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To all the reader kids





















I should hate you,


But I guess I love you,


You’ve got me in between the devil and the deep blue sea.








Cab Calloway
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‘You stop fearing the Devil when you’re holding his hand.’


Freddie said this to me, when I was little.


Everyone called my grandmother by her nickname, even my parents, because, as she put it, Freddie, short for Fredrikke was her name. Not Mother, or Grandmother. Just Freddie.


Then she asked me if I loved my brother.


‘Luke is a damn bully,’ I said.


I remember I was staring at the pink marble of the grand old staircase as we walked up together. There were black veins running through it, and they looked like the blue varicose veins on Freddie’s white legs. I remember thinking that the staircase must be getting old, like her.


‘Don’t say damn, Violet.’


‘You say damn.’ And she did, too. All the time. ‘Luke pushed me down this damn staircase once,’ I said, still looking at the marble steps. The fall didn’t kill me, if that’s what he’d wanted, but I knocked out two teeth and got a gash in my forehead that bled like hell. ‘I don’t love my brother,’ I said. ‘And I don’t care what the Devil thinks about it. It’s the truth.’


Freddie gave me a sharp look then, her Dutch eyes a bright, bright blue despite her age. She had given me those blue eyes, and her blonde hair as well.


Freddie put her wrinkled hands on mine. ‘There’s truths and then there’s truths, Violet. And some damn truths shouldn’t be spoken out loud, or the Devil will hear, and then he’ll come for you. Amen.’


When Freddie was young, she used to wear fur and attend parties and drink cocktails and sponsor artists. She’d told me wild stories, full of booze and broads and boys and trouble.


But something happened. Something Freddie never talked about. Something bad. Lots of people have bad stories, and if they wail and sob and tell their story to anyone who’ll listen, it’s crap. Or half crap, at least. The stuff that really hurts people, the stuff that almost breaks them . . . that they won’t talk about. Ever.


I caught Freddie writing sometimes, late at night, fast and hard – so hard, I heard the paper tearing underneath her pen . . . but whether it was a diary or letters to friends, I didn’t know.


Maybe it was her daughter drowning so young that made my grandmother turn righteous and religious. Maybe it was something else. Whatever had happened, Freddie went looking to fill the hole that was left. And what she found was God. God, and the Devil. Because one didn’t exist without the other.


Freddie talked about the Devil all the time, almost as if he was her best friend, or an old lover. But for all her Devil talk, I never saw Freddie pray.


I prayed, though.


To Freddie. After she died. I’d done it so often over the past five years that it had become unconscious, like blowing on soup when it’s too hot. I prayed to Freddie about my parents being gone. And about the money running out. And being so lonely sometimes that the damn sea wind howling through my window felt closer to me than the brother I had upstairs.


And I prayed to Freddie about the Devil. I asked her to keep my hand out of his. I asked her to keep me safe from evil.


But, for all my praying, the Devil still found me.
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I lived with my twin brother, Luke. And that’s it. We were only seventeen, and it was illegal to be living alone, but no one did anything about it.


Our parents were artists. John and Joelie Iris White. Painters. They loved us, but they loved art more. They’d gone to Europe last autumn, looking for muses in cafés and castles . . . and blowing through the last bit of the family wealth. I hoped they would come home soon, if for no other reason than I wanted there to be enough money left for me to go to a good university. Someplace pretty, with green lawns, and white columns, and cavernous libraries, and professors with elbow patches.


But I wasn’t counting on it.


My great-grandparents had been East Coast industrialists, and they made loads of cash when they were really damn young. They invested in railroads and manufacturing – things that everyone was excited about back then. And they handed down all the money to a grandpa I never got to meet.


Freddie and my grandfather had been about the richest people in Echo in their day, as much as being the ‘est’ of anything in Echo mattered. Freddie told me the Glenships had been wealthier, but rich was rich, in my mind. Grandpa built a big house right on the edge of a cliff above the crashing waves. He married my wild grandmother, and brought her to live with him and have his babies on the edge of the Atlantic.


Our home was dignified and elegant and great and beautiful.


And also wind-bitten and salt-stained and overgrown and neglected – like an ageing ballerina who looked young and supple from far away, but up close had grey at her temples and lines by her eyes and a scar on one cheek.


Freddie called our house Citizen Kane, after the old film with its perfectly framed shots and Orson Welles strutting around and talking in a deep voice. But I thought it was a depressing movie, mostly. Hopeless. Besides, the house was built in 1929, and Citizen Kane didn’t come out until 1941, which meant that Freddie took years to think of a name. Maybe she saw the movie and it meant something to her. I don’t know. No one really knew why Freddie did anything, most of the time. Not even me.


Freddie and my grandfather lived in the Citizen until they died. And after our parents went to Europe, I moved into Freddie’s old bedroom on the second floor. I left everything the way it was. I didn’t even take her dresses out of the walk-in closet.


