lake
water and wood smoke from the nightly summer bonfire, which is
glowing partway down the beach. It’s a mingling of scents I’ve come
to associate with home. I wonder what Bellevue will smell like.

Ella yawns beside me. We’ve had a long week
of packing and making moving arrangements. I’ve been staying as
busy as possible; I’m afraid the minute I stop, exhaustion will
seep into my limbs and I’ll be left with the endless thoughts and
questions that keep trying to overtake my mind.

“Let’s dip our toes in.” I grab Ella’s hand
and tug her down the porch steps. When our feet hit the sand, she
pulls me to a stop and turns me to face her. Something like panic
rises inside my chest, heavy and suffocating. If we go home now,
morning will come that much quicker, and it’ll be time to say
goodbye. I’m not ready for that. I’ve known Ella for less than a
year, but when she found out how horrible my parents are, how
they’ve neglected me my entire life, she offered me a place to
live. She and her family became my family. Her home became
my home. I don’t know how to say goodbye.

Ella must see something in my expression
that gives away my thoughts, because she says, “You know what we
said we’d do this summer but never actually did?” Her hand is still
clutched in mine, and she gives my fingers a squeeze. Her eyes were
tired a minute ago, but they’re brightening now, taking on that
look that always makes my stomach jump with a mixture of nerves and
excitement. “Skinny dip.”

I sputter out a laugh. “You want to skinny
dip now? Here?”

Her grin is devilish, with a hint of
challenge. This is the Ella I know and love. This is
the Ella I’ll miss being with every day. Over the last year, her
crazy ideas have rivaled mine. River is one of the greatest friends
anyone could ever ask for, but he’s quiet and intense, not
adventurous. Or at least he wasn’t until Ella came along. We both
met our match last September when Ella walked into our lives.

I glance down the beach. The glow from the
bonfire doesn’t reach this far. I bet if we turned off Ezra’s porch
light, this section of beach would be completely dark.

Charlotte comes up behind us, slinging her
arms around our shoulders. “Did I hear the words ‘skinny dip’?”

“That depends…” I say slowly. “Are you
in?”

Charlotte bites her lip, as if trying to
stop the smile growing there. I see the answer in her eyes before
she speaks. “Ezra?” she calls over her shoulder. “Will you turn off
the porch light and bring out some towels?”

We tell the boys what we’re doing, and they
refuse to have any part of it. At the edge of the lake, the three
of us giggle like children as we undress. Ella is the first one in
the water. Her sharp intake of breath makes me laugh harder. Lake
Ontario is almost always cold, even on the hottest days.

Charlotte squeals beside me as she starts
inching in. I hesitate for a minute, then decide to just go for it.
Sucking in a deep breath, I run into the lake, releasing my own
long squeal as the water hits me like a thousand needles. I hear
Ella let out a whoop just before I dive under. My fingers skim the
sandy bottom of the lake as I glide along, eyes closed against the
darkness. There’s something exhilarating about the icy water
touching every inch of my bare skin.

I surface a few seconds later. The water is
deep enough that it comes almost to my shoulders. Charlotte is
swimming a leisurely breaststroke toward me.

Something grazes my leg right before Ella
pops up beside me. “Another item checked off the ol’ bucket list,”
she says breathlessly.

On the one-year anniversary of their
mother’s death in June, Ella and Charlotte decided to make bucket
lists, and they asked me to join them. Each of our lists was
endless, so Ella came up with the idea of making a separate one of
things we wanted to do this summer, before we all went off to
college and had to start thinking about ‘grown-up things’.

I’ve managed to cross off almost everything
on my list. Get a tattoo: check. River’s tattoo artist
cousin inked the words ‘One heart, One hope, One love’ on the
inside of my left arm below the crook of my elbow. Take an epic
trip: check. Thanks to an extravagant graduation gift from the
adults in our lives, the five of us spent a week in London last
month. Do something to honour my sister, Sarah, who died four
years ago in a car accident: check. I collected over $100 in
pledges and participated in a three-kilometre walk in Kingston
sponsored by Mothers Against Drunk Driving.

