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CHAPTER 1





My sister Justine always believed that the best way to deal with your fear of the dark is to pretend it’s really light.


Years ago, she tried to put the theory into practice as we lay in our beds, surrounded by blackness. Protected by a fortress of pillows, I was convinced evil hid in the shadows, waiting for my breathing to slow before it pounced. And every night, Justine, a year older but decades wiser, would patiently try to distract me.


‘Did you see that cute dress Erin Klein wore today?’ she might ask, always starting with an easy question to gauge just how bad it was.


On rare occasions, usually when we went to bed late after a busy day, I’d be too tired to be terrified. On those nights, I’d say yes or no, and we’d have a normal conversation until falling asleep.


But on most nights, I’d whisper something along the lines of ‘Did you hear that?’ or ‘When vampires bite, do you think it hurts?’ or ‘Can monsters smell fear?’ At which point Justine would proceed to question two. 


‘It’s so bright in here,’ she’d declare. ‘I can see everything – my backpack, my blue glitter bracelet, our goldfish in his bowl. What can you see, Vanessa?’


And then, I’d force myself to picture our room exactly as it had appeared before Mom turned off the light and closed the door. Eventually, I’d manage to forget about the evil waiting in the wings and fall asleep. Every night I thought it would never work, and every night it did.


Justine’s theory was useful in combating my many other fears. But several years later, standing on top of a cliff overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, I knew it didn’t stand a chance.


‘Doesn’t Simon look different this summer?’ she asked, coming up next to me and wringing out her hair. ‘Older? Cuter?’


I agreed without answering. Simon’s physical transformation was the first thing I’d noticed when he and his younger brother, Caleb, had knocked on our door earlier. But that was a discussion for another time – like when we were warming up in front of the old stone fireplace at our lake house. First, we had to actually make it back to the lake house.


‘Caleb, too,’ she tried again. ‘The number of broken-hearted girls in Maine must have, like, quadrupled this year.’


I tried to nod, my eyes locked on the swirling water and frothy foam fifty feet below. 


Justine wrapped a towel around her torso and took a sideways step toward me. She stood so close I could smell the salt in her hair and pores and feel the coolness of her damp skin as though it were pressing directly against mine. Water droplets fell from the ends of her hair, plopped on the warm grey slate, and sent smaller drops bouncing onto the tops of my feet. A sudden gust of wind lifted the billowing spray up and around us, turning my shiver into a shudder. Somewhere below, Simon and Caleb laughed as they scrambled toward the steep path that would lead them through the woods and back to us.


‘It’s just a swimming pool,’ she said. ‘You’re standing on a diving board, two feet above it.’


I nodded. This was the moment I’d been thinking about during the entire six-hour drive up from Boston, the moment I’d pictured at least once a day since last summer. I knew it looked scarier than it was; in the two years since we’d discovered the old trail sign marking this secluded spot far from tourists and hikers, Justine, Simon and Caleb had jumped dozens of times, never walking away with so much as a scratch. More important, I knew I’d always feel like a junior member of our little summer group if I never took the plunge.


‘The pool’s heated,’ Justine continued. ‘And once you’re in it, all you have to do is kick twice, and you’re at the steps leading to your comfy lounge chair.’ 


‘Will a cute cabana boy bring me fruity drinks at this comfy lounge chair?’


She looked at me and smiled. That was it. If I was coherent enough to crack a joke, I’d already opted out.


‘Sorry to say I forgot the pineapples at home,’ Caleb said behind us, ‘but the cabana boy’s here and ready for service.’


Justine turned toward him. ‘It’s about time. I’m freezing!’


As she headed away from the cliff’s edge, I leaned forward. Whatever relief I felt now was temporary, and my disappointment in not being able to do what I’d vowed all year long would only grow once we left Chione Cliffs. Tonight, I would lie awake, unable to sleep because of the pain I’d feel for being such a chicken, such a baby, yet again.


‘Your lips are turning blue,’ Caleb said.


I turned to see him shake out his favourite beach towel – the only one I’d ever seen him use, with a cartoon lobster wearing sunglasses and swimming trunks – and wrap it around Justine. He pulled her toward him and rubbed her arms and shoulders.


‘Liar.’ She smiled at him from under her terrycloth hood.


‘You’re right. They’re more lavender. Or lilac. Because lips like those are just too pretty to be boring old blue. Either way, I should probably warm them up.’ 


I rolled my eyes and headed for my shorts and T-shirt. Justine had made her own vow for this summer – not to hook up with Caleb again, the way she had last summer and the summer before that. ‘He’s just a kid,’ she’d declared. ‘I’m done with high school, and he has an entire year to go. Plus, all he does is play that ratty guitar when he’s not playing video games. I can’t afford to waste another second on what will never amount to anything more than endless hours of making out … no matter how good those hours are.’


When I asked why she didn’t hang out with Simon, who would be a sophomore at Bates College and was therefore more age- and intellect-appropriate, her face had scrunched.


‘Simon?’ she’d repeated. ‘The walking, talking weather channel? The brainiac who’s using college as an excuse to study cloud formations? I don’t think so.’


It had taken Justine all of thirty minutes – just long enough for us to unpack the car, have a snack, and hop into Simon’s old Subaru wagon – to break her promise to herself. She hadn’t jumped on Caleb right away, though it was clear by the way her eyes lit up as soon as she saw him that she wanted to. She’d waited until we were in the car and down the road to throw her arms around his neck and squeeze so tight his face turned pink.