I loved my bedroom . . . the dressing table with the warped mirror, the squat chairs without armrests, the elaborate, oriental dressing screen. I loved curving my body into the velvet sofa, books piled at my feet, the dusty, floor-length curtains pushed back from the windows so I could see the sky. At night the purple-fringed lampshades turned the light a hue somewhere between lilac and dusky plum.


Luke’s bedroom was on the third floor. And I think we both liked having the space between us.


That summer, Luke and I finally ran out of the money our parents had given us when they’d left for Europe all those months ago. Citizen Kane needed a new roof because the ocean wind beat the hell out it, and Luke and I needed food. So I had the brilliant idea to rent out the guesthouse. Yes, the Citizen had a guesthouse, left over from the days when Freddie sponsored starving artists. They would move in for a few months, paint her, and then move on to the next town, the next wealthy person, the next gin bottle.


I put up posters in Echo, advertising a guesthouse for rent, and thought nothing would come of it.


But something did.


It was an early June day with a balmy breeze that felt like summer slapping spring. The salt from the sea was thick in the air. I sat on the fat front steps, facing the road that ran along the great big blue. Two stone columns framed the large front door, and the steps spilled down between them. From where I sat, our tangled, forgotten lawn sprawled out to the unpaved road. Beyond it was a sheer drop, ending in pounding waves.


So I was sitting there, taking turns reading Nathaniel Hawthorne’s short stories and watching the sky blurring into the far-off waves, when a new-old car turned up my road, went past Sunshine’s house, and pulled into my circular driveway. I say old, because it was from the 1950s, all big and pretty and looking like really bad gas mileage, but it was fixed up as if it was fresh-off-the-block new, and shiny as a kid’s face at Christmas.


The car came to a stop. A boy got out. He was about the same age as me, but still, I couldn’t really call him a man. So yeah, a boy. A boy got out of the car, and looked straight at me as if I had called out his name.


But I hadn’t. He didn’t know me. And I didn’t know him. He was not tall – less than six feet, maybe – and he was strong, and lean. He had thick, dark brown hair, which was wavy and parted at the side . . . until the sea wind lifted it and blew it across his forehead and tangled it all up. I liked his face on sight. And his tanned, been-in-the-summer-sun-every-day skin. And his brown eyes.


He looked at me, and I looked back.


‘Are you Violet?’ he asked, and didn’t wait for my answer. ‘Yeah, I think you are. I’m River. River West.’ He swept his hand through the air in front of him. ‘And this must be Citizen Kane.’


He was looking at my house, so I tilted my head and looked at my house too. In my memory, it was gleaming white stone columns and robin’s egg blue trim around the big square windows, and manicured shrubbery and tastefully nude statues in the centre of the front fountain. But the fountain I saw now was mossy and dirty, with one nose, one breast, and three fingers broken and missing from its poor, undressed girls. The bright blue paint had turned grey and was chipping off the frames. The shrubbery was a feral, eight-foot-tall jungle.


I wasn’t embarrassed by the Citizen, because it was still a damn amazing house, but now I wondered if I should have trimmed the bushes down, maybe. Or scrubbed up the naked fountain girls. Or repainted the window frames.


‘It’s kind of a big place for one blonde-haired, book-reading girl,’ the boy in front of me said, after a long minute of house-looking from the both of us. ‘Are you alone? Or are your parents around here somewhere?’


I shut my book and got to my feet. ‘My parents are in Europe.’ I paused. ‘Where are your parents?’


He smiled. ‘Touché.’


Our town was small enough that I never developed a healthy fear of strangers. To me, they were exciting things, gift-wrapped and full of possibilities, the sweet smell of somewhere else wafting from them like perfume. And so River West, stranger, didn’t stir in me any sort of fear . . . only a rush of excitement, like how I felt right before a really big storm hit, when the air crackled with expectation.


I smiled back. ‘I live here with my twin brother, Luke. He keeps to the third floor, mostly. When I’m lucky.’ I glanced up, but the third-floor windows were blocked by the portico roof. I looked back at the boy. ‘So how did you know my name?’


‘I saw it on the posters in town, stupid,’ River said, and smiled. ‘Guesthouse for rent. See Violet at Citizen Kane. I asked around and some locals directed me here.’


He didn’t say ‘stupid’ like how Luke said it, blinking at me with narrow eyes and a condescending smile. River said it like it was an . . . endearment. Which threw me, sort of. I slipped the sandal off my right foot and tapped my toes on the stone step, making my yellow skirt swing against my knees. ‘So . . . you want to rent the guesthouse?’


‘Yep.’ River put an elbow out and leaned on to his shiny car. He wore black linen pants – the kind I thought only stubble-jawed Spanish men wore in European movies set by the sea – and a white button-down shirt. It might have looked strange on someone else. But it suited him all right.