Those three things, along with a dozen or so
others, plus an incomparable group of friends, made this summer the
best one of my life. And now it’s over.

As we float along, I know I should feel
weightless, but I feel heavier with each passing second. I knew
this day was coming, knew summer would eventually end, no matter
how hard I held onto it or how seemingly endless those perfect
summer days and nights were. Part of me feels cheated, since it’s
only mid-August. It seems like we should have at least a couple
more weeks together, but my new school, Loyola, starts earlier than
most colleges.

I’ve lived on Angel Island my entire life,
and as of tomorrow I’ll no longer be a resident. There have been
moments when I’ve known that’s a good thing—I spent a long
time feeling like this island was a prison—but I’m not sure I’m
ready for the real world.

I inhale lake-scented air, attempting to
clear my mind. The night is cloudless and the sky is like an inky
canvas splattered with glittering stars. The waves are pushing us
closer to shore. Even they seem to be telling me it’s time
for this night to end.

“Cold,” Charlotte says. “And something just
touched my foot, so that’s my cue to get out.”

We swim in, then run for our towels, which
we left with our clothes by the water’s edge. I wrap the huge,
fluffy towel around me and scoop up my dress, shaking sand from
it.

“That was fun,” Charlotte says through
chattering teeth. “The perfect end to the perfect summer.”

The sisters return to Ezra’s to say
goodnight to the boys while I head for our house next door. I’m
lying on my bed half an hour later, freshly showered and wearing my
favourite pajamas, when they come in. Charlotte pauses in my
doorway to say she’ll see me in the morning, while Ella goes
straight for the shower.

It’s not long before the water turns off and
I hear Ella moving around in the bathroom. Light spills into the
hallway when she comes out, and a second later she’s standing in my
doorway, a small towel in one hand and a brush in the other. Her
damp hair falls around her shoulders, dripping onto her
nightgown.

She crosses the room and flops onto the bed
facing away from me. “Braid, please.” As I’m towel-drying her hair,
she says, “I wasn’t nervous about tomorrow until right now. It sort
of just hit me, you know?” I make a sound of agreement, but don’t
speak. “Are you nervous? Or is this the next big adventure
for you?”

A noise somewhere between a sigh and a laugh
comes out of my mouth. Before last year I couldn’t wait to leave
this island and start a new life. I did see it as an
adventure. Now, though, I finally have a home and people I consider
family, and I’m afraid of what being apart will do to us.

“I am nervous,” I say slowly,
watching my fingers work through Ella’s long brown hair. “Not so
much about moving or starting a new school. More about…us.”

“Us? You and me?”

“Yeah. And Charlotte, and even Ezra. We say
we’ll always be friends, but I’m sure everyone says that after high
school. What if…what if we drift apart? What if we get too busy for
each other? What if you make new friends and…” I stop, not knowing
how to word it without sounding pathetic. What if you like them
better? What if you forget about me? It’s what I’m thinking,
yet I can’t bring myself to say it out loud.

Ella remains silent as I finish her braid.
The moment I secure the elastic in her hair, she crawls further
onto the bed and faces me, sitting cross-legged. “I can’t promise
you things won’t change, because they’re going to. That’s life.
That’s part of growing up. Nothing will ever be the same after
today.”

My stomach sinks. “If you’re trying to cheer
me up, you’re failing miserably.”

She laughs and swats my arm. “You know what
I mean. We’ll always be friends.”

I play with my own damp hair, trying to keep
my fingers busy so they don’t shake. “How do you know?”

“Because…because I just do. I’m the great
and powerful Ella, I know all.”

She’s trying to make me laugh, but I can see
it in her eyes—she’s worried, too.

She clears her throat. “Sadie. You’re my
best friend. The best friend I’ve ever had. But you’re more than
that. You’re family. We might not have grown up together,
but to me you’re as much my sister as Charlotte is. You came into
my life at a time when I didn’t think anyone but my dad and
Charlotte could possibly love me. You brought colour and sparkle
and laughter to my world, and you helped me find the courage to
really live. You helped me find myself. That’s not
something you forget just because we’re not in the same place
anymore.”

