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Chapter  1





It was September first. The day my older sister Justine should have been starting classes. Buying textbooks. Thinking about her future. The day she should have been doing all the things freshmen do but wasn’t, because her future had been decided the second she jumped off a cliff in the middle of the night three months earlier.


On this day, I walked a college campus instead.


‘That’s Parker Hall,’ my tour guide said. ‘And there’s Hathorn Hall and the chapel.’


I smiled politely and followed him through the main quad. The pretty, park-like square was surrounded by redbrick buildings and filled with kids talking, laughing, and comparing schedules.


‘That’s Coram Library,’ he continued, pointing. ‘And right behind it is Ladd Library, the one-hundred-twelve-thousand-square-foot Mecca of learning.’


‘Impressive,’ I said, thinking the same thing about him. His brown eyes were warm, his dark hair slightly messy, like he’d fallen asleep on an open textbook before meeting me. His toned arms shone bronze against the sharp white of his crew team T-shirt. If Bates strived to appeal to teenage girls’ romantic aspirations in addition to their academic ones, they’d picked a good representative.


‘And comfortable. Trust me, I should know.’ He stopped, took my sweatshirt sleeve in one hand, and tugged. As I stepped towards him, a Frisbee sliced through the empty air space my head had just occupied.


‘I do,’ I said.


We stood so close I could hear his quick intake of breath. His fingers tightened on my sweatshirt, and his arm tensed. After a few seconds, he released me and grabbed the backpack straps near his shoulders.


‘What’s that?’ I asked.


He followed my nod to a tall building next to the libraries. ‘That is the deciding factor,’ he said, starting down the pavement. When he reached the building’s front steps, he turned towards me and grinned. ‘Behold Carnegie Science Hall.’


I covered my chest with one hand. ‘The Carnegie Science Hall? Where some of the world’s most brilliant, forward-thinking scientists conduct groundbreaking research that continues to shape the landscape of modern science as we know it today?’


He paused. ‘Yes?’


‘Hang on. I have to get a picture.’


‘If you’re familiar with the building,’ he said as I rummaged through my purse for my digital camera, ‘then you know the work it houses sets this college apart from the rest. Even if you’re not a science major, I think that alone warrants the hefty two-hundred-thousand-dollar price tag.’


Vox clamantis in deserto.


I stared at the digital camera screen and my mind filled with images of green keyrings. Coffee mugs. A sweatshirt and an umbrella. All bearing the familiar Dartmouth shield.


‘Vanessa?’


‘Sorry.’ I shook my head once and held up the camera. ‘Say lobster.’


He started to speak but then stopped. His eyes lifted and landed somewhere behind me. Before I could look to see what had caught his attention, there was a tap on my shoulder.


‘That’s all wrong,’ a guy said when I turned around. He looked about my age, maybe a year or two older, and was flanked by two other guys who smiled when I glanced at them. He wore cargo pants, a fleece, and hiking boots, like he planned to hit the trails as soon as he was done with classes.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean, it’s a fine shot . . . but it’d be better if you were in it.’ He held out one hand, palm up. ‘May I?’


‘Oh.’ My eyes fell to the camera. ‘Thanks, but –’


‘Mitosis,’ my tour guide said.


The hiker looked up, towards the steps behind me.


‘I just remembered that there’s an excellent photography exhibit of cellular mitosis inside. It’s best seen right about now, in the late morning. We should get going before the light changes.’


‘Right.’ The hiker nodded. ‘You know, you’d probably recruit thousands more students each year if you included her in the school’s promotional materials.’


‘I’ll be sure to pass that along to Admissions.’


The hiker gave me one more appreciative look before leaving. I waited for him and his friends to walk away and round the corner, out of sight, before turning back. My tour guide stood on the same step, hands in his pockets, his face tight with . . . what? Nervousness? Jealousy?


‘Is there really an excellent photography exhibit of cellular mitosis inside?’ I asked.


‘If there is, it wouldn’t be on the tour. We don’t want to bore kids into not applying.’


I held up the camera.


‘Lobster,’ he said.


I took his picture and put the camera back in my purse. ‘So, I realise the Carnegie Science Building sets your college worlds apart from others, but there’s still one other thing I’d like to see before making any decisions.’


‘The gym? Theatre? Art museum?’


‘The dorms.’


My pulse quickened as he looked down. Thinking I’d made him uncomfortable, I prepared to offer an alternative – like someplace off campus, where there were fewer people, fewer distractions. But then he started down the steps and turned right, back the way we came.


‘Just wait till you see the concrete walls and linoleum floors,’ he said. ‘You might never go home again.’


We didn’t talk as we walked through the quad. Every now and then he greeted friends or classmates, but I stayed quiet. My head spun with thoughts of Justine, last summer, this fall, and I didn’t know which thought would come out if I tried to speak. The spinning continued all the way across campus, into a tall brick building, and up four flights of stairs.


Fortunately, the silence wasn’t awkward. It never was.


‘I should warn you,’ he said when we stopped in front of a closed door. ‘The decor leaves something to be desired. That’s what happens when you throw two bio majors together in one small space. Or any space, for that matter.’


‘Is your roommate . . . ?’


‘Out. At a four-hour seminar that won’t end for another three and a half hours.’


