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For the best dad in the world.

And for those who have lost someone they love.

Grief may never lessen, but life expands.




1 ZAC

SOMETHING WAS WRONG WITH THE dragon’s tail.

Zac Hadley squinted at his drawing, tilting his head and holding it at arm’s length to try to gain some perspective. The unicorns in the valley looked okay, and he was pretty sure he’d nailed the shading in the mountains. But the longer he stared at the dragon that perched on the words THE WILDEWOODS SAGA written in block letters, the more distorted the image seemed, until it didn’t look like a dragon at all, but rather a puffy lizard with a tail that was too big for its body. It wasn’t right. Nothing he drew was right anymore.

Frustrated, he tossed his graphic novel onto the foot of his bed. A month ago, he would have already been erasing the tail, determined to start over. Maybe he would have shown it to his mother first and asked what she thought. But now…

His stomach rumbled. Glancing at his watch, he realized with a jolt that it was three o’clock. He’d missed lunch. No—his father hadn’t called him down for lunch in the first place.

Hungry and confused, Zac plodded across the hardwood floor and into the hallway. Pausing at the top of the stairs, he listened for the clacking of fingers on a keyboard as his father worked from home, the way he had for the past month, but Zac heard nothing. The entire house seemed quiet.

Too quiet.

“Dad?” called Zac. His heart began to race as he scrambled down the steps, nearly slipping on the polished wood. “Dad? Where are you?”

He darted across the living room, narrowly missing a coffee table that was cluttered with pop cans and a greasy pizza box from the night before. The door to his father’s office was closed, and he skidded toward it, stopping half an inch from the knob as his chest began to tighten.

It wouldn’t happen again. His father was fine. Sleeping, maybe, or wearing headphones and distracted by his work. Everything would be okay.

“Dad?” His voice shook as he knocked on the door. Not waiting for an answer, he pushed it open, and in that split second, he imagined what he would see on the other side. His dad in his office chair, reading a book. Or leaned back with his mouth open as he snored. Or—

The image appeared in his mind before he could stop it. He’d been hungry that afternoon, too, and wondering if his mother had finished lunch yet. He hadn’t known then to be afraid of walking into quiet rooms that should have been noisy.

He’d expected to see her standing at the stove and stirring the contents of a pot, or maybe pulling plates out of the cabinet. Instead she had been lying on the floor, motionless.

For an instant, that was all Zac could see as he stood in the open doorway of his father’s office. He was cold now, and he could barely draw a breath, but none of that seemed to matter as he relived the worst moment of his life. It had been a month ago now—a month and four days—but Zac still couldn’t make himself walk into the kitchen.

“Zac?” His father’s voice cut through the fog, and Zac blinked as the present materialized around him again. The curtains in the office were drawn, and his father sat at his desk, a phone held up to his ear. “Is everything all right?”

“I—” Zac tried to swallow, but his throat was too tight now, and he couldn’t speak. Stars danced in front of him, and he clutched the knob for balance.

“Merle, I’ll call you back,” said his father urgently into the phone. Dropping it on his desk with a thud, he hurried toward Zac, hovering over him anxiously. “Are you okay? Do you need your inhaler? Where is it?” He looked around, as if expecting to find it on one of the side tables cluttered with old bottles and documents, but of course it wasn’t there.

Zac shook his head. Now that he could see his father and knew he was all right, the tightness was easing. He wouldn’t be running any races soon—or ever—but it wasn’t a normal asthma attack. This kind had been happening more and more lately, and Zac had a feeling that mentioning it to his father would only result in more trips to the doctor. “I just—didn’t hear you call for lunch,” he said, his voice hoarse.

“Oh,” said his father, and Zac noticed his eyes were swollen and rimmed with red. “Right. Lunch. I thought you had leftovers from last night.”

“Yeah, but you need to heat them up for me,” he said, sounding pathetic even to himself. His father frowned.

“You’re twelve years old, Zac,” he said gently. “You can heat up your own food.”

Zac pressed his lips together. It was pointless to argue—they both knew why he wouldn’t go into the kitchen. But no matter how many times his father urged him, he couldn’t do it. Not yet.

His father sighed, his shoulders hunched. “I’ll heat them up, but this is the last time, all right? Tomorrow, you make your own—”

“Help!” An ear-piercing cry echoed from the foyer as the front door slammed open, hitting the wall with a resounding crack. “Dad—help!”




2 LU

LU HADLEY BALANCED PRECARIOUSLY ON a low branch as she glared at the ancient tabby cat perched several feet above her. The cat stared back unblinkingly through his single eye, a silent challenge that made Lu long for a time before he had learned to climb a tree.