‘Okay. I need the first month’s rent in cash.’


He nodded and reached into his back pocket. He pulled out a leather wallet and opened it. There was a thick stack of green inside it. So thick that, after he counted out the money he needed, he could barely close the wallet again. River West walked up to me, grabbed my hand, and pressed five hundred dollars into my palm.


‘Don’t you even want to see the place first?’ I asked, not taking my eyes off the green paper. I let my fingers close down on it, tight.


‘No.’


I grinned. River grinned back at me, and I noticed that his nose was straight and his mouth was crooked. I liked it. I watched him swagger, yes swagger, with panther hips, over to the boot of his car, where he pulled out a couple of old-fashioned suitcases, the kind with buckles and straps instead of zips. I slipped my sandal back on to my right foot and started down the narrow, overgrown path through the bushes, past all the ivy-covered windows, past the plain wooden garage, to the back of Citizen Kane.


I looked behind me, just once. He was following.


I led him beyond the crumbling tennis court and the old greenhouse. They looked worse every time I saw them. Things had gone to hell since Freddie died, and it wasn’t just about our lack of cash. Freddie had kept things up without money somehow. She’d been tireless, fixing things all on her own, teaching herself rudimentary plumbing and carpentry, dusting, sweeping, cleaning, day in day out. But not us. We did nothing. Nothing but paint. Canvases, that is, not walls or fences or window frames.


Dad said that kind of painting was for Tom Sawyer and other unwashed orphans. I hadn’t been sure if he was kidding. Probably not.


The tennis court had bright green grass breaking through the cement floor, and the nets were crumpled on the ground and covered with leaves. Who had last played tennis there? I couldn’t remember. The greenhouse’s glass roof had caved in too – broken shards were still on the ground, and exotic plants in shades of blue and green and white grew up the building’s beams and stretched out into the sky. I used to go there to read sometimes. I had many secret reading spots around the Citizen. They’d been painting spots, back before I’d quit painting.


We slowed as we neared the guesthouse. It was a two-bedroom, red brick building covered in ivy, like everything else. It had decent plumbing and twitchy electricity, and it stood at a right angle to the Citizen. If the ocean was a mouth, then the Citizen would be the wide white nose; the guesthouse, the right eye; the ratty old maze, the left eye; and the tennis courts and the greenhouse two moles high on the right cheekbone.


We both went inside and looked around. It was dusty, but it was also cozy and sort of sweet. It had a wide-open kitchen, and chipped teacups in yellow cupboards, and church bazaar patchwork blankets on art deco furniture, and no phone.


Luke and I had run out of money to pay the phone bill months ago, so we didn’t have a working phone at the Citizen, either. Which is why I hadn’t put a phone number on the poster.


I couldn’t remember the last person who had stayed in the guesthouse. Some bohemian friends of my parents, long ago. There were dried-out tubes of oil paint lying on windowsills and paintbrushes still in the sink, where they’d been rinsed and then forgotten about. My parents had a studio on the other side of the maze, called the shed, and had always done their art things in there. It was full of half-finished canvases, and it smelled of turpentine – a smell I found both comforting and irritating.


I grabbed the paintbrushes as I walked by, planning to throw them out, but the bristles that hit my palm were damp. So they didn’t belong to old friends of my parents. They’d been used recently.


I noticed River watching me. He didn’t say anything. I set the brushes back down where I’d found them and walked into the main bedroom, moving back so River could throw his suitcases on the bed. I had always liked this room, with the red walls faded almost to pink, and the yellow-and-white-striped curtains. River glanced around and took everything in with his fast brown eyes. He went to the dresser, opened the top drawer, looked in it, and closed it again. He moved to the other side of the room, pushed back the curtains, and opened the two windows to the sea.


A burst of bright, salty ocean air flooded in, and I breathed deep. So did River, his chest flaring out so I could see his ribs press against his shirt.


The guesthouse was further away from the ocean than the Citizen, but you could still see a thick line of blue-blue-blue through the window. I noticed some big ship, far off on the horizon, and wondered where it was going to, or coming from. Usually, I wanted to be on those ships, sailing away to some place cold and exotic. But that itchy, gypsy feeling wasn’t in me right then.


River went over to the bed, reached up, and took down the black wooden cross that hung above the pillows. He brought it to the dresser, opened the top drawer, set the cross inside, and bumped it closed with his hip.


‘My grandfather built Citizen Kane,’ I said, ‘but my grandma Freddie built this cottage. She got religious later on in life.’ My eyes were fixed on the dark red shape left on the wall, where the cross had shielded the paint from the fading effects of sunshine. ‘She probably hung that cross up there decades ago and it’s been there ever since. Are you an atheist? Is that why you took it down? I’m curious. Hence the question.’