My heart lifted, and my stomach turned. The mixed feelings must’ve been clear on my face because he stepped towards me, instantly concerned.


‘Well,’ I said, relieved when my voice was calm, even, ‘if that’s the case, we should probably get on with the tour.’


This seemed to reassure him. He smiled as he took his keys from the pocket of the jeans and unlocked the door. Once inside, he leaned against the closed door with his arms folded behind his back and surveyed the room. ‘Interesting,’ he said.


‘What is?’ I asked.


‘The decor.’


I looked around. It was a typical dorm room with two beds, desks, dressers, and bookshelves. One side was messier than the other, and I assumed that side belonged to his roommate, who probably wasn’t expecting company. The only accessories were a blue area rug, the college banner . . . and a framed photo of a girl in a red rowing boat.


‘I knew something was missing,’ he continued gently, ‘and I’d had a pretty good idea of what that something was. But now I know for sure.’


My eyes found his and stayed there. He didn’t move as I came closer. He was waiting to make sure that whatever happened next happened because I wanted it to. It had been two months and that hadn’t changed. In two years – in two decades – it still wouldn’t.


I stood as close as I could without our bodies touching. I smelled the soap on his skin and saw his chest rise and immediately fall. His jaw clenched, and his broad shoulders squared as he leaned harder against the door, locking his arms in place.


‘Vanessa . . .’


‘It’s okay,’ I whispered, tilting forward. ‘I’m okay.’


My lips had barely grazed his cheek when his hands were on my hips. He pulled me to him, closing the remaining distance between us. His hands moved from my waist to my neck and then lingered there, cradling my face like it was made of glass. His eyes held mine once more, just long enough for me to feel their warmth, before lowering his mouth to mine.


The spinning stopped. My head cleared. There was just this, us, him.


Simon. My Simon.


The kiss started slowly, sweetly, as if our lips were getting to know each other again after a long separation. But soon they pressed harder, moved faster. I grabbed the front of his sweatshirt with both hands and held on as his mouth moved across my cheek, over my ear, down my neck. He paused only once, when he ran out of bare skin. Not wanting him to stop, I released his sweatshirt and pulled mine up and over my head. By the time I dropped it to the floor, his was already there.


He rested his forehead on my shoulder and his palms moved slowly down my back and over my jeans. We kissed all the way to the bed, until he was lying down with me on top of him, my legs hugging the sides of his waist.


‘We can stop,’ Simon said softly when I pulled back. ‘If you’re at all nervous or unsure . . .’


I smiled. If I was ever nervous or unsure around Simon, it wasn’t because I was afraid of being too close to him.


It was because I was afraid of not being close enough.


‘I missed you,’ I said.


‘Vanessa . . . you have no idea.’


Except that I did. I knew it every time he looked at me, every time he said my name, every time he held my hand or kissed me. He’d said it only once, but reminders weren’t necessary.


I knew Simon loved me.


Unfortunately, I also knew why.


He opened his mouth to say something else, but I kissed him first. I kissed him until he seemed to forget whatever he was going to say, and until I pushed the familiar nagging thought far enough aside that I could focus on him, on us, together in this moment.


Because this moment would end. It would have to. Sometimes I was so caught up, so happy, I let myself pretend it didn’t . . . but reminders were never far off.


Like when we lay together later, our legs entwined, my head on his chest. While Simon’s fingers twirled absently through my hair, I stared at the picture of the girl in the rowing boat on the dresser next to the bed and counted the steady, relaxed beats of his heart.


‘Be right back,’ I whispered.


I gathered the sheet around me, stood, and forced my feet to walk to the closet. After switching the sheet for Simon’s robe and taking a towel from the shelf, I retrieved my purse from the floor and left the room.


In the hallway, I ran. I’d noted the bathroom on our way up and found it easily. Ignoring the curious looks of kids passing by, I flung open the door and flew inside.


Each shower had two parts: the actual stall and a small area to change and dry off. I dashed into the last shower and yanked the vinyl curtain closed. I dropped my purse three times before my shaking hands got a good enough grip to hold it open and grab the container inside. Once they did, I dropped the purse and Simon’s robe to the tile floor and stepped into the stall.


My chest and skin were on fire. I couldn’t feel my legs. It took every bit of strength I had left to turn on the water and prise the lid off the plastic container.


I tilted my head towards the shower nozzle so water streamed down my face. I opened my mouth and brought the container to my lips, coughing as the water and powder shot down my throat.


But then, finally, relief. It came little by little, with every swallow. Slowly, the invisible flames on my skin extinguished and the burning in my chest subsided. Feeling stronger, I took handfuls of salt and spread them across my body. The tiny granules scratched then soothed as they mixed with the water.


It’s just body wash, I told myself, that exfoliates, like at a spa.


As soon as I could feel my legs again, they folded beneath me. I sank to the floor and brought my knees to my chest. Cold water flowed from my head to my toes, washing away the warmer liquid that seeped from my closed eyes.


Justine had always said the best way to deal with your fear of the dark was to pretend it was really light. It was a theory she’d applied to countless situations when we were growing up – and for better or worse, it was one I still relied on whenever I found myself too scared to think straight.