“You know you need your medication, Rufus,” she said, gripping the rough bark. “We shouldn’t have to do this every single day.”

Rufus turned away from her and began to groom himself. With her legs wrapped firmly around the branch, Lu grabbed the scruff of his neck and eased him down, swaddling him in her sweater before he could scratch her. “Got you!”

“I don’t know why you bother,” said her best friend, Sophia Lopez, from the grass fifteen feet below. She sat at the edge of the woods that bordered their neighborhood, and while she untangled a burr from a long-haired kitten’s coat, the rest of the homeless cat colony gathered around a pile of fresh kibble nearby. “The infection’s probably gone by now, anyway.”

With Rufus and the sweater tucked under one arm, Lu climbed down and dropped back onto the ground. “Probably isn’t good enough when he only has one eye left.” Pulling a tube of ointment from her pocket, she sat beside Sophia and wrestled Rufus onto his back. With enormous effort, she pinned him down and held his good eye open, and at last she administered the single bead of medication he needed.

Rufus darted back up the tree the moment she released him, and Lu sprawled out on the sun-soaked grass, letting herself relax for the first time since breakfast. The last day of school was finally over, much to her relief—though not for the usual reasons. Teachers looked at her with pity now instead of silent exasperation. The other kids avoided her, as if she had some kind of plague they could catch if they got too close. Even her track coach had insisted she take the rest of the season off, despite the fact that she was the fastest one on the team. Only Sophia hung out with her anymore, and as much as Lu dreaded spending the summer with no buffer between her and her twin brother, at least no one would ask how she was holding up for a while.

“I need to go,” said Sophia, after she’d untangled the burr. The kitten leaped out of her lap and joined its littermates nearby. “Mom will kill me if I’m late for ballet practice again.”

Reluctantly Lu rose too, shaking grass out of her dark, shoulder-length hair. “I can still come over tomorrow night, right?”

Sophia snorted. “My mom said you could stay the whole summer if you want.”

“Really?” Lu grabbed her backpack, which still smelled like the cat kibble she’d lugged to school with her. “You wouldn’t get sick of me?”

“Of course not. You’re my best friend.” Sophia caught her in a tight hug. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

Lu watched her go, her heart sinking now that she was on her own. But there was no point in making herself miserable, and so she straightened her shoulders and strode in the opposite direction. Summer wouldn’t be all bad, she thought, especially if she could spend most of it at Sophia’s place. Her dad wouldn’t mind, and her brother probably wouldn’t even notice she was gone, considering he spent all his time in his room now. But even as she tried to convince herself, she knew that no matter how far from her family she was, it wouldn’t change what had happened the month before.

Lost in her thoughts, Lu almost missed the patch of gray-and-white fur half-hidden in an overgrown thicket. With a gasp, she edged closer. There, obscured by weeds and wildflowers, was a young raccoon with deep scratches in its side.

She slowly knelt down, not wanting to startle the poor thing. Its chest rose and fell with effort, and though it stared at her with dull eyes, it didn’t move away. Lu bit her lip and looked around. Sophia had disappeared already, and there was no one else on the quiet suburban street. What was she supposed to do?

There was only one good answer to that question, and with renewed determination, she carefully wrapped the raccoon in her sweater. Unlike Rufus, it was limp and didn’t fight her. Cradling the injured animal, she stood and hurried down the sidewalk, walking as fast as she could without jostling it. But the quicker she moved, the more the raccoon’s eyes closed, and panic squeezed her insides.

Though her house was only half a block away, it felt like a mile by the time she reached her front door. Throwing it open, she rushed inside, desperately clutching the raccoon to her chest. “Help!” she yelled as loudly as she could. “Dad—help!”

Footsteps thundered from deep within the house, and as she checked to see how much blood the raccoon had lost, her brother—not her father—burst into the foyer, breathing heavily.

“What’s going on?” said Zac, his messy dark hair falling into his eyes. But when he spotted the raccoon, he took an unsteady step backward. “Lu, is that…?”

Every muscle in her body tensed, and she immediately turned away from her brother, trying to shield him from the raccoon. “What are you doing down here?” she said, her panic only growing. “You’re always upstairs.”

But it was too late. She was covered in cat fur and dander, and no doubt raccoons carried allergens, too. Zac had gotten close—too close—and she could already see him struggling to take a deep breath.

“What’s going on in here?” said their dad as he came around the corner. He looked like he’d been crying, and for a moment, Lu stared at him, not knowing what to think. She hadn’t seen him cry since the funeral.