As she nuzzled against his chest now, I pulled on my clothes and grabbed a towel. Although the sun was out and I hadn’t even got wet, I still shook from the cold. This far north in Maine, temperatures in the middle of the summer didn’t get much higher than the low twenties, and the biting wind always made it feel at least ten degrees cooler.


‘We should get going,’ Simon said suddenly, emerging from the trail mouth.


Simon might’ve been the elder, quieter, more studious Carmichael brother, characteristics previously complemented by a lanky frame and bad posture, but something had happened in the past year. His arms, legs and chest had filled out, and with his shirt off, I could actually see small ridges on his abdomen. He even seemed to stand taller, straighter. He looked more like a guy than a kid.


‘The tide’s changing, and the clouds are rolling in.’


Justine caught my eye. I knew what she was thinking: different channel, same forecast.


‘But we just got here,’ Caleb said.


‘And what about the sunset?’ Justine asked. ‘Every year we say we’re going to watch it up here, and every year we don’t.’


Simon grabbed a shirt from his backpack, throwing it on without bothering to towel off. ‘There will be lots of sunsets. Today’s is going to be blacked out by that massive storm system hurtling this way.’ 


I followed his nod toward the horizon. Either I’d been too focused on the water to notice the sky, or the blanket of dark clouds had come out of nowhere.


‘I checked before we left – the weather station said that skies would be clear until later tonight. But by the looks of it, we’ve got about twenty minutes to get back down the mountain before lightning strikes.’ Simon shook his head. ‘I wish Professor Beakman could see this.’


Before I could ask why, Caleb and Justine started talking in hushed voices and Simon crouched next to where I sat, knees against my chest, to try to warm up. ‘You doing okay?’ he asked.


I nodded and tried to smile. Over the years, Simon had become a protective big brother not just to Caleb but to Justine and me as well. ‘A little cold and now wishing the rubber soles of my sneakers were thicker, but fine other than that.’


He pulled a maroon fleece from his backpack and handed it to me. ‘It’s no big deal, you know. It’s just one day. We have all summer. And next summer, and the summer after that.’


‘Thanks.’ I looked away, embarrassed. He was sincere, but I didn’t need any reminders of my failure so soon after its occurrence.


‘Seriously,’ he said, his voice soft but firm. ‘Whenever you’re ready, or never at all is totally fine.’ 


I pulled on the fleece, happy for the distraction.


‘New plan,’ Justine announced.


I took Simon’s outstretched hand and jumped to my feet. Justine and Caleb had managed to tear themselves away from each other, but only long enough for Justine to drop her towels to the ground. They now stood at the edge of the cliff, holding hands and facing backward.


Justine grinned. ‘Just because we’re short on time doesn’t mean we can’t commemorate the first official day of what will surely be the best summer ever.’


‘By going back to the house and warming up with hot chocolate?’ I suggested.


‘Silly Nessa.’ Justine blew me a kiss. ‘Caleb and I are going to do one more jump.’


‘With a twist,’ Caleb added.


As they exchanged looks, I glanced at Simon. His mouth was open, as though waiting for his brain to pick the words that would pack the greatest punch in the shortest amount of time. His new, broad back muscles tensed under the thin cotton of his T-shirt. His hands, which had hung at his sides after helping me up, clenched and froze.


‘Backflips!’ Justine exclaimed.


‘No,’ Simon said. ‘No way.’


I couldn’t help but smile. This was exactly what I loved – and envied – most about Justine. While I still slept with a night-light, couldn’t read Stephen King, and was physically incapable of making a perfectly safe cliff dive, Justine lived for the same blood-pumping rush I tried my hardest to avoid. Here we were, minutes away from being drenched and fried, and she wanted to guarantee her shot at electrocution by jumping into a whirlpool – backward.


‘It’ll take two minutes,’ Caleb said. ‘You can head down as soon as we take off, and we’ll meet you on the path.’


‘You know the tides get weird in weather like this,’ Simon said. ‘The water’s already much shallower than it was for our last jump.’


Justine looked down behind her. ‘It can’t be that bad already. We’ll be fine.’


I watched her, my beautiful elder sister, her brown hair now dry enough to fly in long wisps around her head. There was nothing I could say – once Justine’s mind was made up there was no room for negotiation. As she smiled at me, her eyes shone against the dark clouds that seemed to swallow what remained of the sky.


A jagged shard of neon-white lightning tore suddenly through the air, striking near enough to make the ground rumble. The wind picked up, snatching leaves from branches and dirt from the ground. A long stick flew at me like an arrow from a bow, and I covered my head with both hands and dropped to the ground. The rain started as my legs hit rock, falling softly at first and then harder, until Simon’s fleece clung to my back and cold water streamed down my face. I held still for several seconds, hoping the attack would retreat as quickly as it’d struck, but the air only grew colder, the wind stronger, the thunder louder.


Scrambling to my feet but staying close to the ground, I tried to make out the ledge through the darkness and swirling debris. When another jagged bolt ripped the horizon in half, I could see everything as though the sun were shining brightly overhead.


She was gone.


Shielding my face with my arms, I sprinted toward the cliff’s edge. A third lightning bolt crashed in front of me, and I saw just how close I was to completing my mission – by running right off the rocks and into thin air.