Which was why in a few minutes, I’d stand up, dry off, and walk down the hall. I’d climb back into bed and curl up next to Simon. And when he kissed me and asked if I was okay, I’d assure him I’d never been better.


Because when it came to telling Simon the truth, I’d never been more scared in my life.
















Chapter  2





Since our return to Boston from Maine two weeks ago, my parents had been surprisingly good about not hovering. As a literature professor, Dad had always respected the importance of alone time, but he’d been even more respectful. (Though whether that was for his sake or mine, I wasn’t sure.) And Mom, who’d once monitored my comings and goings like they were her clients’ Wall Street stocks, now settled for once-a-day, dinnertime updates. I thought this was their way of making the transition back home, without Justine, as easy as possible, and assumed they’d keep it up until I made it clear they didn’t have to.


I was wrong.


‘Six forty-five!’ Mom sang on the first day of school.


Underwater, I didn’t move.


‘Six-fifty!’


I inhaled deeply, the lukewarm liquid sliding down my throat to my chest.


‘Um, Vanessa?’ This voice was lower, softer. It seemed to come after a longer stretch of time. ‘I made breakfast . . . and I thought if you had a few minutes . . . that maybe we could all sit down and –’


I sat up. ‘Be right there.’


There was a pause and then the slow, heavy footsteps moved down the hallway. I stood, lifted the tub’s stopper, and turned on the shower. I washed with extra soap to make sure I didn’t smell like I’d spent the morning at the beach, then sprayed the tub’s sides with the handheld nozzle. When the lingering white film was gone, I turned off the water, dried quickly, and replaced the blue salt container behind stacks of toilet paper rolls in the linen closet.


New bathing routine aside, if last summer had never happened, this was exactly how the morning would’ve gone. I still would’ve gotten up extra early. Mom still would’ve knocked on the bathroom door to hurry me along. Dad still would’ve made breakfast. Justine still would be gone.


That’s what I told myself as I headed down the hall towards my room – or, more accurately, to Paige’s room.


She stood in front of the full-length mirror with her back to me, wearing the Hawthorne Prep uniform: a short, navy-blue skirt; fitted white shirt; and crimson sweater vest. On the floor next to her feet was a leather messenger bag, its flap opened to reveal new notebooks and pens.


‘Vanessa,’ she said, turning around. ‘Thank goodness! I was two seconds away from wearing this tie as a belt.’


As I walked towards her to help, I saw that she held her cell phone to her ear.


‘Here. Grandma B wants to say hi.’


Holding the phone between my ear and shoulder, I looped and knotted Paige’s blue silk tie. ‘Morning, Betty.’


‘Vanessa, my dear, all set for the big day?’


I smiled at the familiar warmth in her voice. ‘As ready as I’ll ever be. And thanks to your lovely, studious granddaughter, I have more new pens and Post-its than the biggest office supply store in Boston.’


‘Always better to be overprepared than the alternative,’ Betty and Paige said at the same time.


‘Guess that means I should probably get dressed,’ I said.


‘I won’t keep you,’ Betty said. ‘Have a wonderful day. And thank you again for taking such good care of my girl.’


We said goodbye and I gave the phone back to Paige, who said her own goodbye and hung up.


‘You’ll get an official lesson later.’ I tightened Paige’s tie and straightened it. ‘Learn once and you’ll never forget.’


‘I hope that’s true about the rest of today.’ She turned to the mirror. ‘Hawthorne’s, what? Your third school?’


‘Fourth. Before that there was John Adams Pre-School, Ralph Waldo Emerson Elementary, and John F. Kennedy Junior High.’


‘My last schools were named after towns, not past presidents and famous intellectuals. Impressive, right?’


‘It is impressive.’ I headed for the middle of the room. ‘You live where rich Bostonians drop tons of money to vacation. If they were as smart as you, they’d sell their fancy Newbury Street brownstones and move to Maine for good.’


‘Lived.’


I stopped and turned around.


‘I lived where rich Bostonians drop tons of money to vacation.’


My chest tightened. I wasn’t the only one who’d suffered a loss last summer. In fact, if it was possible to put a number on such a thing, Paige had lost four times as much. That was why she was here instead of home in Winter Harbor.


‘This isn’t for ever,’ I said. ‘It’s not even a week if you don’t want it to be.’


She sniffed once, and I started back, prepared to hold her for as long as she wanted to cry. But then she fanned her watery eyes with both hands and smiled her famous smile. It was the same one that had put me instantly at ease when I first met her at her family’s restaurant three months ago.


‘Why don’t you head down to breakfast?’ I gave her a quick hug. ‘I’ll be there as soon as I’m dressed.’


Paige agreed and we headed down the hall together. At the last door on the left, I turned and she continued towards the stairs.


Inside my new bedroom, I faced my red suitcase. It still sat where I’d left it on our first night back in Boston, when I’d moved into Justine’s room so Paige could have mine. I’d removed my shorts and T-shirts, refilled the suitcase with fall clothes, and been living out of it ever since. Jeans, sweaters, and bras littered the surrounding carpet like trash around an overflowing garbage can. Normally, the mess would’ve been picked up on Tuesday, when the cleaning lady came . . . but the cleaning lady didn’t touch this room any more.


I found all the pieces of my uniform, dressed quickly, and threw my wet hair in a ponytail. I was searching for socks when my cell phone buzzed.