I flinched. Hence? My habit of reading more than I socialised made me use odd, awkward words without thinking.


River didn’t seem to notice. And by that, I mean he seemed to be noticing everything about me, and everything about the room, so that I couldn’t tell if he noticed my use of hence more than anything else.


‘No, I’m not an atheist. I’m just somebody who doesn’t like to sleep with a cross over his head.’ He looked at me again. ‘So, what are you . . . seventeen?’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Good guess. Because my brother says I still look about twelve.’


‘We’re the same age, then.’ A pause. ‘My parents went down to South America a few weeks ago. They’re archaeologists. They sent me here in the meantime. I have an uncle who lives in Echo. But I didn’t want to stay with him. So I found your poster and here I am. Sort of strange that both our parents took off and left us, don’t you think?’


I nodded. I wanted to ask him who his uncle was. I wanted to ask him where he came from, and how long he was going to stay in my guesthouse. But he stood there and looked at me in such a way, and I just couldn’t bring myself to do it.


‘So where’s this brother of yours?’ River brought his fingers up to his hair and gave it a good shake. I stared at him, and his tousled hair, until he stared back at me. And then I stopped.


‘He’s in town. You’ll have to meet him later. And I wouldn’t get too excited. He’s not as nice as me.’


Luke had walked into Echo after breakfast, intending to track down this girl he knew, and try to grope her in broad daylight at the café where she worked.


I pointed out the window. ‘If you want to walk into town to get groceries, there’s a path that starts back by the apple trees, behind the maze. It hooks up with the old railroad trail and leads right on to the main street. I mean, you can drive if you want to, because you have a car, but the path is really nice if you like walking. It goes by this old train tunnel . . .’


I started to back out of the bedroom. I was beginning to feel stupid, talking on and on like some dumb girl who opens her mouth and lets all her thoughts fall out of it. And feeling stupid made my cheeks blush. And I had no doubt that this observant boy next to me would observe my cheeks turning red, and probably guess why.


‘Oh, and there’s no lock on the front door,’ I continued as I sunk into the welcoming semi-darkness of the hallway and put my hands to my face. ‘You can get one at the hardware store, if you want, but no one will steal anything from here.’ I paused. ‘At least, no one ever has.’


I turned and left without waiting for his reply. I walked out of the guesthouse, past the collapsed greenhouse, past the tennis courts, around the Citizen, down the driveway, down the narrow gravel road to the only other house on my street: Sunshine’s.


I had to tell someone that a panther-hipped boy had come to live in my backyard.
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Sunshine Black had soft brown hair to her waist, and dimples in her elbows and knees.


She was sitting outside, on her cabin’s porch swing, one leg bent and dangling over the edge, drinking a glass of iced tea and staring off into space. We were the same age, and while we weren’t really friends, we were each other’s only neighbours. And I guess that amounted to the same thing.


She looked at me as I walked up the wooden, uneven steps (Sunshine’s dad had built the cabin himself), and then moved her legs so I could sit down beside her.


‘Hey, Violet. What’s up?’


‘Lots, actually.’


A crow cawed in the trees above us, and I breathed in the sharp smell of the pine trees, which you could smell better at Sunshine’s. Her little house was further back from the ocean, set right into the forest. Tomato vines grew up the side of the porch and gave off their own faint earthy scent too. I took another deep breath.


‘Oh yeah? Where’s Luke? What’s he doing today?’


‘Luke is pestering Maddy. He knows how much I hate that he’s kissing her. She’s too stupid to say no to him. It’s manipulative. He’s being manipulative. I once said that she seemed sweet and innocent, like a girl in a fairy tale, and so he had to go corrupt her. But enough about Luke. I’ve got news.’


Sunshine raised one eyebrow, half-interested.


‘I had a taker on the guesthouse,’ I said. ‘He’s already moved in.’


Sunshine’s eyes widened a little. She had sleepy brown eyes, which made her look seductive, and very Marilyn Monroe, and probably made boys imagine what she would look like after being kissed. My eyes were big, and, according to Luke, staring and know-it-all. Which I think means I have a penetrating gaze. Which might be the same thing, but sounds a hell of a lot better.


‘Is he old? Is he a pervert? Is he a serial killer? Is he going to rape you in the middle of night? I told you not to get a renter, you know. I can’t see why you don’t just get a job if you need money.’


I weaselled the glass of iced tea from her hand and took a drink. ‘I can’t get a job. If you come from old money, you have to run through it all and then drink yourself to death in the gutter. Getting a job isn’t allowed. Anyway, the guy isn’t old. Or a serial killer. He’s young. Our age. His parents left him, like mine. And he’s come to live in Echo. He was supposed to stay with his uncle, but he didn’t want to. So now he’s in my backyard.’