I tried to stop, but the ground was slick. I fell hard on my back, and one leg shot forward. The silver trim of my sneaker glinted in the light of another bolt, and I saw my foot sticking over the cliff. Crying out, I reached behind me with both hands and clawed at the ground.


One one thousand, two one thousand –


Thunder roared, and the cliff quivered beneath me. Counting the seconds between lightning bolts and their grumbling aftermath usually calmed me during powerful storms – but that’s because most storms weren’t directly overhead.


‘They’re okay!’


Simon. He grabbed my waist with both hands, pulling me up and away from the drop. Then he took my hand and stepped toward the edge. After several long seconds, he squeezed my hand and pointed.


The lightning came faster now, making it easier to see the water. The pool spun as small waves pummelled surrounding boulders. Thin trees dotting the base leaned one way then snapped back, their narrow trunks like flexible straws in the wind. I shook my head, certain Simon was seeing things – and then I spotted her, a tiny sliver of white inching through the darkness. Caleb’s arm was around her as they half ran, half crawled across the rocks toward the trail.


She was okay. Of course she was okay.


Simon looked at me to make sure I’d seen them, and then pulled me back. Somehow, my feet managed to move, and I hurried after him. He grabbed Justine’s and Caleb’s towels from the ground, then darted across the clearing and into the mouth of the overgrown trail. The branches and roots we’d lifted and stepped over on our way up now slapped and tripped us, but we didn’t slow down. My heart slammed against my chest, and I tried to ignore the feeling that, as we ran through the woods, something or someone ran after us even faster. 


About a quarter of a mile down, our path merged with another I hadn’t noticed on the way up. I wouldn’t have noticed it now, except Simon veered suddenly back and to the left.


I stopped short when I saw the reason for the unexpected detour.


Justine. She was in Caleb’s arms, and a thick trail of blood trickled from a gash on her knee, wound down her calf, and ended at her foot.


It’s just dirt, or seaweed –


‘Nessa.’ As Simon took her from Caleb, she reached for my hand and kissed it. ‘I’m fine, promise. I could’ve made the trip myself, but someone wanted to play hero.’


‘I’ve got stuff in the car,’ Simon said, starting toward the main trail with Justine in his arms.


I looked at Caleb. His face was so tense as he watched them go it was hard to imagine the laughing, cocky boy who’d flirted with Justine only minutes earlier.


‘Your sister.’ He shook his head and looked at me.


‘I know.’ We both did. It wasn’t his fault. Or mine, or anyone else’s. If Justine wanted to run naked through circles of fire, she would. You could wait nearby with a bathrobe and fire extinguisher, but that was the best you were going to do.


We started after them. The longer we ran, the lighter the rain fell. The thunder grew softer, and the seconds between rumbles longer. Even the wind died down from powerful gusts to a normal summer breeze. By the time we reached Simon’s old green Subaru parked to the side of the dirt road, the clouds had cleared enough to reveal patches of blue sky.


‘See?’ Justine called as we ran toward them. She sat on the floor of the open hatchback, swinging both legs back and forth as Simon bandaged the injured one. ‘It’s just a scratch.’


‘It’s not just a scratch,’ Simon said, ‘but it’s not going to require a trip to the emergency room.’


Caleb placed one hand on her neck and kissed her forehead. ‘Baby … you have to be careful.’


She opened her mouth, but then closed it when Caleb’s hand moved to her cheek. As his thumb moved gently against her skin, she tilted her head, and her eyes softened.


‘You know I’m all for a little adventure, but I’m gone if anything were ever to –’


‘I know.’ She slid his hand from her cheek and kissed his palm. ‘I’m sorry. I know.’


I watched this exchange, a combination of relieved and puzzled. I was glad she was okay and thought it sweet that Caleb was so concerned, but before today, they hadn’t seen each other since our last trip north at Christmas. They certainly seemed pretty emotionally connected for two people who occasionally made out. 


Which made me think that the making out was exceptionally good, or that exciting near-death experiences just brought people together. I wouldn’t know the effects of either possibility.


‘You’ll need to wash it out,’ Simon said, securing Justine’s bandage. ‘But this will get you home.’


‘Thank you so much, Dr Carmichael.’ Justine took Caleb’s hand and hopped to the ground, landing on her good foot. ‘Do I get a lollipop?’


Simon gave her a look which prompted Caleb to lead her around the side of the car and into the back seat.


I helped Simon gather gauze and medical tape. ‘We really got things started early this year, huh?’


His hands froze, then pushed down the first-aid kit contents and closed the case. He looked at me, his eyes locking on mine as if there was something he wanted to say, but didn’t know if he should. Finally, he reached over to squeeze my shoulder. ‘There’s an old blanket in the front seat if you want to dry off.’


He closed the hatchback and headed for the driver’s seat. I looked once more to the sky, which was now as blue as it had been when we’d arrived, then rounded the other side of the car and climbed in the passenger seat. Inside, I peeled off the fleece while Simon slouched in his seat, and Caleb and Justine did who knew what quietly in the back. 


‘So …’ I said when no one had moved or spoken a few minutes later. ‘What was that?’


Simon looked at me, then out the windscreen, toward the trail. He laughed once and let out a long, deep breath. ‘That was Chione Cliffs, welcoming you back.’


I shifted in my seat, knowing what I would find when I looked behind me.


Justine, tucked under Caleb’s arm with her injured leg propped up on a folded wool blanket, was grinning from ear to ear.


‘What a rush,’ she said happily.