It was on the nightstand next to a half-filled gallon of water. I drank from the bottle as I opened the phone and read the text message.




INTERESTING ADMISSIONS FACTOID #48: THE AVERAGE GPA OF INCOMING BATES FRESHMEN IS 3.6.





I smiled as I texted back.




INTERESTING PROSPECTIVE FACTOID #62: I HAVE A 4.0 GPA. MAYBE I SHOULD QUIT WHILE AHEAD & HEAD NORTH NOW? CAN’T WAIT FOR LATER.





I reread the message and then hesitated. What I needed to quit was this . . . this flirting, this relationship that would only end worse the longer it lasted. But wouldn’t he worry something was wrong if I didn’t write back? Deciding that, yes, he definitely would, I hit Send and went downstairs.


‘There she is!’ Mom declared without looking at me as I entered the kitchen. She was slicing strawberries at the table. ‘Can you believe our baby is about to start her last year of high school?’


She aimed this question at Dad, who was at the counter pouring chocolate chips into a bowl of batter. Before he could answer, she glanced – and then stood – up.


‘Vanessa, sweetie . . . what happened?’


She reached for my arm, but I ducked out of the way and veered around her. I swung by the counter for a handful of chocolate chips and then dropped into a chair. Dad looked up as I passed; I knew he noticed what had gotten Mom’s attention, but he didn’t comment.


‘You’ve got to try these.’ Paige slid a plate of cinnamon croissants towards me. ‘Louis would freak.’


Louis was the chef at Betty’s Chowder House, the Winter Harbor restaurant Paige’s family owned. She said his name easily, like we were being served this breakfast at a restaurant down the road instead of three hundred miles away.


‘Vanessa.’ Mom stood before me. ‘You look like you’ve been sleeping in those clothes for weeks.’


‘No one irons senior year. It’s like a rite of passage.’


‘No, it’s not. Justine always –’


She looked down. Said aloud, Justine’s name could end a conversation so fast it was like it never started at all.


‘Are you excited for work today?’ I asked, reaching for a platter of scrambled eggs. ‘It’s been a while.’


‘Paige, honey, what else can I get you?’ Mom asked. ‘Coffee? Cereal?’


Paige looked at me. I watched Mom dart around the room. She poured a cup of coffee and left it on the counter. Washed a plate and dropped it back in the dirty sink water. Took a box of Corn Flakes from the cabinet and traded it for a carton of orange juice in the refrigerator.


‘Your mother’s taking a little more time off,’ Dad said. He stood next to me holding a tray of pancakes.


‘It’s already been two months.’


‘She said she wanted to be here when you got home from school.’


‘But that hasn’t happened since –’


I cut myself off. I was going to say that that hadn’t happened since Justine and I were in elementary school . . . but we never said her name more than once per meal. If Mom was this worked up now, I had no idea what she’d do after a second mention.


‘But back to the original question.’ Dad’s voice was brighter, louder, as he speared two pancakes with a fork and dropped them onto my plate. ‘No, I can’t believe our baby’s about to start her very last year of high school.’


I stared at my food, feeling a hot heat spread across my face. Our baby. How could he say that? And even more perplexing, how could she? After seventeen years of practice, did lying just come that naturally?


‘May I have the salt, please?’ I asked.


Paige handed me the shaker. I waited for Dad to return to the stove and Mom’s head to disappear into the open refrigerator before seasoning my food – including the pancakes, which were so sweet they could double as dessert.


The rest of breakfast passed without incident. Dad stopped cooking and Mom stopped running around long enough to sit and eat. Paige asked Dad about the classes he was teaching this semester, setting him off on a twenty-minute monologue. And I ate without speaking, thinking of the thousands of meals I’d had at this very table, eating the same pancakes, having the same sorts of conversations . . . never guessing how much I didn’t know about my own family.


I was glad when it was time to leave. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to school, but I welcomed the excuse to be out of the house for a few hours.


‘Do you have everything?’ Mom hurried behind us as Paige and I headed through the living room. ‘Notebooks? T-Passes? Lunch money?’


‘Yes, yes, and yes.’ I opened the front door and started down the steps. Fall wouldn’t cool the smouldering city for several weeks, and the air was still warm and thick with humidity. I could almost feel my pores pop and my face moisten with perspiration, and I hoped that I’d packed enough salt water to stay hydrated throughout the day.


‘Are you sure you don’t want a ride?’ Mom continued from the open doorway.


Dad stood next to her and put one arm around her waist. ‘They’re fine.’


Mom didn’t say anything else, but her eyebrows lowered and the tip of her nose shone pink, the way it always did when she was worried or stressed. She looked like she had last June, on the morning I’d left to return to Winter Harbor – all alone, and about to drive ten times further than I’d ever driven before.


I’d felt bad for her then, but I felt even worse now. So much so that I jogged back up the steps and kissed her cheek. ‘See you soon.’


I turned to head down again just as Dad leaned forward, his free arm extended. There was an odd pause as he waited for some sort of affectionate goodbye, and I debated whether to give him one. Finally, I squeezed his hand and hurried down the steps.


‘Let’s cut through the Common,’ I said to Paige. ‘It’s faster.’