My eyes are stinging like crazy. I’m not
surprised when tears break free and slip down my face.

Ella inches closer, taking my hands before
continuing. “So yeah, we’re going to get busy, and we’re going to
make new friends, and we won’t see each other every day. But we’ll
come back here and we’ll have weekend sleepovers, and we’ll spend
holidays together, and we’ll watch each other get married and have
kids. Someday we’ll be two little old ladies sitting together on a
front porch, swapping ‘remember when’ stories. This is your home as
much as it is mine. This island, this house, you…” Her voice
wavers, and she swallows audibly. “You’re my home, and nothing can
change that. Okay? Not time, or distance, or other people.”

The tears are flowing hard now. They drip
off my chin and onto my chest. “Okay. Thank you.”

Ella’s eyes are shining, and she blinks
rapidly. She rises on her knees to give me a quick, tight hug, then
settles back on my bed and reaches for the remote. “Since we’re
crying anyway, we might as well watch some Doctor Who. Oh, and I’m
sleeping in here tonight.”

I can’t help but laugh as she cues up the
DVD. I introduced her to Doctor Who the first time we hung out, and
it’s been our thing ever since.

I lay down beside her, brushing my shoulder
against hers. I’m going to miss this, and I’m going to miss Ella.
But she’s right: nothing can change what we have. The O’Dells
welcomed me into their family and made me one of them. They didn’t
just give me a place to live, they gave me a home, something I’d
never really had, not even when Sarah was alive.

So tomorrow is an ending, but it’s
also a beginning. A new adventure. And I’m always up for an
adventure.

 


 



 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


River arrives at the house just after nine
the next morning. Ella, Charlotte, and I have been up since seven,
helping each other pack last minute things and haul bags and boxes
downstairs.

I have the least amount of luggage, since my
personal belongings are pretty much limited to clothes, my sewing
machine, and my giant sewing basket. I have one box of
miscellaneous stuff, like framed pictures and souvenirs from our
school’s choir trip to Paris, plus our trip to London this
summer.

River carries the box out to my car while I
take my bags. “You ready for this?” he asks.

“Yes.” My voice carries more confidence than
I feel. “Honestly, I think I’d be close to a meltdown right now if
I had to do this on my own. I’m so glad we’re going to be living
together.”

“Me too, Sades.” River closes my trunk and
leans against it. He crosses his arms over his chest and squints up
at the sky. “Ezra’s car is full of boxes and stuff, so I’m going to
take Ella to Kingston, then head to the reserve to pick up the
stuff Grandma has for us.”

“Okay. I’ll go ahead to Bellevue and get the
keys from the landlord.” It feels so weird saying that.

Ella and Charlotte don’t
start school for another two weeks, but Ezra starts his new job
next week, so we’re all moving at the same time. River and I
are going to the same college—him for Addictions and Community
Service Worker, and me for Social Service Worker—so we figured it
would make sense to live together. I didn’t want to live in the
dorms, especially when I found out there were no single rooms left.
With my luck I’d get stuck with a roommate who would freak out when
she finds out I’m gay. This way River and I can share expenses,
carpool when we need to, plus there’s the added bonus of living
with someone you already know and love.

It’s finally hitting me that this is real.
This is happening. A surge of excitement bubbles through me,
replacing the dread I’ve felt every time I think about leaving.

“We’re really doing this, aren’t we?”

River’s lips lift into a small smile. “Yeah.
We’re really doing this.” He closes the distance between us and
wraps his arms around me. He gives amazing hugs—warm and tight,
enveloping you completely and making you feel safe and happy. “I’ve
been waiting for you to get excited about this. I know it’s a lot
of change all at once, but it’s going to be great.”

“Are you nervous?” I ask, thinking about
Ella asking me that question less than twelve hours ago.

River steps back to look at me, his brown
eyes appearing golden in the early morning sunlight. “A little, I
guess. I hate the thought of being away from Ella, but I know we’ll
make it work. This is going to be good for all of us.”

I nod slowly. “Yeah…it is.”