*





‘What a ruse.’


‘A ruse?’ Justine held up her plate as Dad came around with another platter of grilled steak. ‘What does that mean?’


Dad speared two slices of meat with a fork, then looked over the deck railing, toward Lake Kanasacka. ‘Ruse. An act of shifty deception, usually intended to avoid capture.’


‘I know what the word means, Daddy. But you really think I scratched my leg climbing rocks on the beach because I wanted to avoid abduction? Are all kidnappers turned off by a little blood? And who’s doing the kidnapping? Loony lifeguards? Crazed seashell hunters? The elusive Winter Harbor yeti?’ 


I smiled into my mug of hot tea. There was one person who’d probably kidnap Justine if he had the chance, and given earlier observations, she’d probably go willingly. I couldn’t joke about this aloud, though, as our parents still thought of Caleb and Simon as the same ‘sweet Carmichael boys’ they’d known since the boys were babies. They knew we spent a lot of time together during the summer, but they definitely didn’t know what one half of our little group had done with much of that time in recent years. And Justine had made it clear that she wanted to keep it that way.


‘The elusive Winter Harbor yeti, huh?’ Dad dropped a steak onto Justine’s plate and replaced the platter on the closed grill. ‘Is that what they’re calling me now?’


Justine and I looked at each other across the table and laughed. Dad was six feet four and usually stooped forward – something he attributed to dealing with lower door frames ‘back in the day’, but which was more likely a result of forty years spent at a computer. His slouched yet imposing frame combined with a head of frizzy white hair and a full matching beard did resemble the legendary creature.


‘What happened to Happy Papi? Top Pops? Rad Dad?’ He sat down and poured himself another glass of red wine. ‘And what was the most recent one? Large, something?’ 


‘Big Poppa,’ Justine said in mock exasperation, like she couldn’t believe he’d forget one of her pet names for him.


‘Right. I still don’t know whether I should be offended by that one.’ He rubbed his round belly. ‘But I actually thought of another one on the drive up that I think we should incorporate into our daily conversation as soon as possible.’


‘We’ll take it into consideration,’ Justine said.


Dad took a roll from a basket in the centre of the table, tore off a chunk, and popped it in his mouth. ‘King.’


‘King?’ Justine said. ‘King what?’


He shrugged. ‘That’s it. Just King.’


‘Not bad … but that would technically make Mom Queen. And I really don’t think she’s cool being second in command – even just by title.’ Justine looked to Mom for confirmation.


Mom, who’d been sawing her steak with a knife like it was made of metal instead of meat, paused. ‘I can’t believe you’re still doing this.’


‘The girls are getting older,’ Dad admitted, ‘but I’ll always be their Big Poppa. Until old age catches up with me and I start to shrink. Then I’ll be … Little Big Poppa? Medium Poppa? Poppa Grande?’


‘You can be Grand Master of the Universe for ever. That’s not the point.’


Dad raised his eyebrows, considering the title suggestion instead of the fact that Mom wasn’t amused. Not that that fact was out of the ordinary, since Mom was rarely amused. Of the two, she’d always been the more serious one, the disciplinarian. She was president of Franklin Capital, a financial services firm in Boston, and Dad was a writer and professor of American literature at Newton Community College. The characteristics required for their respective professions usually translated to their home life.


‘Then what is the point, my sweet?’ Leaning across the table, he gently removed the knife and fork from her hands and took over the seemingly strenuous task of cutting her steak.


‘That you’re eighteen.’ Mom frowned at Justine. ‘That you’re an adult. That mistakes you make now actually matter.’


‘So I might have a small scar for the rest of my life,’ Justine said. ‘Big deal.’


‘You’re lucky to have walked away with only that.’


Justine glanced at me, the smile she’d worn since climbing into Simon’s Subaru fading. ‘Mom, we got caught in a rainstorm and slipped on some rocks. Accidents happen.’


‘They do. And if you were eight years old and had really been at the beach, I’d kiss your knee and it’d be all better.’


‘Wow!’ I exclaimed, pointing to the lake. ‘The Beazleys finally got a new canoe. It’s so … long.’


Finished cutting Mom’s steak, Dad replaced the knife and fork on her plate and leaned toward me. ‘A for effort, kiddo.’


Justine shook her head. ‘I’m confused.’


I tried to catch Mom’s eye so that I could silently beg her not to say what she was about to, but it was no use. She was on a mission – and about to get me into serious trouble with the one person I always wanted to keep happy.


‘You weren’t at the beach, Justine. You were at Chione Cliffs.’


I held my breath. Mom’s words were followed by silence.


‘That’s impossible,’ Justine said finally, picking at the napkin in her lap. ‘I’ve never even heard of such a place.’


‘Really? Then which dangerous, life-threatening cliff was your sister referring to?’


I closed my eyes and sat back. I didn’t have to look at Justine to know she stared at me now, her expression a combination of surprise, doubt and hurt.


‘Last summer,’ Mom continued, ‘you were out and Vanessa was here, upset. I asked what was wrong, and she told me how you had found the cliff, how you go there every year, and how she felt awful for being too scared to jump.’ 


‘Speaking of, maybe we should all take a quick dip in the lake after dinner,’ Dad said lightly. ‘What do you say?’


‘We said we wouldn’t tell,’ Justine said to me, like we were the only ones at the table. ‘We said it was just our thing. That’s what made it so special.’