Walking through the city’s main park actually added fifteen minutes to the trip, but the most direct route was the one Justine and I had always taken together, and I wasn’t ready to go down that road – literally or figuratively. Plus, now that we were out of the house, the dread that had been simmering low in my belly for days was starting to boil.


Fortunately, Paige was good for distraction. She had questions about every landmark we passed, from the Duck Tours to the Public Garden to the Boylston Street Station, and somehow, I had answers. We hadn’t been friends very long, but we’d been through enough together for each to know when the other wasn’t in the mood to talk about whatever was bothering her. Which meant that in the past few weeks I’d learned more than I ever wanted to know about lobster chowder and restaurant management, and she’d learned more than any guidebook could tell her about Boston. The only problem with our little game was that every now and then I thought about how proud it would have made Justine . . . which kind of defeated the purpose.


‘Vanessa?’ a soft voice called out.


Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Paige slow slightly and glance behind her.


‘Vanessa!’


I kept walking, away from the voice and the footsteps that were growing closer, faster, but soon there was the light pressure of a hand on my back.


‘Natalie,’ I said, turning around to find one of Justine’s best friends. Her head dropped to one side the second our eyes met. ‘Hi. I thought you’d be at Stanford by now.’


‘I’m going to MIT instead. My dad made some calls to get me in after I’d turned them down. After Justine . . . after what happened . . .’


I looked down as she tried to find the words. I hadn’t even made it to school yet, and it was already starting.


‘Life’s just so short, you know? And I couldn’t move three thousand miles away from my parents.’ She sniffed and stepped towards me, her eyes travelling curiously across my wrinkled uniform. ‘How are you, you poor thing? You must be a wreck.’


‘Who’s that guy?’ Paige asked.


My stomach turned as I followed her finger, but it was only pointing to a tall grey statue. ‘Robert Gould Shaw. Born in Boston to a prominent abolitionist family and served as colonel of the Civil War’s Fifty-fourth Regiment.’


‘Fascinating,’ Paige said as Natalie frowned.


‘We should get going,’ I said. ‘It’s my friend’s first day at Hawthorne, and we don’t want to be late. But it was great to see you. Really.’


I turned – and walked right into Maureen Flannigan. She was in my class, though I didn’t know her very well. That, however, didn’t stop her from hugging me.


‘Vanessa,’ she said, her arms like a straitjacket around my torso. ‘I’m so sorry about your sister. I can’t imagine what I’d do if my brother got himself killed doing something stupid – and I don’t even like him that much.’


‘Thanks.’ I shot Paige a look, but she was already on it.


‘So sorry to rush,’ she said, taking my elbow, ‘but I have that new-student orientation before homeroom.’


I offered Maureen a small smile as she released me. ‘We should go. But thanks. It was good to see you.’


By the time we reached the tall iron arch marking Hawthorne Prep’s entrance, we’d collected a dozen similar greetings like they were sympathy cards. Apparently, my classmates were very concerned about whether I was okay and if I needed anything. A few even gasped when they saw me, as if I was the one who’d died and was returning to haunt some of Boston’s most privileged teens.


‘You’re so popular,’ Paige said as we stopped just outside the gate. ‘I mean, I’m not surprised – I know how great you are. But you just never talked about your other friends.’


‘Those girls aren’t my friends. They’re rumour-mill cogs. I’m the grease.’


‘Actually,’ she said, ‘I wasn’t talking about the girls.’ I looked at her. Her eyes shifted to a group of kids standing a few feet down the pavement, to another across the street, and to another in the school’s front courtyard. In each group the girls watched me until they realised I saw them, and then they gave me quick, apologetic smiles and turned away.


But the guys, many of whom were the girls’ boyfriends, watched me, their eyes wide and lips parted, like their girlfriends weren’t standing right next to them. Like they didn’t even have girlfriends.


Like I was the only girl who existed.


My feet started moving backwards. I’d thought that going to school would be the best distraction I was going to get, and that it was one I was ready for . . . but maybe it was too soon. I suddenly wanted to go home, crawl into bed, and pull the blankets over my head until it was easier. Until people could look at me not like I was the side effect of some terrible disease, but like I was just a normal girl living a normal life.


‘Vanessa?’


I stopped. Paige stood several feet away, where I’d left her. The bell must have rung during my retreat, because kids were filtering slowly through the iron arch – and Paige looked up at the imposing brick building like it was a prison filled with murderers instead of a school filled with teachers.


‘I can’t do this,’ she said when I stood next to her again. ‘I thought I could. I thought that if I came here, if I started over in a completely new place . . . that it would be easier to . . . that maybe I could forget . . .’


‘Paige.’ I took her hand and turned her towards me. ‘You won’t forget. It doesn’t matter where you are or how much time passes.’ I took a deep breath, emboldened by my own words. ‘But you’ll go into that building. You’ll go to class, meet new people, and get from one day to the next. So will I.’


She gave me a small smile. ‘And here I was thinking you were afraid of your own shadow.’


I was afraid of my own shadow – probably now more than ever. I was also afraid of the dark, of flying, and of scary movies. But right then, I was most afraid of not doing everything I could to help my friend, who felt more like a sister every day we spent together.