Sunshine wrapped her arm around one creamy knee. ‘Well, our summer just got more interesting. What’s he look like?’


‘He’s . . . he’s all right. He looks expensive. In a vintage way. He has a good smile. It’s kind of crooked.’


Sunshine grinned. ‘What’s his name?’


‘River West.’


‘Really? That sounds made up.’


‘You should talk, Sunshine Black.’ I tilted the glass to drink the last of her tea. ‘Maybe he did make it up. I never asked to see any identification.’


Sunshine shook her head. ‘That was dumb. Violet, you’re so naive. Look, we’ll need to get a hold of his driver’s licence then and check. Leave that to me. Does Luke still have any of that chokecherry wine he made last fall?’


I shrugged. ‘Yeah, I guess. I think there’s two bottles somewhere in the cellar.’


‘Good. Then we’ll all get drunk, and I will let the stranger in your backyard kiss me, anywhere he likes. Meanwhile, I’ll steal his wallet.’


‘Or I could just ask him if I can see his ID.’ I didn’t like the thought of Sunshine kissing River. Or doing anything else with him. At all. An entire summer of the two of them sweating and moaning in my guesthouse filled me with a cold kind of horror. Besides, River was mine. And by mine, I mean I saw him first. And by saw him first, I mean he didn’t seem like the kind of boy who would get drunk on homemade wine and try to kiss Sunshine.


Sunshine laughed. ‘Where’s the fun in that? Violet, you’re scowling.’


‘No, I’m not,’ I said, though I knew for certain I was.


I heard feet on gravel and looked up.


Luke. He was walking up Sunshine’s dark, tree-lined driveway, jeans hanging low on his narrow hips and a too-tight T-shirt hugging the stupid muscles in his stupid chest in a way that, I’m sure, poor Maddy loved. And Sunshine too.


Luke had our mother’s hazel eyes. But he mainly looked like our dad, with his auburn hair, and his wide forehead, and his square face.


The crow cawed again overhead, and a strong sea wind came in and burst through the trees, making the green pine needles shake themselves all over the place. That sound always gave me goose bumps, the good kind. It was the sound an orphan governess hears in a book, before a madwoman sets the bed curtains on fire.


‘Hey, Sunshine. Hey, sister.’


Luke smirked at Sunshine, tossed his hair back, and tried to look cocky and reckless. I thought it came off stupid, but Sunshine didn’t. She lowered her eyelids, then reached back and pulled her long hair over one shoulder so it would swing across her ribs in the way she thought was sexy.


‘Hey yourself, Luke. How’s Maddy?’ Sunshine squeezed closer to me so that Luke could sit down on the other side of her.


‘Maddy smells like coffee. But that’s good, because I like coffee. Violet, why don’t you go on home and make me some.’


‘Shut up, Luke. You should be the one making me coffee. I just got us enough money to buy some food. And get the phone back.’ I paused, for effect. ‘Someone answered my poster, and we’ve got a renter for the guesthouse.’


‘You’re kidding. That dumb idea actually worked?’ Luke raised a hand and then let it fall back down to settle on Sunshine’s thigh.


Sunshine smiled.


I reached over and knocked it off.


If Sunshine had been a boy, she and my brother would have been best friends. But Luke would never be friends with a girl, even if they were into the same things – like locking me in closets with brutish boys from school, or setting the books I was reading on fire.


Sunshine and Luke had been teaming up since she moved here. Before that, she’d lived in Texas, Oregon, Montana . . . wherever her librarian parents were needed, apparently. Five years ago, right after Freddie died, my parents got so broke, they had to sell off six wooded acres of our estate. Sunshine’s dad had grown up here, and so he bought the land, built a little cabin on it, moved back to Echo with his family, and started running the little library in town with his wife.


Sunshine squished closer to Luke and he put his hand back on her thigh, higher up than it was before.


‘Stop it. Both of you. I’m sitting right here.’


Luke laughed. ‘Who cares? I want to hear about this stranger in our cottage. Girl? Guy? Did you get paid already? Where’s the money?’


‘Yes, he paid. And no, you’re not going anywhere near it. I’m getting groceries this afternoon.’


‘His name is River West,’ Sunshine slipped in. ‘And Violet’s decided she’s going to be mad as a hatter in love with him.’


‘That’s not remotely true,’ I said, looking at her with my penetrating, know-it-all gaze. ‘That couldn’t be less true.’


But Sunshine was dead right, and we both knew it.
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The three of us walked back to Citizen Kane, squeezing through the jungle path that led around the house, trying not to let the branches scrape up our arms and legs.


Sunshine had decided that we should all go grocery shopping together, and we should invite River to come with us. So I went up to the door of the guesthouse and knocked. I heard River call, ‘Come in,’ and so I did. I found him in the kitchen with his hands deep in soapy water.