“I—” she began, but Zac was wheezing now, the rasping sound growing louder with each breath. “I found a raccoon—”

“You brought a raccoon into the house?” Instantly her dad turned toward Zac and gripped his shoulders, as if to steady him. “Zac, are you all right? Look at me, kid.”

“I’m sorry,” wailed Lu. “It’s dying. I didn’t know what else to do.”

“You know exactly what you should’ve done,” snapped her dad, his face turning red. “Zac, kid—Zac, look at me. You’re all right. Where’s your inhaler? Where did you leave it? Is it upstairs?”

Zac shook his head, unable to speak now. With her heart racing, Lu started toward the kitchen, but her dad threw his arm out to stop her.

“Don’t you take another step into this house until you’ve put that thing outside,” he said. Lu opened her mouth to protest, but Zac’s entire body was heaving now. Ducking out the door, she set the bundled raccoon gently on the porch and hurried back inside, furious—though whether at herself for not making sure Zac was upstairs, or with her brother for leaving his room for the first time in a month, she couldn’t say.

Sidestepping around her dad, she darted into the kitchen and flung open a worn cabinet. There, still organized by their mother’s system, was a mountain of medication, all prescribed to Zacharias Hadley. Without bothering to look at the labels, Lu grabbed a yellow inhaler, a package of pills, and an EpiPen before hurrying back into the entrance hall.

“Here.” She uncapped the inhaler and shoved it into Zac’s clammy hands. He lifted it to his mouth, pressing on the canister and breathing in the medication. Lu watched him with grim determination, and once she was sure he wouldn’t need the EpiPen, she tore open the plastic package and freed a pill.

“What is that?” said their dad, panic catching in his voice. “What are you giving him?”

“It’s just a Benadryl,” she muttered, not taking her eyes off her brother. At last he could breathe enough to swallow a dose, and he slumped against the wall, panting but alive. “You need to take him to the emergency room. The doctors and nurses will probably only give him a breathing treatment and steroids or something, but you need to go anyway. Mum always did.”

Their dad rubbed Zac’s arm, his brow knit with both anger and concern. “I want that vermin as far away from here as possible,” he said sharply to Lu. “And I want every trace of dander gone too. You could have killed him, Lu. You could’ve—”

His voice caught, and he hastily wiped his eyes, his face red. Lu swallowed hard. “I was just trying to save it,” she mumbled. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry isn’t good enough,” said their dad roughly. “Not when it’s your brother’s life on the line.” He shook his head, and for a split second, he looked as broken and lost as Lu felt. “I can’t do this anymore, guys. I don’t know how, not without your mother, and—I can’t.”

“What do you mean? You can’t do what?” said Lu, almost too afraid to ask.

Their dad stood frozen for a moment, his hand on Zac’s shoulder. “I’m taking Merle up on her offer,” he said at last, his gaze glued to the floor. “I tried. I’ve been trying. But—I can’t, not like this. Not right now. I’m sorry.”

“Merle? Who’s Merle?” said Lu, confused. But her father hurried Zac toward the car without an answer, and she watched them go, her stomach a knotted mess.

What had just happened?




3 ZAC

LATER THAT EVENING, WHEN ZAC arrived home from his umpteenth visit to the emergency room, their father sat them down in the living room and finally revealed who Merle was.

“Your mother’s aunt,” he said gruffly, his hands clasped. “She lives in England.”

“Oh,” said Zac, glancing at his sister, who hadn’t said a word since they’d returned. “I didn’t know Mum had any family.”

Lu shook her head. Neither, apparently, had she.

Their father was silent for a long moment, and the tension in the living room grew to unbearable levels. And while Zac didn’t know exactly what their father was going to say, he could sense that something was about to change. Something huge.

At last, in a dull, emotionless voice, their father said, “Aunt Merle’s invited you both to stay with her for the summer. And I’ve accepted.”

Zac stared at him, waiting for the punch line. It had to be a joke, after all—they’d never heard of Aunt Merle before tonight, and Zac’s allergies and asthma were so bad that he couldn’t even go to school with Lu, let alone spend an entire summer in a foreign country.

But the pained look on their father’s face made it clear it wasn’t a joke, and Zac’s insides grew hollow. “But—but what about my allergies?” he said, his voice breaking. “My doctors are here.”

“They have doctors and hospitals in England, and your aunt knows about your illnesses,” said their father. “I’m sorry. I am. But—”

“But you can’t do this anymore,” spat Lu with such venom that even Zac was taken aback. “You can’t take care of your own kids.”

Their father didn’t answer, and instead he stood without a word and retreated to his office, leaving Zac to bear the brunt of her fury. It wasn’t the first time, and he was too shell-shocked to care.