I hooked one arm through Paige’s and led her under the iron arch. I walked her to the main office, stayed with her as she filled out the paperwork, showed her where her locker was, and took her to her homeroom. And as I ran to my own locker on the other side of the building, I felt calmer and more confident than I ever had on a first day of school.


Which was why the next time I was asked if I was okay, I answered honestly.


‘No,’ I said, not bothering to see who’d posed the question on the other side of my open locker door. ‘Last year, people couldn’t put a face to my name without consulting the Hawthorne yearbook first. This year, they’re staring and whispering and feigning concern like their Ivy League admissions depend on it. Yes, my sister died. But no, that doesn’t make you and me friends.’


I swung my locker door; it closed with a clang.


‘Your sister died?’


My mouth fell open. Nothing came out.


‘I’m so sorry. Really. I had no idea.’


Parker King stood before me, looking like a preppy Ralph Lauren ad and smelling like one, too.


Parker King had never stood before me. He’d never talked to me. He’d probably never even seen me; when he wasn’t warding off water polo players in the school pool, he was surrounded by herds of pretty girls clamouring for his attention. Yet here he was, asking if I was okay and sounding sincere.


I believed Parker when he said he didn’t know about Justine. This should have been comforting, since it meant he wasn’t making conversation in false sympathy.


But it also meant he was making conversation for another reason. And that one was much, much worse.
















Chapter  3





Five long days later, Paige and I sat in Ladd Library at Bates, waiting for Simon.


‘How many books did your tour guide say this so-called Mecca of learning had?’ she whispered, dropping into the armchair next to mine.


‘Six hundred thousand,’ I whispered back.


‘All those books, and only two itty-bitty volumes about sirens.’


A sharp, sudden pain pierced my chest. I hadn’t told Paige about the change I’d undergone last summer – which was the same one she would have experienced had her mother and sister had their way – and the unexpected reference hit too close to home.


‘I thought you were looking for the secret trashy novel collection,’ I said.


‘Voilà.’ She held up one of the books.


‘The Siren’s Call: When She Rings, Should You Answer?’ I frowned at the voluptuous mermaid hugging a man’s headless torso on the cover.


‘It might be more entertaining than this.’ She held up the second book, which had a plain brown cover and no jacket.


‘The Odyssey?’


‘Total yawn, I know, but I’ve never read it. My last school wasn’t so keen on the classics. Or maybe it used to be, before certain books were banned by a certain overbearing community member.’


I studied her expression as she flipped through pages. There was only one overbearing community member she could be referring to: Raina Marchand. But Paige hadn’t talked about her mother – or Zara, her sister, or Jonathan, her boyfriend – in months. Not when she was in the hospital, recovering from losing the baby her body hadn’t been equipped to carry. Or when she was released and resting at home. Or even when I’d invited her to spend the school year in Boston. That didn’t mean she never thought about them; her face went blank and her eyes grew teary often enough to know that she probably thought about them more than she didn’t. But this was the closest she’d come to mentioning any of them out loud, and since she did so casually, I was more concerned than I’d be if she broke down in tears right there in the library.


‘Paige . . . are you sure this is a good idea?’


‘I’m going to have to find out more eventually. Why not now?’


Before I could answer, Simon came around from behind the chair and sat on the coffee table in front of us.


‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Sorry I’m late. Once my orgo professor gets going, it’s hard for him to stop.’


‘Orgo?’ Paige asked.


‘Organic chemistry.’ He smiled. ‘It’s good to see you, Paige. I’m glad you came.’


‘I tried not to, I swear.’ She raised one hand, as if under oath. ‘But Vanessa said that if I didn’t come, she wouldn’t either, and that simply wasn’t an option.’


Simon turned his smile to me, and the pain in my chest was instantly replaced with warmth. If we weren’t in such a public place, I would’ve launched myself into his lap and thrown my arms around him.


‘Seventy-one.’


I looked up, surprised to see another guy standing behind Simon. He was tall with curly blond hair that was brushed out into a soft frizz. He wore baggy jeans and a Bates crew team T-shirt and held a laptop open in front of him.


‘It’s seventy-one degrees and only two o’clock. If we leave now, we’ll have plenty of time.’


‘For what?’ Paige asked.


The guy peered over the top of his computer screen. I held my breath and braced for the look I’d been trying to avoid at school all week, but he didn’t even seem to notice me. As soon as his eyes found Paige’s face, they stayed there, transfixed.


‘The beach,’ Simon said. ‘Riley, my Southern California-born-and-bred roommate, was just saying that we should take advantage of the nice weather and head off campus for a while.’


‘I’m Riley,’ Riley said to Paige, apparently missing Simon’s introduction. ‘And you’re . . . ?’


‘Paige,’ she said as her cheeks shone pink. ‘Vanessa’s friend.’


Riley shifted his laptop so it rested on his left arm and reached out with his right hand. ‘The famous Vanessa. It’s great to finally meet you. You’ll be happy to know that whenever Simon’s feeling lovesick – which is pretty much every second of every day that he doesn’t see you – I do my best to help those seconds pass as fast as possible.’


‘We watch a lot of movies,’ Simon said.


I smiled and shook Riley’s hand. ‘Thanks. It’s great to finally meet you, too.’