River’s lips inch up a bit more. “Say it
like you believe it, Sadie Fitzgerald.” He pokes me in the
shoulder, and when I grab his finger, he latches on and doesn’t let
go. “I know you’re going to do great. You’re going to take Bellevue
by storm.”

Take them by storm. That’s a lot to live up
to, but I think I’m up for the challenge.

 


*****

 


Saying goodbye is absolute agony. Even
though we all plan to come home next weekend and I know I’ll talk
to Ella and Charlotte every day, it still hurts like hell.

I get it over with as quickly as possible.
I’m already crying and I know the tears will come harder and faster
the more we prolong this. I hug and kiss Ella, Charlotte, and Ezra,
and tell them I love them. I promise to text Ella when I get to
Bellevue, and we make plans to talk on the phone tonight. Ella and
Charlotte’s dad, Ross, walks me to my car and gives me a tight hug.
He slips some money into my hand; I try to refuse it, but he
insists.

“I’m giving Charlotte and Ella money, so
it’s only fair I give you some, too.” He laughs lightly, then his
smile wavers around the edges. My own lips tremble and my eyes are
stinging so bad I can hardly stand it.

“Thank you for everything. I…you…” My voice
cracks, and I press my lips together to hold back a sob. Why is
this so freaking hard? I’m not leaving forever, and Ella’s right:
this place is my home, it’s where I’ll always return.

I guess even after all these months, it
still amazes me that the O’Dells opened their home to me and let me
be part of their family. They’d lost so much—Mrs. O’Dell died after
a long illness, then the family left the only home they’d ever
known in Toronto to move here—but they still had room in their
hearts for a quirky misfit like me.

“I know,” Ross says, hugging me again. “I
know.”

It takes a lot of self-control to wave
goodbye, get in my car, and start the engine. I want to gun it out
of here, lose sight of my family standing on the porch, smiling and
crying and waving. Slipping on my sunglasses, I peep the horn as I
back out of the driveway.

This will get easier, right? It won’t always
be this hard to say goodbye. I wish I knew if that were true or
not.

When I reach the end of the street, I pull
into a parking spot in front of the general store. I need to wipe
my eyes, blow my nose, and get settled for the drive. I go through
several tissues before the tears finally stop. I put the money from
Ross in my wallet, and notice my summer bucket list. I kept it with
me all summer so I could cross things off as I accomplished
them.

Unfolding it, I scan the page. The very last
item is the only one not crossed off: Make peace with my
parents. I don’t know why I added that one. Even as I wrote it,
I thought ‘It’s not possible, it’ll never happen’. I was on
an emotional high from graduation and prom, and I thought I could
do anything I set my mind to. Looking at this list, I know that’s
true…or at least mostly true. I had the best summer of my life, did
and saw things some people never will.

But the missing red line through the last
item irks me. My fingers twitch on the page, longing to rip that
part off, act like it never existed. I haven’t seen or talked to my
parents in months. We live on a small island, only a few miles
apart, but I don’t exist to them. They didn’t come to my high
school graduation, and they don’t know my plans for this year. They
don’t know I got enough scholarship money for school and
living expenses, and won’t have to use a cent of my own money or
take out a loan.

I take my red pen from my purse and set it,
along with the list, on the passenger seat. Then I put my car in
Drive and head for my parents’ house.

Nothing has changed. Nothing ever changes
here. The grass is always cut to the exact same length; the flowers
are always placed in perfect, orderly rows. I’ve been back a few
times without my parents’ knowledge. I needed some things I left
behind when I moved in with the O’Dells, so I’d timed it for when I
knew they wouldn’t be home. Each time I came, I was surprised to
discover the locks hadn’t been changed.

Both my parents’ cars are in the driveway.
Part of me was hoping they wouldn’t be home. That way it wouldn’t
technically be my fault I couldn’t cross it off my list.

My heart beats frantically in my throat,
making it hard to breathe as I reach the house and ring the
doorbell. It’s several minutes before the door opens, revealing my
mother. She stares at me, her eyes holding no warmth or pleasure.
She sways slightly, and I know she’s been drinking. It’s not even
10 a.m.

“Have you come to say goodbye?” she
asks.

“Something like that.”