“Mum would never abandon us,” said Lu as she paced the length of the living room, kicking a greasy fast-food bag out of her path. “If she knew what Dad was planning—”

“It isn’t his fault,” mumbled Zac, feeling like the world had been tilted off its axis. “Mum’s gone.”

“You think I don’t know that?” she said, her hands balled into fists. “She was my mum too, you know.”

Zac’s face grew hot. “I’m just saying—you saw him today. He doesn’t know what he’s doing. She’s the one who was home with us all the time.”

“And he’s the one who chose not to be here,” said Lu. “He could have found a job that kept him in Chicago all week, you know. But he didn’t want to. Because he didn’t want us.”

Zac’s mouth went dry, and he didn’t have the words to argue with her. He’d long suspected he was the reason their father had spent most of their childhood traveling across the country five days a week, leaving Monday morning and returning home Friday night. His mum had insisted again and again that he wasn’t a burden, and she didn’t mind the hospital stays and the endless doctor appointments and the small pharmacy that took up an entire kitchen cupboard. But now that she was gone, there was no one to shield Zac from the very real truth that he was useless. Worse than useless. He was a headache they had to work around, and nothing more.

And this proved it.



Their father came home the following morning with new suitcases for both of them. Zac didn’t argue—how could he, when he was the problem in the first place? Lu, however, spent the next two days raging and making all their lives miserable. But no amount of pleading, hunger strikes, or angry sobbing changed their father’s mind, and he was adamant: they would spend the summer in England with a relative they’d never met, and there was nothing either of them could do about it.

That was why, shortly after midnight Chicago time, Zac was stuck in an airplane between his snoring father and pouting sister, thirty-five thousand feet in the air over the Atlantic Ocean. The cabin lights had been dimmed, and with most of the plane sleeping, it was eerily still.

With little to do and no one to talk to, he pulled out his unfinished graphic novel and opened to the title page, only to see that ridiculous puffy dragon staring back at him once more. He sighed inwardly. Maybe he could take a nap instead.

“What are you drawing?” said Lu, her voice so close to his ear that it startled him. She was leaning over the armrest between them, her gaze focused on the sketch.

Zac shrugged awkwardly, his face growing warm as he hastily flipped to a blank page. “Nothing. It’s stupid. It’s not even finished.”

Lu scowled. “Sorry for asking, then,” she muttered, turning back toward the window and folding her knees to her chest.

Zac bit his lip. He couldn’t remember the last time she’d asked about his art. He couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a conversation about anything normal, either, without it breaking out into a fight. But they were both miserable, and there was no point in making it worse.

Reluctantly he turned back to the title page. Below THE WILDEWOODS SAGA, he’d drawn a girl wielding a fiery sword while riding a unicorn. She had turned out pretty good, he thought. Maybe Lu wouldn’t notice the dragon. “It’s a graphic novel,” he said. “Mum and I were working on it together before she…” He blinked hard. “It’s based on the stories she used to tell us—the ones about the Wildewoods sanctuary? With all the dragons and unicorns and mermaids—”

“I remember the stories,” said Lu, her forehead pressed against the window. “You’re not the only one who spent time with her, you know.”

Something inside him deflated, and he stared at the edge of his tray table. All his life, he had watched Lu do things he couldn’t. Play outside with kids from the neighborhood—go to a real school—pet dogs and cats and eat anything she wanted. Creating this graphic novel with their mother was the one thing he had that Lu didn’t. The only thing.

“Maybe Dad will change his mind when we get to Aunt Merle’s,” he said quietly, fiddling with his pencil.

Lu snorted against the window. “Sure. And maybe the sky will open up and it’ll rain chocolate.”

Zac glanced over his shoulder, making sure their father was still fast asleep. “I mean, it’s possible, isn’t it? I won’t be able to stay if I’m allergic to everything. And old ladies’ houses are full of dust and cats and flowers, aren’t they?”

Lu said nothing at first, but after a few seconds passed, she twisted around to face him again. “Wait—what if it is?”

She hadn’t looked at him like that—like he was her partner in crime instead of someone who would snitch on her—in ages, and a small thrill ran through him. “Then I’ll probably have an asthma attack, and Dad will have to take us home,” he whispered.

Her eyes were bright now, and she leaned toward him, lowering her voice as well. “I’m not saying you should make yourself sick, but…”

“But I could let it happen,” he said slowly, his mind whirling with possibilities. “If you need me to.”

She hesitated, indecision flickering across her face. “Not enough to hurt yourself or end up in the hospital,” she said firmly. “But enough to show Dad you can’t stay. Do you think you could do that?”