‘So how about it? A little fun in the sun? A quick dip in the ocean? Before the brutal assault that you Right Coasters call winter takes over?’


‘Aren’t we pretty far from the beach?’ I asked.


‘Forty minutes,’ Simon said.


‘Thirty,’ Riley said. ‘I’ll drive.’


Simon looked at me. Behind his glasses, his brown eyes were concerned. I knew he was thinking of the last time I’d gone swimming in Winter Harbor. I almost didn’t make it out of the water then; the fact that I did was still an inexplicable miracle to him, because he didn’t know the whole truth.


But he would during this visit. As soon as the moment was right, I’d tell him everything. That was one of the reasons I’d insisted that Paige come to Bates this weekend. I didn’t want to leave her alone in Boston, but I also wanted her with me after I did what I had to do. I wasn’t sure how Simon would react, but I was certain there was no way we could still be a couple once he knew the real reason we were together in the first place. And after we broke up, I’d need Paige’s distracting chatter more than ever.


But maybe going to the ocean first was a good idea. I hadn’t been swimming since that night three months ago. I’d taken countless showers and baths, but water from a faucet, no matter how much table salt I added, never made me feel the way natural salt water did. Swimming now might relax me enough to get through what was bound to be the hardest conversation I’d ever had.


‘A quick dip sounds good to me,’ I said.




*





Twenty minutes later, we were in Riley’s Jeep Cherokee, heading for the coast. Paige had claimed shotgun – presumably so Simon and I could sit together in the back seat – and was quizzing Riley about California.


‘Get out,’ she said. ‘You have palm trees in your front yard?’


‘And orange trees. You haven’t had OJ until you’ve had it freshly squeezed from Haverford’s homegrown orchard.’


‘You’ve obviously never been to Betty’s Chowder House.’


‘Nope. Please enlighten me.’


Paige paused. I tried to catch her eye in the side-view mirror, but before I could decide whether she needed me to interject, she ignored his question and asked if San Diego was really sunny three hundred and fifty days of the year. Riley, clearly already smitten, was happy to play along.


‘She seems okay,’ Simon said near my ear. He had one arm around my shoulders, and his face was so close to mine I could feel the warmth of his breath. ‘Much better than I thought she’d be.’


‘Paige isn’t one to curl up in a ball and cry. I think she’s determined to move forward.’


‘Sounds like someone else I know,’ he said, pressing his lips to my temple.


I knew I shouldn’t, but I leaned against him. He slid down the seat until his back was against the window, and I followed until my back was against his chest and my legs were outstretched. He put his arms around me and lowered his chin to my shoulder, and we stayed that way, not speaking.


As we drove, I couldn’t help but think about how this outing resembled another one Simon and I had taken not long ago. Although then we were in Simon’s old Subaru with us in the front seat and Justine and Caleb, Simon’s younger brother and Justine’s secret boyfriend, in the back. That was how our tight-knit foursome had always travelled – to Eddie’s Ice Cream, mini-golf, Chione Cliffs – once Simon got his driver’s licence. Until the day we didn’t any more.


‘Oh, man. Check out those waves.’


Beneath me, Simon tensed. I moved so he could sit up, and we both scooted forward and peered between the front seats and through the windscreen. Simon watched the dark blue Atlantic roll on to a deserted stretch of sand several times before releasing his breath.


‘They’re big . . . but not unusually so.’


‘Still wish I’d brought my board.’ If Riley heard the relief in Simon’s voice, he didn’t let on. He hopped out of the Jeep and ran around the front of the car.


‘Don’t worry about me,’ Paige said over her shoulder as Riley grabbed the passenger’s-side door handle. ‘You just worry about each other.’


We did as we were told. While Paige and Riley headed towards the water, Simon and I walked down the beach. Reaching a long jetty about half a mile down, he helped me up and across the rocks.


He’d just jumped to the sand on the other side and held out both hands to assist me down when I froze.


Raina and Zara Marchand. They were about twenty feet away, wearing long skirts and sweaters, walking with their backs to us. As I watched, heart hammering and palms sweating, Zara started to turn around.


My eyes widened. I tried to say Simon’s name but couldn’t.


‘Vanessa?’


I leaped back when fingers wrapped around my ankle.


‘You okay?’ Simon asked.


I looked from my ankle, to his hand resting on the rock’s edge, to the women down the beach. They’d stopped at a wicker basket and were talking and laughing as they packed up remnants of their lunch. I had a clear view of their faces now and saw that they actually looked nothing like Raina and Zara.


‘Sorry. I’m fine.’ I quickly closed the distance between us and jumped. By the time my feet hit sand, the women had disappeared down a trail leading away from the shore.


‘Your very own private beach only a short drive away from campus,’ Simon said as we walked. ‘That’s a pretty good selling point.’


He reached for my hand. I let him pull me close. We stood there, my arms around his waist and head against his chest, his arms around my shoulders and chin on top of my head. It was the safest – and happiest – I’d felt since the last time we were together two weeks ago.


‘I talked to Caleb this morning,’ he said a few minutes later.


I pulled back enough to look up into his eyes. ‘How is he?’


‘Hanging in there. He’s working a lot at the marina, helping to close up for the season.’


‘I’m still surprised he went back. I know he loves Captain Monty . . . but you’d think he’d be happy to stay on land for a while.’