I looked up. ‘I know, I –’


‘Don’t blame Vanessa,’ Mom said.


As Justine slouched in her chair, Dad buttered a roll, and Mom drained her wine glass, I frantically searched my brain for the words that would make this better. I wanted to tell Justine that I hadn’t meant to say anything, that I was just frustrated with myself after our trip to the cliffs last summer, and that that had made me frustrated with myself for being afraid of everything else in the sixteen years before. I wanted to tell her that Mom was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, and that she promised she wouldn’t say anything, so long as I did my best to try to keep Justine from jumping whenever we went again – and that I hadn’t done that, because I would never want to stop my sister from doing something that made her happy. And I wanted to tell her that I was sorry, so sorry, for all of it.


But I couldn’t. I couldn’t tell her anything. Maybe it was because I was scared it would come out all wrong, but the words just weren’t there. 


‘And what are your plans with this Carmichael boy?’ Mom asked.


My eyes widened as I looked from Mom to Justine. I definitely hadn’t said a word to anyone about Caleb.


Justine’s face reddened. ‘My plans?’


‘Between diving off cliffs and doing who knows what with a nice boy who wouldn’t know the difference between a video-game system and a laptop, you’re risking your entire future. Dartmouth. Medical school. Years of success and happiness.’


‘Isn’t the steak delicious?’ Dad asked. ‘Not too rare, not too crispy.’


‘I don’t think a little fun is going to ruin my life.’ Justine pushed back her chair, her blue eyes flashing in the grey dusk. ‘And besides, some things are more important than an overrated Ivy League education and a high-paying job.’


‘Big Poppa has an idea,’ Dad said, licking his fingers. ‘How about we call it a draw for now and pick up again tomorrow, after a good night’s sleep?’


Justine stood up, her good knee hitting the table and rattling our plates and glasses. She leaned toward me as she passed, and her eyes seemed even brighter than usual, as though lit from behind. She turned her head so Mom and Dad couldn’t see her face, and said one word, just loud enough for me to hear.


‘Boo.’ 


Warm tears sprang to my eyes. Stunned, I watched her cross the deck and enter the house, letting the screen door slam behind her.


‘I just want her to stay on track,’ Mom said after a pause.


‘And I just want someone to help me paint the front porch,’ Dad said. ‘I was teasing about her using the scratch as a ruse to get out of it, but now I really might be rolling solo.’


Ignoring them both, I looked toward the lake.


Boo. Not ‘Thanks a lot,’ or ‘You’ve really done it this time,’ or even ‘You’re on your own now,’ all of which probably would’ve brought tears to my eyes, but wouldn’t have made my skin tingle like that one word did.


And there was no way of knowing it then, but that was the very last word Justine would ever say to me. In the days and weeks that followed, I would replay the moment over and over again in my head, seeing her blue eyes, hearing her soft voice, and, for some reason, smelling salt water … as though she still stood next to me on top of the cliff, her skin and hair wet with the sea.



















CHAPTER 2





When I heard the first siren, I was standing in the sand, watching the water reach for my bare feet. A biting wind whipped my skirt around my calves and carried the sounds of Mom, Dad and Justine laughing down the beach. The soft wail began as soon as the froth wound around my ankles, just as it had nearly every night for two years. Only this time, it didn’t fade when I was pulled out and dragged under. It grew louder. Closer. And it was joined by another siren, and another, until I could hear them and see red, white and blue lights flashing like the police cars had driven right into the ocean.


‘You should really eat something.’


I blinked. The flashing lights were gone, replaced by green coffee mugs. Next to me, a man in a grey suit leaned against the counter and shoved a pastry into his mouth.


‘Good food can be the best medicine,’ he said.


Medicine. Like I was just sick. Like this was a hallucination that would fade to normal once my fever dropped.


‘Thanks.’ Trying to erase the lingering image of the accident, the one I’d been reliving in my sleep since the cops pulled up to tell us they’d found Justine, I grabbed a mug and turned toward the coffeemaker.


It wasn’t his fault. He was one of Mom’s colleagues. He didn’t know me and he hadn’t known Justine, but he was obligated to say something as he enjoyed Italian pastries with other co-workers. What else was there? It’s such a tragedy? She had her whole life before her? What do you make of the Red Sox so far this season?


‘The voice of one crying in the wilderness,’ I said when I turned around and he was still there. Not knowing what to say was one thing. Hanging around for another shot was a bit much.


‘Excuse me?’ he said.


I held up my mug. ‘Vox clamantis in deserto. Dartmouth’s slogan. Kind of appropriate, don’t you think?’


‘Vanessa, dear, will you please help me with these muffins?’ Mom took me by the elbow and led me across the kitchen. ‘Sweetie, I know this is difficult, but we have guests. I would appreciate it if you could be a pleasant hostess.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said when we stopped at a counter lined with trays of pastries. ‘I just don’t know what to say. Part of me wants to lock myself in the bathroom for the rest of the day, and another part wants –’


‘Did you eat?’ she asked, poking at a scone. ‘Here, have a maple walnut.’ 


I took the scone, not sure what to say. Mom had cried for five days straight – from the moment the police officers had knocked on the lake-house door to the moment we’d pulled up to our brownstone – and had been in dry-eyed, party-planning mode ever since. She hadn’t even cried at the funeral, when the collective weeping of Justine’s friends and classmates had made birds fly from the trees and the priest shout his prayers. I hadn’t cried at the funeral either – or any time before or since – but my reasons were very different.