He considered it. He’d never purposely let himself get sick before, and the thought of it felt like betraying his mother. But this was important. She would understand, he thought. She would want their family to stay together. “Yeah, I think I can manage.”

For the first time in a month, he saw Lu smile. Or at least the corners of her lips turned upward in a determined sort of grimace. “Then we might be able to go home after all,” she said. “It’s risky, but—”

“I can handle it,” he promised. Deep down he knew this was a terrible idea, but if it made his sister happy—if it let him be part of the solution for once, instead of the problem—then it would be worth it.

She shifted closer again and peered at his sketchbook. “That’s how I always imagined it,” she said softly, her sharp edges dulled now that they had a plan. “The Wildewoods, I mean. I used to dream about all the creatures in Mum’s stories.”

“Me too,” admitted Zac, the tip of his pencil tracing over the dragon’s snout. “I still do sometimes. I dream that she’s there, waiting for us to find her.”

Lu was quiet for a long moment. “Is that Mum?” she said, touching the girl wielding the fiery sword.

“Yeah, that’s her,” he said, and out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw his sister wipe her cheek.

But after a beat, Lu cleared her throat. “The dragon’s tail is too big. It looks swollen.”

He pressed his lips together, still staring at the girl riding the unicorn. “How do you know? Have you ever seen a dragon before?”

“Have you?” she retorted, but when he looked at her, she was smirking. Turning back to his drawing, Zac began to erase the lines, hopeful that their plan would work and the summer wouldn’t be a complete disaster after all.




4 LU

LU WAS EXCITED WHEN, SHORTLY after dawn, the plane finally landed.

Not because they were in London, of course—she’d never been to England before, even though their mother had been born and raised here, and she had no interest in staying longer than it took to catch a flight back to Chicago. But Lu was excited that she and Zac had a plan, and now that they’d arrived, they could put it into motion. She was excited there was still a chance they might go home in time for Sophia to forgive her.

When Lu had told her they were leaving for the summer, she and Sophia had had the biggest fight of their entire friendship. Sophia had accused her of wanting to go to England before storming away in tears, leaving Lu distraught and feeling as isolated as she had in the days following her mother’s sudden death. All she wanted was to talk to Sophia and make sure they were okay, because right now, Lu wasn’t so sure. And she couldn’t stand the thought of spending the whole summer wondering if she’d lost her best friend, too.

She trailed her dad and brother through Heathrow Airport, too distracted to be impressed by the fact that it seemed as busy and crowded as O’Hare. In order for this to work, she would have to talk to her dad again, which was unfortunate, since she was currently giving him the silent treatment. But as they made their way through the long corridors and seemingly endless line at customs, he didn’t appear to notice anyway. Or if he did, he didn’t care.

Their mum would have cared. She would have sat Lu down over ice cream and insisted they talk it out. But their dad was gone so much of the time that up until now, Lu had never really been mad at him before. She’d always just been excited to have him home.

As she considered the exact combination of words that would finally make him see how necessary it was that they go back to Chicago, the three of them arrived in the bustling welcome area, where passengers were greeted by friends and family and the occasional chauffeur. Lu was ready to maneuver past them all when their dad stopped suddenly.

“That must be your great-aunt Merle,” he said, steering them toward a short, round woman with an explosion of dark, graying curls. She held a sign with the words Welcome, Zacharias and Tallulah! written in marker, with tiny flowers decorating their names.

Lu cast Zac a wary look. Why was Aunt Merle picking them up from the airport?

“Merle?” said their dad as he approached her. “I’m Cal Hadley. This is—”

“My darlings! I’ve been waiting so long to meet you.” Aunt Merle sidestepped their dad completely to catch both Lu and Zac in a warm embrace right in the middle of the crowd. Lu tensed. They’d been hugged by plenty of relatives they’d never met at the funeral, but she was sure Aunt Merle hadn’t been one of them.

When she finally released them, she immediately took hold of their hands, like she was afraid they’d vanish the moment she let go. And to Lu’s surprise, her dark eyes shone with tears. “You must be Tallulah,” she said. “You have your mum’s nose, and her cheekbones. And you, Zacharias…” She shook her head. “You’re the spitting image of her.”

Lu frowned and studied Zac, trying to spot traces of their mother, but all she could see was him. Wavy dark hair, brown eyes, and a despondent look she’d never once seen on their mum. Lu was the one who had inherited her freckles. And her height.

Their dad cleared his throat. “The twins have one suitcase each, and they should be light. Just clothes. Their other things are in their backpacks. You have my number, the list of Zac’s allergies, emergency contacts… is there anything else you need?”