‘Thought I would clean up a bit. The dishes were dusty.’ He looked at my brother. ‘Are you Luke?’ River pulled his hands out of the water, reached into a drawer, and grabbed a white towel embroidered with a smiling lamb.


I watched him dry his hands and it occurred to me that the towel he was using was probably a thousand years old like the rest of the guesthouse, and the fingers that stitched the red grin on that sheep were nothing but bones in the ground.


The dead are all around us, Freddie used to say. So don’t you go being afraid of the dead, Violet. And if you aren’t afraid of the dead, then you aren’t afraid of dying. And if you aren’t afraid of dying, then the only damn thing you have to be afraid of is the Devil. And that’s the way it should be.


I missed my parents. I missed the sight of my mum’s fingers, covered with splotches of paint, and her dreamy green-brown eyes that weren’t like my eyes at all, because mine were, as I said, blue and staring. I missed the way her teeth showed too much when she laughed, and how her nose seemed just a bit too big if you looked at her from the side.


And I missed my dad. I missed standing in the dark doorway of the servants’ entrance and watching him carrying a canvas around the backyard as he tried to find the best light. I missed the way he sighed whenever he looked at the crumbling greenhouse, then shook his head and went back to his painting. He was a lot older than my mother, and his brown-red hair was thinning. I missed the way it looked copper in the direct sun. I missed the way he would drink sherry after supper in the library, and then snore so hard I could hear him all the way upstairs. I missed the wrinkles by his eyes, and his wide forehead.


But it was nothing to the ache I felt inside my insides for my gosh-darn always-around-because-my-parents-weren’t Freddie. Always around until she died, that is. I missed her white-blonde hair, bobbed and wavy and unchanged since the ’30s. I missed the woolly berets she wore even when it was warm out, and the way her clothes sometimes smelled like lemons and sometimes like expensive French perfume. I missed the soft skin of her face, peachy-white and clear, with no wrinkles. Some women were like that – their faces stayed young, and their eyes bright, no matter how old they got. I wanted to look like Freddie when I hit the upper decades.


Luke fidgeted. I pushed the sad, missing-Freddie thoughts out of my head and caught River’s eye. ‘Yeah, this is my brother, and our neighbour Sunshine. She lives in that cabin down the road.’


River shook Luke’s hand. I noticed that Luke was several inches taller than River, which surprised me, since I remembered River being really tall.


Or did I? No, when I first saw him, I thought he was very not-tall. Average. River had grown a foot in my mind, just in the last hour.


Sunshine eyed River, and then looked over her shoulder at me and ran her tongue over her lips. I ignored her and watched Luke. My brother treated all girls pretty much the same, but he did one of two things when he met a guy. He either talked down to him, using a special, condescendingly hateful Luke tone. Or he worshipped him, with all the pent-up fervour a fatherless boy could muster.


‘River. Glad you found Violet’s poster.’ Luke paused and scratched his elbow, all forced nonchalance and faux easygoing. ‘It’ll be pretty cool having you around. Nice to have another guy. I usually have to spend my summers with these two.’ He thrust his chin at Sunshine and me. ‘I need someone who can drink whisky without whining. And I could use a spotter when I lift weights. I got a set in one of the rooms on the second floor of the Citizen. You lift?’


Worship it was, then.


River smiled at Luke but didn’t answer.


‘We’re going to the grocery store. Want to come?’ Sunshine sidled her way in front of Luke, and flipped her hair, and seemed to take up the whole kitchen all of a sudden.


‘Yeah,’ River said. ‘I just plugged in the fridge. I need some food. Hence, I’ll come with you to the grocery store.’ River looked at me and winked.


I stared at him, and then kind of laughed, and he flashed his crooked smiled at me. My cheeks started going red again, so I ducked out and went back to the Citizen to grab a few canvas bags. Then the four of us walked down to the apple trees. White apple blossoms were blowing around in the sea breeze, and a few fell on River’s shoulders as we passed under the trees. He left them on, didn’t brush them off, and I liked that. Our feet hit the dirt path, and we started towards Echo.


Luke kept asking River questions about where he came from and what he liked to do, but River somehow managed to avoid giving my brother any direct answers in a way that seemed casual but was actually pretty brilliant, if you were really paying attention. Which I was.


Sunshine walked along beside me, all long hair and round butt and round thighs, curving and sliding against each other, happy as a clam that she had two pretty boys to flirt with. I smelled dirt, and leaves, and forest things, and felt in a pretty good mood too.


When we’d gone about a half mile, we came across the old railroad tunnel, lurking back in the green trees. No trains ran through there, and hadn’t for years. The tracks were all gone, but the tunnel still stood, pitch-black and winding for a mile or so into the hill. Where, I guessed, it ended in a cave-in. I’d gone maybe twenty or thirty steps inside, but never coughed up enough courage to go in all the way and find out what was in there, in the dark, at the very end.