‘Can you check on your father?’ Mom lifted a tray from the counter. ‘I haven’t seen him in an hour, and the guests are starting to wonder.’


I wanted to say that if our ‘guests’ didn’t understand Big Poppa’s need for a little downtime, then perhaps they should find another party, but she spun on one heel and disappeared through the kitchen door before I could.


I dropped the scone in the trash and headed back to the coffee-cup cabinet, keeping my eyes lowered to avoid any more helpful healing tips from Mom’s co-workers. The Dartmouth mugs still lined the first shelf, where Mom had displayed them as soon as she’d received the shipment of college paraphernalia two weeks before.


‘Vox clamantis in deserto,’ Justine had read aloud then. ‘I love how these places try to impress with their love of dead languages. I mean, why bother? Why not just say, “Thanks for shelling out another fifteen dollars for functional proof of the fact that you’re important enough to drop two hundred thousand dollars on a chance for your rich kid to get drunk with other rich kids in the middle of nowhere”?’


‘Well,’ I’d said, ‘probably because that wouldn’t fit on a keyring.’ Of which Mom had ordered two dozen to distribute around the office.


I grabbed the centre Dartmouth mug and filled it with coffee. Still keeping my eyes lowered, I took both cups and hurried across the kitchen toward the back staircase door.


The back staircase had always been Justine’s and my escape route – from cocktail parties, dinners and even parental arguments. As I climbed I thought about the last time we’d sought staircase refuge, during Mom’s annual Christmas party. While two hundred guests downed champagne, Justine and I sat on the steps, her down comforter draped across our shoulders, sucking on candy canes and getting tipsy on eggnog. That night we’d tried to pretend that we weren’t hiding from Mom’s drunken co-workers in our brownstone in the middle of Boston, but rather hiding from Mom and Dad in our lake house in Maine, breathless with excitement as we waited to see Santa fall down the old stone chimney. 


I climbed the steps slowly now, comforted by the dim light and dark panelling. I blocked the thought as soon as it entered my head, but for a fleeting moment, I was aware of just how strange it was to be there … alone. I hadn’t been anywhere alone all week, and certainly nowhere I’d only ever been with Justine.


Reaching the landing, I stopped and waited. After a few seconds, I blinked, and waited again. Nothing. Even revisiting one of Justine’s and my favourite places couldn’t bring on the waterworks.


I continued down the hallway, my heartbeat quickening. I hadn’t been inside Justine’s room since preparing to leave for Maine the week before, when I’d watched her try on her entire wardrobe as she searched for the perfect thing to wear on the drive north. By the time we’d left, skirts, sundresses and tank tops had blanketed her floor like seaweed on the shore after a receding tide. Now I wasn’t sure what I was more afraid of: that the clothes would still be there, exactly as she’d left them … or that they wouldn’t be.


Closing my eyes, I turned toward the door. I reached one arm forward until my hand found the knob. The brass was cool beneath my fingers, and I waited for my skin to adjust to the temperature before tightening my grip.


It’s just Justine. It’s just her stuff. Everything will look just as she left it, because she’s coming back. Soon, we’ll  return to the lake house and everything will go back to the way it’s supposed to be.


I opened the door. A small sound escaped through my parted lips.


It wasn’t my deeply anchored fears floating to the surface. And it wasn’t the fact that, compared to the hallway, Justine’s room was as hot as an oven.


It was the salt water. The smell was so strong, the air so thick with moisture, if I didn’t open my eyes, I’d think I stood at the ocean’s edge.


‘You get used to it.’


I opened my eyes. Big Poppa sat on the floor in the middle of the room.


‘There must be a problem with the pipes. I’ll call the plumber tomorrow.’ He sounded exhausted and looked it, too. The corners of his mouth drooped toward his chin. His blue eyes were dull, and his shoulders slumped forward. Our strapping yeti had lost his strength.


‘Big Poppa,’ I said, stepping into the room, ‘I know this is difficult, but we have guests. I would really appreciate it if you could be a pleasant host.’


One corner of his mouth lifted as he took the Dartmouth mug. He knew the words weren’t mine. ‘Your mother’s coping, Vanessa. We all are.’


I didn’t say anything as I sat down next to him. Until now, the only thing my mother and I had had in common was our adoration for Justine. I didn’t understand why Mom worked so much, or shopped so often, or tried so hard to impress strangers. I didn’t understand why of the hundred people downstairs, only a dozen or so would be able to tell Justine and me apart in the annual Sands family Christmas card. Most of what Mom did didn’t make sense to me. But Dad thought she was the sun and the moon and the stars all in one, and for that reason, I kept quiet.


‘She’s beautiful,’ Dad said after a few minutes.


I followed his gaze to the photo-covered bulletin board hanging over Justine’s desk and willed my eyes to water. Because there she was. White-water rafting in the Berkshires. Horseback riding on the Cape. Hanging out in the quad at Hawthorne Prep. Hiking Mount Washington in New Hampshire. And in my favourite picture, the one she’d had blown up to a 5 × 7 that was at the centre of the collage, fishing in our old red rowing boat on the lake in Maine – with me.


‘I remember taking that one,’ Dad said. ‘I wondered what she’d said to make you giggle like that.’


He’d taken the picture from the dock behind the house when our backs were to the camera. Justine’s head was turned slightly toward me, and mine was tilted toward the sky. My shoulders were pulled up near my ears, a physical reflex that occurred whenever something made me laugh until tears cascaded down my cheeks. 