‘I think he feels closer to her when he’s out on the water. Or ice, as the case may be.’


I didn’t say anything. This made some sense – Caleb had been with Justine when she jumped off the cliffs and into the thrashing pool below for the last time – but it still struck me as sad. I’d gotten to know Caleb in a different way when Simon and I had talked to his friends as we searched for him after the accident, and then after we’d found him, when the three of us tried to figure out what was causing a series of drownings in Winter Harbor. He was a good guy – nothing like the lazy slacker my mom had always assumed he was. And it turned out that he’d loved Justine, really loved her, and that she’d loved him back. She wouldn’t have wanted him to keep missing her, to become stuck in the past he couldn’t change. She would have wanted him to move on.


It was what I wanted for Simon, too. At least that’s what I told myself.


‘He said it’s finally starting to warm up. Yesterday it reached sixty – only a few degrees below normal for this time of year.’


‘What about thunderstorms?’


‘There hasn’t been a cloud in the sky in weeks.’


I relaxed in his arms and pressed my cheek to his chest. ‘That’s a relief.’


‘There’s something else, though.’


I stared at the rippling horizon, hoped he couldn’t feel my heart accelerate.


‘Vanessa?’


‘It’s thawing.’ It wasn’t a question.


He pulled away and lifted my chin. ‘It was frozen for three months.’


I nodded.


‘Frozen solid, from top to bottom. Whatever was alive is dead now – and has been for a long time.’


I wanted so desperately to believe him, but too many previously unthinkable, scientifically implausible things had happened. The frequent, fleeting storms that had pummelled Winter Harbor – and only Winter Harbor. The tides that had risen and retreated four times an hour. The men who’d washed ashore, looking happier in death than they’d probably ever been in life.


And the women. The women who breathed salt water like oxygen. Who controlled the heavens. Who enchanted men and then dragged them deep below the water’s surface until their lungs exploded, their lives extinguished.


Women like me.


‘I shouldn’t have told you.’


I started to protest, but he continued before I could.


‘I kept going back and forth. My first instinct was to protect you from knowing and worrying for no reason . . . but then I couldn’t not tell you. You deserved to know.’ He paused to gently brush my hair away from my face. ‘Not to mention, you . . . this . . . I want to do it right. I know it’s not always going to be easy, but no matter how hard it gets, I want us to always be able to talk to each other. About everything. Just like we always have.’


And there it was. The right moment. The perfect moment to tell him what he deserved to know.


The waves crashed on shore. My heartbeat drummed in my ears. Simon looked at me, his eyes concerned yet happy, so happy, as I opened my mouth and started to speak.


‘Will you swim with me?’


He kissed me then. It was long, and sweet, and almost made me forget that it shouldn’t be happening.


Almost.
















Chapter  4





Paul Carsons. Charles Spinnaker. Aaron Newberg.


I read the names as I scrolled down the page, past photos of handsome men dancing with their wives, holding children, steering sailboats. My eyes lingered on certain words in the accompanying blocks of text: ‘was found’, ‘cause of death’, ‘asphyxiation’. The Winter Harbor Herald, the small town’s only newspaper, which mainly served as a guide for tourists, had gone all out in its coverage of ‘High-Seas Tragedies’, and continued to update the special section with images and information about the victims’ families. Before a few days ago I hadn’t visited the website in weeks, but after learning that the ice was melting, I was now checking it whenever I could steal a few minutes on a school library computer.


So far, the good news was that no new bodies had washed ashore. The bad news was that it was getting warmer every day. According to the site’s cartoon sun, it was currently sixty-three degrees in Winter Harbor. Temperatures would eventually drop again with the arrival of fall, but by then the harbour might be completely thawed – and it likely wouldn’t freeze again. Until this summer, it had never frozen before, not even in the dead of winter.


Before I could reach Justine’s entry, I returned to the home page. The main photo had been taken yesterday and showed two people on the harbour. One person ice-skated on a still-frozen patch; the other bobbed in an inflatable tyre in one of the small melted pools.


Shivering, I closed the Internet and logged onto Hawthorne’s e-mail system. After each Herald visit I usually couldn’t stomach being on the computer another second, so I hadn’t checked my messages in a few days.


I watched the new e-mails fill my inbox, scanning over the usual ones about the weekly lunch menus, theatre auditions, and sports tryouts. Of the new messages, only two were addressed to me personally.


The first had been sent last week.




To: Sands, Vanessa


From: Mulligan, Kathryn


Subject: College Applications


Dear Vanessa,


Congratulations! After working so hard for so long, you’ve finally made it to senior year. The upcoming months are crucial to the next phase in your educational career and will be filled with exciting opportunities and challenges. I’m meeting with each senior to discuss his or her college plans, and I’d like to schedule an appointment with you during your free period on WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 25, at 11:30 A.M. Please confirm upon receipt of this e-mail.


Here’s to your future!


Regards,


K. Mulligan


Guidance Counsellor





I reread the note, which obviously had been sent to all seniors. The only personalisation besides my name was the meeting date and time.


The second e-mail, however, was for me only. It had been sent early this morning.




To: Sands, Vanessa


From: Mulligan, Kathryn


Subject: Today’s Meeting
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