“No, no, we’ll be just fine,” murmured Aunt Merle, gathering Lu and Zac to her. “Don’t you worry a bit about us. We’ll have the time of our lives this summer.”

Wait. Wait. “Aren’t you coming with us?” said Lu, her heart sinking. Their plan depended on it. “You said you’d stay a few days.”

“Had to change my flight,” said their dad gruffly, not meeting her eye. “They need me back at work.”

“But—we need you too,” said Zac in a small voice. They were the first words he’d said since their conversation on the plane, and Lu looked at him sharply, surprised by how close to tears he sounded.

Their dad knelt in front of him. “I’m sorry, kid. I need to get back to Chicago. But I have job interviews lined up,” he added, as if this was supposed to be some sort of silver lining. “Ones that will let me work from home so I can help you with homeschool this fall.”

Zac’s face crumpled, and he threw his arms around their dad. “I don’t want to stay here,” he mumbled, his voice muffled by their dad’s shirt. “I’ll be okay by myself at home while you and Lu are gone during the day. You won’t have to worry about me at all.”

Their dad sighed, and Lu knew there was no point in Zac begging. That battle had already been lost. She had no idea why she’d let herself get her hopes up on the plane—it was only ever going to lead to disappointment.

“I’ll be back before you know it,” said their dad, but his words sounded empty, and his gaze was unfocused. “And I’ll try to visit when I can.”

“Sure you will,” muttered Lu, but he didn’t respond.

“P-please,” gasped Zac. “I’ll be good, I—I swear.” He seemed to be struggling to catch his breath now, and Lu unzipped the front pocket of her backpack, her fury with their dad growing as she searched for Zac’s spare inhaler.

“I’m sorry, kid, but you know I have to go.” Gently he detached himself from Zac’s grip, and though Zac struggled to hold on, he was no match for their dad. As her brother stumbled backward, Lu was there to stop him from falling, and she pressed his inhaler into his hand.

“At least try to remember to call and let us know you’re still alive,” said Lu darkly. A muscle in their dad’s jaw twitched, and he glanced at the ground.

“Lu knows all of Zac’s medications,” he said to Aunt Merle as he took a few steps back. “Call me if anything happens. I might be hard to reach, especially during the workweek, but I’ll return any messages as soon as I can.” He hesitated before adding, this time to Lu and Zac, “I love you both. Be good, and try not to cause any trouble.”

Zac made a choking sound as their dad turned and walked away, shoving his hands in his pockets. Instantly Lu faced her brother, checking for signs of an attack. But although his face was red and his breath coming in struggling gasps, his eyes were brimming with unshed tears, and he made no move to use his inhaler. He wasn’t having an asthma attack. He was trying not to break down and sob. More furious than she’d ever been in her entire life, Lu wrapped her arm around her brother’s shoulders as they watched their dad disappear into the crowd, not even sparing them one last wave goodbye.

This was it. This was really happening, and he was abandoning them with an aunt they’d never met before. She wanted to tell Zac that their dad wasn’t worth his tears, that maybe they’d be better off without him and his cluelessness. But instead she hugged her brother and, over his shoulder, caught their great-aunt’s concerned eye.

“Your father loves you both very much,” said Aunt Merle. “That hasn’t changed.”

“Yeah? Then why is he getting rid of us?” spat Lu.

“He’s grieving,” she said gently. “You all are. He’s lost the love of his life, and he just needs some time.” She touched Lu’s cheek with her cool hand. “You and Zacharias will be all right. You’re together, and you’re both on the same team. As long as you remember that, everything will be okay.”

Tears stung Lu’s eyes, but she refused to cry. Not here. Not like this. And definitely not because of their dad. “We’re tired,” she said, forcing the words past the lump in her throat. “How long will it take to get to your house?”

“We’ll be there a little after lunch, I’d imagine,” said Aunt Merle. “I’m sure you’ll be able to rest on the train.”

She gathered them both to her side. And though Lu was fighting the overwhelming urge to scream and cry at the same time, she didn’t protest as their great-aunt led them first to the luggage carousel, and then onward to the place they would call home for the next three months.




5 ZAC

ZAC COULDN’T BELIEVE HE WAS crying.

No, actually, he could believe it—he’d been dreading the moment their father would leave them for days now, and the live wire of fear wrapped around Zac’s insides had made it impossible not to break down as he’d watched him walk away. He thought he would have more time to prepare. He didn’t think his father would bolt like that the first chance he got, with barely a hug goodbye.

The worst part, though, was Lu. Having her fuss over him, embracing him in a way she hadn’t since they were younger and still had things in common—it only made him feel more humiliated than he already was.