Her eyes are bloodshot, and she blinks hard
as if trying to keep me in focus. She, Sarah, and I all have the
same strawberry-blond hair and brown eyes, but where I’m short and
curvy, Mom is tall and slim. I think she resented that I looked
like them, because it meant she couldn’t pretend I wasn’t hers.
After Sarah died, Mom wouldn’t even look at me. I always figured
her indifference was better than the cruel things my dad said to
me, or the way he glared at me like I was a dirty smear on his
otherwise perfect family.

Mom finally moves aside, and I step into the
cool, dark house. I follow her into the living room, where she
scoops up a silver flask beside her coffee cup and tucks it into
her pocket. She sits down and takes a sip of her coffee, like
everything is normal.

I perch on the loveseat across from her and
spend the next five minutes trying to catch her eye. She’s a master
at avoiding eye contact. I open my mouth a few times to speak, but
nothing comes out. I shouldn’t have to be the one to start this
conversation, anyway. She’s the parent, I’m the child—shouldn’t she
say something? Ask how I am, or what I’m doing with my life now
that high school’s over?

Mom doesn’t even glance in my direction when
I leave the room to go upstairs to my old bedroom. Everything is as
I left it, and the room has a musty smell from being closed up so
long. I trail my fingers along the thick layer of dust on my
dresser, stifling a sneeze when the particles float into the air. I
dig an old suitcase out of the closet and pack the few remaining
things I left here.

I close the door behind me when I leave.
Partway down the hall, I freeze in front of Sarah’s closed door. I
used to sneak in here sometimes at night and lie on her bed,
looking up at the glow-in-the-dark stars on her ceiling. I thought
they would fade with time, but they never did.

Slipping inside, I close the door quietly
behind me. The room is exactly the same as it was four years ago
when Sarah died: a pair of stuffed animals on the bed, clothes in
the closet, jewelry laid out neatly on the dresser. I crawl onto
the bed and clutch Hazel the elephant to my chest. I swear I can
still smell Sarah in the matted tuft of hair sprouting from the
stuffy’s head. I breathe in deeper and my brain registers the fresh
scent in the room. My room was closed up, but smelled stale;
Sarah’s room has been closed up even longer, but smells
like…lemons?

I glance around the room and notice how the
furniture gleams. The carpet has neat rows of tread marks from a
vacuum. I duck down to sniff the bedding I’m sitting on, and it
smells newly laundered. I’ve never seen my parents in here, but one
of them must come in regularly to keep things fresh. I’ve always
thought of this place as a shrine to Sarah, but this…this is too
much.

Something inside me finally snaps. I launch
myself off the bed and grab the suitcase I left by the door.
Tossing it on the armchair, I fling it open. First thing in is
Hazel, then her bunny pal Maurice. Next is a framed photo of Sarah
and me taken a few months before she died. I haul open the dresser
drawers and root through them, grabbing things I want—Sarah’s
favourite sweater, her favourite nightgown, her scrapbook. I don’t
even try to be quiet, and I don’t care that I’m making a mess. I
grab her entire jewelry box and stuff it in the suitcase, then
notice her favourite necklace and matching earrings sitting on the
dresser, so I grab those, too.

I’m almost to the closet when the bedroom
door swings open so hard it bangs against the wall. I stifle a
shriek and whip around to see my dad standing there, his face dark
as thunderclouds as he glares at me. “What the hell do you think
you’re doing?”

“What does it look like I’m doing?” Damn, I
wish my voice hadn’t shaken so much when I said that. Adrenaline is
pumping through me like an electric current, and it’s making my
hands vibrate and my breath come fast. I turn my back on my dad and
start rifling through the clothes, trying to remember which pieces
Sarah wore most often.

My dad hollers for my mom. I hear her
hurrying up the stairs, and I turn in time to see her stop in the
doorway, her mouth hanging open.

“Wh-what? What are you doing? Put those
things back!” Her voice starts out shaky and ends up shrill.

I keep grabbing things, even though my
vision is starting to blur and I’m not even fully aware of what I’m
taking anymore. “You know, Sarah loved and accepted me. She
appreciated that I’m different, accepted that I’m gay.”