I blinked. Nothing.


‘I figured it was girl talk,’ he continued. ‘Make-up. Boys. Top-secret stuff I was better off not knowing.’


‘Probably,’ I said. ‘Considering her romantic revolving door, the girl talk about boys usually lasted a while.’


‘I still don’t understand why she needed all that attention,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘She was so bright, so beautiful and talented. But it was like she didn’t believe it unless a different boy was telling her every week.’


I didn’t say anything. Justine didn’t need the attention – she just got it.


We sipped our coffee in silence. After a moment, he released a long sigh. ‘I should go and play host for a while,’ he said, climbing to his feet. ‘You’ll be okay?’


I nodded. He rested one hand lightly on my head before leaving the room and closing the door.


I blinked and waited again. When the tears still didn’t come, I turned back to the centre photo and thought about what Big Poppa had just said. It didn’t make sense. But then, nothing made much sense now.


The police claimed that it had been an accident, that Justine had simply jumped off the cliff at the wrong time. It was dark. The tides were high. Chief Green said the water was so deep and the currents so strong, Triton himself, the Greek god of the sea who could turn the waves up and down with one blow into his conch shell, wouldn’t have been able to hold his own. The medical examiner had agreed.


I didn’t.


Yes, Justine was a thrill seeker. And that night, she might’ve wanted to prove a point. But she was too smart to do something so careless.


As my eyes travelled across the bulletin board, I noticed dark thin lines between the photos. It looked as though someone had taken a Magic Marker to the bulletin board padding … except the line wasn’t drawn on the ivory satin that covered the rest of the board. The background behind the photos was white.


I stood up and went to the desk for a better look, and saw that the lines were actually words.




Name. Email. Phone Number. Caucasian. Parent 1 and Parent 2. Early Decision. Financial Aid. Campus. Degree. Secondary School. ACT. SAT. Extracurricular. Awards/Honours.





I was about to pull out the first purple pushpin when I felt uncomfortable. Guilty, even. Like I’d been snooping through Justine’s desk in search of her diary and was now going to read about secret kisses and private conversations she wanted to keep to herself.


‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered, before pulling out the first pushpin. 


Seconds later, the fifty or so versions of Justine’s smile were gone. I stepped back to take in the entire board.


There were bumper stickers. Seven of them, collected by Mom on her trips with Justine to Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Brown, Stanford, Cornell and Dartmouth. They formed a wide collegiate circle around a spreadsheet and a printout of the common application.


The spreadsheet listed colleges and had four columns for corresponding deadlines, submission dates and response dates. The deadline column was filled with numbers written in Mom’s neat handwriting; the others were empty. The application was blank except for Mom’s notes and response suggestions. My eyes quickly fixed on the centre page: the personal essay. A green Post-It was attached to the top, on which Mom had suggested Justine write about the person she was and the person she wanted to become.


Justine’s response was brief.




I’m sorry, I don’t know.


But neither do you.





I stared at the words. It might’ve taken me longer than it should’ve to find them, but I knew instantly what they meant: Justine wouldn’t have gone to Dartmouth in the fall. She wouldn’t have gone to Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Brown, Stanford or Cornell either. Because before you attended your future alma mater, you had to apply. And apparently Justine hadn’t applied anywhere.


Downstairs people were gathered to celebrate Justine’s life, to reflect on her lost potential and all the things she would never do, the places she would never go. I was right about one thing: not one of the unfamiliar guests pigging out on pastries had any idea who Justine really was. But I was alarmingly wrong about another.


Neither did I.


A door slammed down the hallway, jolting me back to the present. I took the essay off the board and the photo of Justine and me in the rowing boat from the desk, rehung the other photos and hurried across the room.


I was about to bolt into the hallway when my hands flew toward my face, covering my nose and mouth.


Salt water. I’d grown used to the smell while in the room, but it was stronger by the door – overpowering, like a tidal wave had already swallowed the rest of the house and was waiting outside Justine’s door for an invitation to come inside. It was so strong, I looked down to keep my head from spinning.


‘Oh, no.’ I lowered my hands from my face. ‘Oh, Justine …’


A crumpled beach towel was pushed up against the closet door. It was thick and red … with a grinning cartoon lobster covered in bits of green and black seaweed. 


Caleb’s beach towel – the one he’d wrapped Justine in before pulling her to him on top of the cliffs last week. It was now here, dry and stiff with salt, in Boston.


I sank to my knees and picked up the towel. She’d been home. Some time between storming out during dinner on the lake-house deck and late the following morning, when her body was found, Justine had returned to Boston.


It’s okay, I told myself, trying not to imagine the crimson terrycloth draped across Justine’s shoulders. Everything’s okay.


Except that it wasn’t. It was so far from it, I couldn’t even pretend that the beach towel was anything other than what it was: more evidence that, as well as I had thought I knew my sister, someone else had known her better. And that, for whatever reason, she’d wanted it that way.



















CHAPTER 3





‘Are you insane?’


I lifted my duffle bag from the pavement and shoved it in the trunk of Dad’s Volvo. ‘Are you sure you’re not going to need it?’ I asked, as though Mom hadn’t just called down from the front stoop where she stood, in bare feet and a cashmere robe, watching us disapprovingly.


‘I mean, really,’ she tried again. ‘Have you both lost your minds?’