It had always surprised me that no joy-killing adults had ever tried to board up the entrance. Maybe the tunnel was too far from town for any group of stupid teens to have gotten lost in it and died. Or broken a leg. Or smoked pot. Or knocked up some poor straight-A student and set the town afire with moral certainty and anti-tunnel evangelising.


Or maybe the lack of tunnel interest was because of Blue Hoffman. And the rumours. We all came to a stop in front of the tunnel and stood there, staring, like four people facing down an old foe.


‘You know,’ Luke said, ‘no one even knows how far back that thing goes. I say we men skip the grocery store and go check it out. What do you think, River? Should we send the girls to get us food while we go exploring?’


Sunshine groaned. ‘Right. I’m a girl, so I’m too scared to go in the tunnel. Screw you, Luke.’


‘They say a lunatic lives in there,’ I said, turning to River. I put my hands on my hips and swayed them a little so Freddie’s yellow skirt would move against my legs in an engaging sort of way. Then I realised it was something Sunshine would do, and stopped.


‘Go on,’ River said, and he was smiling and his brown eyes were amused and cool, but also kind of dancing and eager.


‘The story’s been going around since we were kids, maybe longer,’ I said. ‘There was a man named Blue Hoffman, who went to war and killed people. It made him crazy. He came home, and then kids starting disappearing. The cops finally went looking for Blue, but by that time he’d disappeared too. They never found the missing kids. They say Blue lives deep in the tunnel and keeps the missing kids as slaves, and they never see the sun, and they run around like bats in the dark, and they’ve gone practically blind, and they live on raw rat meat, and they’re all mad as the Devil.’


Luke shook his head. ‘I can’t believe you remember all that, Violet. I stopped believing that story in kindergarten.’


I shrugged, and refused to feel stupid. ‘It’s Echo’s own personal urban legend. It’s not about whether or not you believe it. You just have to keep the story going.’


Despite what Luke said about not believing, I knew the tunnel scared him. It was so dark inside that a flashlight barely dented the blackness. And the thought of some poor missing kid with clammy white skin and half-blind milky eyes following you as you stumbled around, waiting for the right moment to drag a moist finger down your face before sinking two sharp, bat-like teeth into your neck . . . well, it was enough to keep everyone, even my brother, out.


Sunshine, Luke and I had spent five summers together, counting this one, and we’d walked past the tunnel hundreds of times on our way into town, but not once had any of us gone in more than a few dozen feet. Not even that time last year when Sunshine dared me to go to the end, and then threatened to make out with Luke in front of me if I didn’t. They had kissed, a long, loud kiss, and still I didn’t go in, though I was squirming.


The thing is, they both knew I was as un-touched and un-kissed as a nun, and they both figured that I probably preferred not to be. Besides, their kissing made things two against one all of a sudden, instead of all for one and one for all.


But anyway, now River was watching and Luke was looking to impress and the tunnel was sitting right there.


River shot an arm out and wrapped it around Sunshine. ‘How about me and Sunshine go check it out, while you two twins stay here and hold down the fort. What do you say, Sunshine? Should we try to find this rat-eating lunatic?’


Sunshine grinned, and Luke looked pissed. I wasn’t happy, either. River led Sunshine to the mouth of the tunnel. They took one step in, and another, and then disappeared into the damn murk.


Luke stomped around, his light skin turning pink in the heat, and his red-brown hair looking redder in the sun, like our dad’s. Finally he just lay down on the ground and looked up at the sky.


I plopped down on the ground too, on a little bit of grass off the path, near the tunnel. I slipped off my flip-flops and wondered what the hell River meant by taking Sunshine into the tunnel. Alone.


Luke turned and blinked pissed-off hazel eyes at me. At my clothes. ‘I see you’re wearing Freddie’s skirt. Why do you do that? It’s weird, sister. It’s so damn weird. That thing looks a hundred years old. It makes you look crazy.’


I smoothed out the yellow skirt, my thumbs running over the soft pleats, and didn’t answer him. I had started wearing Freddie’s clothes earlier that year, just some of her old skirts and dresses from when she was young. I’d finally grown up enough to fit into them properly. It wasn’t that odd.


Besides, it was summer again, and summer was the season when the missing-Freddie feeling was the sharpest, and the deepest. And if I wanted to wear her old dresses, then I would.


Why is my brother like this, Freddie? Why can’t he just be nice to me once in a while?


Maybe he is. Freddie’s husky voice flooded my brain. Maybe you’re just too damn busy disliking him to see it.


I looked at Luke. ‘You know, there are some of Grandpa’s suits hanging in one of the closets on the second floor. You could try on his vests, or maybe wear one of his ties, or his hats. It’s kind of . . . nice, wearing old, lived-in clothes. Who cares if it makes you look crazy? Everyone already thinks we’re crazy because Mum and Dad are missing and our house is so big and we have wealthy, illustrious ancestors.’