My mom recoils at the last word, as if she’s
been doused in ice water.

“She would be proud of the person I’ve
become,” I continue, my voice growing steadier, louder. “She’d be
proud that I plan to dedicate my life to helping people. People
like me, who were shunned and felt unloved by their own families. I
was luckier than a lot of those people, because I found the
O’Dells. They showed me what a real family is and gave me a
home.”

I look around Sarah’s ransacked room before
finally letting my gaze settle on my parents. My mom is crying
quietly, and my dad’s face is a livid red. Fear spikes through me
for a minute, but I bury it deep and keep going.

“Sarah might be gone, but you still have me.
I grieved too, you know. We could have—should have—grieved
together. You never once thought or cared how hard it was for me to
lose my sister. All you could see was that I was different and
weird, and your perfect, precious daughter was gone.” I wave
a hand around the room, which was immaculate until a few minutes
ago. “You love Sarah more in death than you ever loved me.”

I shove a handful of photo albums into the
nearly-bursting suitcase, then zip it shut. I let it drop to the
floor, thankful it has wheels, because I don’t think I could carry
it. Straightening my spine, I take a deep breath and hold it as I
stride toward the door, passing my parents.

I’m still holding my breath when Dad grabs
my arm, yanking me to a stop. I wince at the force of his fingers,
knowing they’ll leave a bruise. He gets in my face, and I expect
him to yell, but he says in a frighteningly calm voice, “Put that
stuff back. Now. It doesn’t belong to you.”

With all my strength, I wrench my arm free
from his hold. “It does belong to me. It belongs to me as
much as it belongs to you. Sarah would want me to have her
things, would want them to be used instead of shut away in
this…this shrine.” I spit the word, and my dad flinches.
“Sarah’s gone. You need to let her go. It should be easy for you
since you never had a problem letting me go.”

Hurrying away, I check over my shoulder when
I reach the stairs to make sure I’m not about to be grabbed or
pushed. I run down the stairs, the suitcase banging along behind
me, hitting each step with an echo like a gunshot. I fully expect
my dad to come after me when the shock has worn off. Not because of
anything I said, and not to deny my accusations, or apologize, or
have some life-changing bonding moment almost nineteen years too
late, but because of the things I took.

By the time I make it through the front
door, I’m gasping for breath. I struggle to get the suitcase in the
trunk, and when I slam it shut I see my dad standing in the front
doorway. Panic makes my muscles seize momentarily, but I force my
legs forward. He doesn’t move as I get in the car, fumble with the
key, and finally gun the engine.

I’m halfway down the street before my hands
start shaking again. They vibrate so hard I can’t hold the steering
wheel still, and I have to pull over. “That went well.” The laugh
that escapes quickly turns into a sob, and now I’m crying so hard
I’m once again gasping for air. I let the tears come, let the sobs
roll through me until my throat is raw and my stomach hurts.

I dig the last of the tissues from my purse,
promising myself these will be the last tears I shed for awhile. I
reach for my summer bucket list and the red pen I set on the
passenger seat. Clutching the pen, I let it hover over the words
for a minute while an inner battle wages. Can I consider what just
happened making peace with my parents?

I hear Sarah’s voice in my head, saying,
“Yes.” I repeat the word out loud in the silence of my car.
It’s taken my whole life to build up the courage to say those
things to my parents. I’m sure it won’t make a difference; I’m sure
my mom is already rebuilding her shrine to Sarah with the remnants
of her belongings. I’m sure I won’t hear from them on my birthday
in a couple months, or at Thanksgiving or Christmas.

But I feel lighter for getting those things
off my chest. It might not make a difference to them, but it does
to me. As of today, I’m cutting those ties and I’ll never look
back. I won’t let my past define my future.

With a shaking hand, I drag the red pen
through the words Make peace with my parents.

Turning on the radio, I smile when “Best Day
of My Life” by American Authors starts playing. It was Ella’s and
my favourite song at the beginning of summer, but we got tired of
it after hearing it every time the radio was on. Now, though, it
feels like the sign I need to reassure me everything is going to be
all right.
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