The rest of the trip to Aunt Merle’s house was excruciatingly long. Even once they escaped the claustrophobia of Heathrow, it took several subway changes and a three-hour train ride through the English countryside before they finally crammed into a taxi that took them down winding roads into the heart of the Lake District. As exhausted as Zac was, he had to admit that the views of small mountains and valleys and snatches of lakeshore were spectacular. He’d had no idea a place like this even existed in the real world.

At last the car turned down a dirt road that cut through a forest. Unlike the normal trees he was used to seeing outside his window in the Chicago suburbs, these trees were ancient and covered in moss, and hundreds of blue flowers carpeted the ground around their roots. As the taxi approached a tall wrought-iron fence, the gate creaked open ominously, and Zac shifted closer to the window to get a better look.

In the seat beside him, Lu made a face. “You’re practically sitting in my lap,” she said, trying to shove him away, but he stubbornly held his ground.

“I want to see too,” he said, and as they jockeyed for position, an enormous house appeared. Four stories high, it had rows and rows of windows that looked out onto the front garden, and each side stretched away from the main building in wings that encircled the drive. It was so big that it couldn’t even reasonably be called a house—it was a mansion at the very least, or a manor. Maybe even a small palace.

“This is where you live, Aunt Merle?” said Lu, her mouth dropping open.

“It most certainly is,” she said proudly. “I thought you might approve.”

The taxi came to a stop beside half a dozen stone steps that led up to an imposing entrance, and as soon as the car door was unlocked, Lu jumped onto the gravel drive.

“Do you think Mum was royalty?” said Zac as he climbed out after her. “Do you think we’re royalty?”

“If we were, we’d know it,” said Lu, but she didn’t sound convinced. Besides, she didn’t know any better than he did, and the house was massive. The people who owned it had to be rich.

As Zac eyed the ornate columns on either end of the front steps, a squeal echoed from behind them, and he spun around. A freckled girl with a round face and brown hair streaked toward them, her muddy rubber boots crunching on the gravel and a flashlight tied to her utility belt bouncing as she ran.

Zac stepped aside as she caught Lu in a tight hug. “I can’t believe you’re here!” said the girl, whose lilting accent sounded so much like their mother’s that his heart skipped a beat.

“Neither can we,” said Lu, her annoyance obvious to Zac, but the girl didn’t seem to notice. Instead she let go of Lu and looked between them, her smile so wide that he was sure her cheeks had to hurt.

“Look at you,” she said. “You’re so—so American.”

“We’re from Chicago,” said Zac weakly, still reeling. Their mother had been the only person he had ever known with that exact accent, and hearing it again was almost like hearing a ghost.

“Zacharias, Tallulah, this is your cousin Penelope,” said Aunt Merle as she pulled their luggage from the taxi. Her accent was definitely English, but it didn’t match their mum’s. “She’s just turned thirteen last month, so you three should get along famously. Penelope, be gentle with them, love. They’ve had a long journey.”

“No doubt,” said Penelope, and she hesitated. “I was so sorry to hear about Aunt Josie. I miss her every day.”

“You—you knew our mum?” said Zac, startled.

“Of course,” she said, puzzled by that. “Surely she told you all about us?”

She hadn’t, though. As far as Zac knew, she’d never mentioned—let alone visited—any family at all. He shrugged noncommittally, hoping she wouldn’t press.

After an awkward beat, Penelope moved in to give Zac a hug. “It really is lovely to finally meet you,” she said, but before she could reach him, Lu stepped between them.

“He has a lot of allergies. Deadly allergies,” she added, and Zac could see her eyeing Penelope’s overalls. Tiny white hairs clung to the brown fabric, and now that Penelope was closer, Zac could definitely smell some kind of animal on her. “You have to be careful around him.”

Penelope’s hands flew behind her back, as if to stop herself from touching him. “Aunt Merle mentioned that. I didn’t know it was quite so serious, though.”

“Very serious,” said Lu, squaring her shoulders. “He’ll have to go to the hospital if he gets exposed to anything his immune system can’t tolerate.”

“I can speak for myself, you know,” said Zac with a scowl. He didn’t normally spend so much time around his sister, and he wasn’t thrilled to learn she’d suddenly taken it upon herself to hover over him like he was about to collapse.

“Well, why don’t we go inside and see the house?” chirped Aunt Merle as she led the way up the steps. “There’s plenty of fun to be had here.”

“Especially during the summer,” agreed Penelope, picking up both suitcases with ease. “Hiking, biking, swimming—”

“Zac’s allergic to five different kinds of trees,” said Lu. “And grass. And hay.”