Luke looked at me for a second. Then he shook his head. ‘No wonder you don’t have any friends, Vi. Do you really think for one second I’m going to walk around town with you, wearing the clothes of our dead “illustrious ancestors”?’


I sighed.


A few more minutes passed. I began to wonder if River was kissing Sunshine in the sunless tunnel, and if she was trying to steal his wallet.


I felt kind of sad.


Then I heard the scream.


I snapped my head towards the tunnel entrance. Sunshine stood there, at the edge of the sunlight’s reach, face tilted back. She was screaming. She screamed and screamed while I jumped to my feet and ran. I reached her as she hit the ground, skirt up to her waist and sheer black underwear shining against her white thighs. I was right there next to her. I should have knelt beside her, moved her skirt back down, and tried to wake her up. But I didn’t. I was afraid that if I touched her, I would faint too, and my own skirt would fly up as I slid to the ground.


River came out into the light. He and Luke dropped to their knees beside Sunshine, and whispered things to her, and tried to wake her up. But I did nothing, absolutely nothing. Finally, River slipped his hands underneath her and lifted her to his chest. He carried Sunshine away from the tunnel, back to the patch of grass. I followed, my arms hanging at my sides. River set Sunshine down and she opened her eyes.


‘I saw him, Violet,’ she said, looking straight at me, brown sleepy eyes haunted and scared as hell. ‘I saw Blue.’
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We didn’t go to the grocery store.


Sunshine said she wanted to go home, so I took her. The boys went back to the guesthouse. Luke thought we should call the cops, but I told him to leave things be until I could talk to Sunshine. Luke never took orders from me. But he shut his mouth this time and did as I said.


Sunshine lay down on the couch, drank some iced tea, and wouldn’t talk to me, not for a long time. I watched a streak of sunlight move across the floor, and waited.


Sunshine’s house was small, especially compared to mine. The Citizen was a rambling labyrinth of turns and twists and stairways and spare bedrooms and floor-length windows and rotted-out balconies and forgotten closets and cellars inside cellars. But Sunshine’s cabin was cozy and comprehensible and cluttered, with every corner lived in and covered with books. I loved it.


Two glasses of tea later, and Sunshine finally looked at me. ‘He’s in there, Violet.’


‘Blue?’


‘Yeah.’ She paused. ‘It’s funny, River and I didn’t even walk that far into the tunnel before we saw him. River had a lighter, one of those old refillable gold ones – do you know what I’m talking about?’


I nodded. The ones that look like they fell out of Jack Kerouac’s pocket. We had a few of them lying around the Citizen.


Sunshine swiped the condensation off her glass with one hand and then held it to her forehead. She was pale. ‘River held up the old lighter, so we could see, but it was still dark. Really, really dark. All I could hear was our feet echoing on the stone. The air kept getting colder and danker, and I thought River was going to stop and kiss me. I was giggling and swinging my hair, and he had his hand on my arm. Finally, he stopped walking, and tugged on my elbow to turn me around. I licked my lips, because I thought I knew what was coming.’


Sunshine shivered. She was sitting in the direct sunlight, and it was warm, almost hot, but she shivered.


‘I think I’m going to be sick,’ she said.


I slipped my hand into my tea and grabbed an ice cube. I knelt beside her and put it to her forehead. ‘Here, Sunshine. You’re all right. Tell me what you saw, when River turned you around.’


Sunshine blinked. The melted ice ran down her temples and made a wet stain on the couch. ‘I turned, and I saw a man, crouched near to the ground. I saw him, clear as day. His eyes were huge and milky blue. He smiled at me with these little sharp teeth, and they looked fuzzy, somehow, as if he had been eating fur.’ Sunshine’s voice came faster and faster. She sat up, and gripped her knees under her chin. ‘I was screaming by this time. I was already screaming, when I saw it. Violet, there was a small boy, or maybe a girl, lying by Blue’s feet. It had horrid white skin. And long, pointed ears. And the same fuzzy teeth. And every time I think of that thing, that white, furry-teethed kid-thing, I—’


Sunshine put a hand to her mouth. She jumped to her feet and ran to the bathroom.


I called the library and told her parents to come home.




*





Cassandra and Sam were nothing like their daughter. They were skinny. Skinny like gangly teenage boys, not skinny like older people who exercised a lot or starved themselves. Cassie put her hair back in a bun, like a ballet teacher. She wore thick round glasses like Aldous Huxley, and liked wearing grey things with white scarves. She had faint lines around her mouth, and raised blue veins crisscrossing her hands. Sunshine’s father, Sam, had a scruffy beard and mostly wore corduroy. His eyes were sleepy like Sunshine’s.
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