Dad rested his bowl of Cheerios on the rusty roof of the car and helped cram in my bag. ‘Haven’t needed it in months. I’ll be fine for another few weeks.’


‘Few weeks?’ Mom’s voice shot up an octave.


I placed my hands next to Dad’s on top of the trunk and pulled down. When the compartment clanged shut, I rounded the car and stood at the bottom of the steps leading to the front door.


‘I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone,’ I said. ‘It could be a few days, a week, or longer.’


‘I just don’t understand why you’re going at all. After everything that’s happened –’


‘You’re going back to work. Dad’s going to be writing. What would I do if I stayed?’


‘See your friends,’ Mom said. ‘Go to movies. Read and relax.’


‘Read and relax?’ I shook my head. ‘I can’t.’


‘Jacqueline,’ Dad said gently, ‘Vanessa needs to do what she needs to do. I know it’s hard to let our little girl go, but she is seventeen.’


‘She’s seventeen, but she’s a baby,’ Mom declared, like she was pleased someone besides her had finally raised this very important point. ‘Vanessa, sweetie, you’ve never been anywhere by yourself. And the furthest you’ve driven is to the Framingham Mall.’


I hurried up the steps, stopping on the one below hers. ‘I’ll be back soon. Promise.’


As she grabbed me in a tight hug, I felt guilty. And nervous. And sad and scared and confused. Part of me was even tempted to run back into the house, jump into bed and sleep until enough time had passed that I could let it go. Maybe I could even pretend that this was just another of those nightmares I feared every time I turned off the lights.


‘The fluids are good,’ Dad said before I could change my mind. ‘Wipers are on the right of the steering wheel; headlights are on the left. She’s old, but she’ll get you where you need to go.’


‘You rock, Big Poppa.’ I jogged down the steps and got in the car. 


‘Back atcha, kiddo.’ He closed the door after me and peered through the open window. ‘One more thing. Like any geezer in good health, she gets tired – especially on hills. If she starts to give, ease up on the gas. If you try to gun it, she’ll probably roll backward.’


‘Well, that’s comforting.’


I watched Dad turn to Mom, who now stood next to him. He put one arm around her waist and kissed the tip of her nose.


‘You have your cell phone?’ she asked. ‘And directions?’


I lifted my phone and a stack of Google Map printouts from the passenger seat. ‘I also have a full tank of gas, and your Visa, Mobil and Triple A cards. And the key to the house, and instructions for turning on the water and electricity.’


‘Please call when you get there,’ Mom said as I started the car. ‘And maybe along the way, when you get tired, or if there’s nothing on the radio, or –’


‘I’ll call before I get there, and when I get there.’


Mom opened her mouth to make more requests, but then closed it and covered it with one hand.


Her points about my not being anywhere by myself and never driving further than twenty miles from home made me nervous, too. I didn’t know how it’d feel to drive on Interstate 95 without Mom, Dad and Justine. Or to pass the sailboat-shaped WELCOME TO WINTER HARBOR sign at the entrance to town, or EDDIE’S ICE CREAM right after that – and not stop for rocky-road waffle cones. Or to drive up to the lake house, all locked and boarded up after our sudden departure only days before.


As I put the Volvo in drive and slowly pulled away from my parents, depriving them of the second of their two daughters in less than two weeks, there was only one thing I did know. And that was that if ever there was a time to grow a thick skin, this was it.




*





Six hours and four phone calls home later, I sat in the Volvo, staring at the lake house.


By this time each summer, the house was filled with life and noise. Now, it looked strangely abandoned. The front door was closed, as were the windows, their curtains pulled and shades drawn. The ceramic planters lining the front steps that should’ve held Mom’s geraniums were filled with weeds. Dad’s favourite flag, the one with the pair of ducks that marked the official arrival of summer, sat on a shelf somewhere in the garage.


Still, despite the sad exterior, I could see her. Throwing open the car door and running down the front path. Dashing from one end of the porch to the other, peeking in windows. And, this last time, pausing at one end of the porch and leaning over the railing toward the Carmichaels’ house. Her purple sundress had danced around her ankles in the breeze, and her long, dark hair had fallen over one shoulder and to the side of her face, blocking out the smile I knew was there.


I’d glanced next door then to see if Caleb was outside, waiting for her. I didn’t see him but knew he was. He’d probably crouched behind a bush – out of sight, per Justine’s wishes – for hours, just waiting for a glimpse of her. I’d thought that that must be a very nice feeling, to know so certainly that someone was waiting for you.


It was one I could’ve used right then.


I glanced in the rearview mirror when a burst of light flashed behind me. Seeing nothing but our duck-shaped mailbox and a bunch of trees, I turned in my seat to look through the back window.


Silly Nessa. Imagining things before the sun’s even set?


I turned back at the sound of Justine’s voice darting through my head.


‘Time to find Caleb,’ I said loudly, opening the door.


I had one sneaker in the dirt when my eyes fell on the folded newspaper lying in the driveway. It was the Winter Harbor Herald, a free weekly that mainly served as a guide to restaurants and shops for tourists. The Herald tended to break one major news story every summer, when the cover article wasn’t about the most romantic sunset spots or the best places to get a true Winter Harbor meal, but about underage drinkers or lobster-cage robbers. Those stories usually came toward the end of the summer, when everyone had already eaten and shopped and could apparently handle a taste of Winter Harbor’s underbelly.
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