“And I can’t swim,” he added, shooting his sister a glare she expertly ignored.

“Oh.” Penelope seemed to consider this as Aunt Merle pushed open the ornate double doors. “Then… I suppose you could always explore indoors. There are rooms in the east wing that no one’s visited in a century or more,” she added brightly, nodding to the right side of the manor.

“I’m also allergic to dust mites,” he said. “American and European.”

Penelope faltered at that, her expression falling. “I didn’t realize there were two types.”

“You learn a lot when you spend half your life in a doctor’s office,” he muttered.

As they stepped into the foyer, he was immediately struck with a sense of imbalance. On the one hand, the inside of the house was even more magnificent than he’d expected, with high ceilings, gold-framed oil paintings, and a grand staircase that wound out of sight. There was even a chandelier hanging above them, crystals clinking melodically as Penelope closed the doors, and Zac was relieved to see hardwood floors. Carpet only made his attacks worse.

But on the other hand, as impressive as it all was, it also looked like no one had bothered to fix anything for at least a decade. The sun-bleached wallpaper was peeling in the corners, the wooden steps were dull and scuffed, and to his dismay, he spotted a layer of dust on a small table that held a chipped vase. The manor might have been huge, but it was also in a state of disrepair. Apparently their mother’s relatives weren’t as rich as he’d thought.

“Would you like the tour now, or would you rather rest?” said Aunt Merle as she led them up one side of the grand staircase. The steps creaked loudly, and Zac had a sudden mental image of crashing through the floor. If their father had come with them, he would have taken one look around and put them on a plane back to Chicago without a second thought.

A fresh wave of fear and anxiety washed over him. Was their father already on his flight home? Was he flying over the Atlantic Ocean at that very moment? What if the plane crashed? What if—

“I’m exhausted,” admitted Lu, but Zac could feel her eyes on him. It was possible she really was tired, but she was only saying so for his sake. Even worse, he couldn’t deny it. He hadn’t slept on the plane at all, and he’d only managed a light doze on the train, jolting awake with every bump and unfamiliar sound. And ever since his crying jag at the airport, his head had gone fuzzy, and his entire body felt like it was being weighed down by cement. All he wanted was to curl up in his bed at home and sleep for as long as he wanted.

“Penelope can show you to your room, then, while I fetch some clean towels,” said Aunt Merle as they turned down a long hallway filled with doors and what looked like the kind of candleholders Zac had seen in video games. Sconces, he thought they were called. Either way, it was creepy.

“Room?” said Lu abruptly. “You mean—”

“Aunt Merle wanted to put you two together in your mum’s old bedroom, in case your brother gets sick,” said Penelope nervously as their aunt bustled out of sight. “Is that all right? It’s a big room, really. There are two beds, and it’s all aired out and tidy, I promise. We can even hang a curtain down the middle if you’d prefer.”

Their mother’s room. Zac’s stomach lurched, and the tightness in his chest returned. “I don’t mind,” he said, suddenly afraid Lu would keep objecting and he’d have to stay somewhere else.

“You don’t?” said Lu, surprised, and he shook his head.

“This place is full of dust. You know it’s going to make me sick, and then you’ll be in my room the whole time anyway. You just stick to your side, and I’ll stick to mine.”

“We don’t have many bedrooms ready for use, anyway, so it’s either that or share with me or my brother,” admitted Penelope as they reached the end of the hallway.
OEBPS/e9781534478466/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1: Zac


		Chapter 2: Lu


		Chapter 3: Zac


		Chapter 4: Lu


		Chapter 5: Zac


		Chapter 6: Lu


		Chapter 7: Zac


		Chapter 8: Lu


		Chapter 9: Zac


		Chapter 10: Lu


		Chapter 11: Zac


		Chapter 12: Lu


		Chapter 13: Zac


		Chapter 14: Lu


		Chapter 15: Zac


		Chapter 16: Lu


		Chapter 17: Zac


		Chapter 18: Lu


		Chapter 19: Zac


		Chapter 20: Lu


		Chapter 21: Zac


		Chapter 22: Lu


		Chapter 23: Zac


		Chapter 24: Lu


		Chapter 25: Zac


		Chapter 26: Lu


		Chapter 27: Zac


		Chapter 28: Lu


		Chapter 29: Zac


		Chapter 30: Zac


		Epilogue: Lu


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication












		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36






























































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/e9781534478466/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534478466/images/9781534478466.jpg
B - cAnTER B





OEBPS/e9781534478466/images/title.jpg
(URSE

RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR

New York London Toronto Sydncy New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781534478466/fonts/Metamorphous-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534478466/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


