

[image: ]








[image: ]
















Abyss


A Siren book


Tricia Rayburn







[image: alt]



















A story for Susie Q


 



















Chapter  1





It started an hour into the trip. The fluttering in my chest. The weakening of my legs. The tightening of my throat that made each breath feel like it was filled with broken glass rather than clear, fresh air. These feelings were nothing new. For nearly a year, they’d been the messages my body sent whenever it was slowing down, tiring out . . . drying up.


The difference this time was that I wasn’t thirsty. We’d visited enough rest stops along Interstate 95 to be sure of that.


I was scared.


‘Crisps?’


An economy-size bag of Walker’s appeared between the two front seats. Shook back and forth.


‘They’re your favourite,’ Mom said. ‘Salt and vinegar.’


‘Heavy on the salt,’ Dad added.


I watched him take a plastic shaker from his cup holder and tilt it over the top of the bag. As the white powder fell onto the crisps, I thought about how the mere idea of this road-trip snack should make my stomach turn. But it didn’t.


‘No, thanks,’ I said. ‘I’m not hungry.’


‘You haven’t eaten today,’ Mom said. ‘And you barely picked at your dinner last night.’


‘I’m saving my appetite. For Harbor Homefries.’


Mom glanced at Dad. His head lowered and lifted so slightly, you wouldn’t notice the nod if you didn’t expect it.


‘So,’ he said, leaving the bag on the console and replacing the shaker in the cup holder. ‘Several of my students were renting a house in Kennebunkport this summer. It’s supposed to be a pretty hopping place.’


‘Hopping?’ I said.


‘You know – happening. Grooving. Or, as one young wordsmith alleged, slamming.’


‘Slammin’,’ Mom said.


Dad looked at her. ‘How come it doesn’t sound nearly as ridiculous when you say it?’


‘Because I said it correctly.’ She tried to catch my eye in the rear-view mirror. ‘You leave off the g. Right, sweetie?’


I turned my head, faced the window. ‘I think so.’


‘Well,’ Dad said, ‘if our Dartmouth-bound daughter thinks it’s so, then so it is.’


I pressed my forehead to the glass, blinking away images of green ivy-covered walls.


‘In any case, the town gets fairly busy, but it’s by the water and is supposed to be beautiful. Maybe we should check it out. Like, today.’


‘That’s a great idea,’ Mom said. ‘The exit will be coming up soon.’


I sat up. ‘Don’t we have an appointment?’


‘We do,’ Mom said. ‘And it can be rescheduled.’


‘But you’ve been planning this trip for weeks. Why the sudden detour?’


‘Why not?’ Mom asked. ‘It never hurts to know all your options. Especially when it comes to real estate.’


‘But where we’re going is also by the water. It’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever been.’ I tried to smile. ‘And after last summer it shouldn’t be too crowded.’


This final point was an attempt at keeping things light. For better or worse, my poor delivery broke through my parents’ happy façade.


‘We don’t have to go back.’ Mom said, squeezing the steering wheel.


‘We can go anywhere,’ Dad said. ‘Try someplace new.’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘You told me that six months ago and every week since then. I appreciate the offer, but it’s not necessary. I don’t want to try someplace new.’


Mom glanced over her shoulder. Her lips were set in a thin, straight line. Behind her sunglasses, I knew her brows were lowered, her eyes narrowed.


‘Vanessa, are you sure? I mean, really sure? I know you’ve visited a few times since . . . everything . . . but this is different.’ She paused. ‘It’s summer.’


Summer. The word hung above us, heavy, expanding. I looked at the empty seat to my left, then reached forward and grabbed a handful of crisps.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’m really sure.’


Despite my countless assurances over the past few months, I understood their concern. We’d made the same trip each June for as long as I could remember, and this was the first time we were doing so without my older sister Justine. Not only that, due to our realtor’s schedule – and a supposedly amazing property that’d recently hit the market – we’d had to leave today. Which just happened to be the day after my graduation from Hawthorne Prep . . . and the one-year anniversary of Justine’s death.


As my body continued to remind me, this was scary. But one thing would be downright terrifying.


Not returning to Winter Harbor at all.


I washed down several handfuls of crisps with two bottles of salt water. For fifteen minutes, I half-listened and nodded along as my parents debated the benefits of all-weather cladding.


 When we passed the Kennebunkport exit, I waited another five minutes for good measure, then settled back and checked my cell phone for the hundredth time since waking up.




V! SO EXCITED TO SEE YOU. WHO KNEW 20 HOURS COULD FEEL LIKE 20 YEARS?? AT RESTAURANT ALL DAY. STOP BY WHEN YOU CAN. XO, P





Paige. My best friend, recent housemate – and one of the main reasons why vacationing anywhere else this summer was impossible. I smiled as I texted her back.




CAN’T WAIT TO SEE YOU, TOO. STILL A FEW HOURS AWAY. WILL WRITE AGAIN WHEN CLOSER. DON’T WORK TOO HARD! L, V





I sent the note and scrolled through older messages, hoping, like I always did, that I’d missed one. That maybe there’d been a glitch in my service and I hadn’t been notified of every incoming text.


There wasn’t. A quick call to my voicemail proved that it, too, was working fine.


I swapped my phone for the Dartmouth course descriptions I’d printed from the school website and curled up on the back seat. I already had a pretty good idea of what I wanted to take in the autumn, but my parents didn’t know that. And more than anything else, looking like I was thinking about my future stopped them from bringing up the past. In fact, the course descriptions were such an effective shield, no one asked how I was or what I needed for the rest of the trip.


Of course, by the time we pulled off the highway, they didn’t have to. Not out loud anyway. Mom looked in the rear-view mirror more than she did at the road, and Dad gave a bag of pretzels an extra coating of salt before propping it between the two front seats.


‘I’m fine,’ I said, as my pulse pounded in my ears. ‘Promise.’


This seemed to appease them until we neared the sailing-boat-shaped WELCOME TO WINTER HARBOR sign. That’s when Mom jerked the steering wheel to the left – and we took an unexpected detour bypassing Main Street and all the local businesses. I started to protest but then hesitated. Did I really want to sit in traffic and inch past Eddie’s Ice Cream? Which had always been our first stop – and the official start of another wonderful family vacation?


Probably not. I let my parents have that one.


I took another water bottle from my backpack and focused on drinking. A few minutes later, the detour led to the same intersection we would’ve reached had we stayed on Main Street. Turning right would take us towards the mountains and down a long, winding road I knew so well I could drive it at night without headlights. I listened for the clicking signal, waited for the gentle pull west. Neither happened. We went straight instead.


As we drove, the straight, flat road began to incline. The houses grew further apart, the trees closer together. I’d never been in this part of Winter Harbor; before I could decide whether that was a good or bad thing, the road ended. The car stopped. We all stared straight ahead.


‘Is this a joke?’ I asked, peering between the front seats.


‘I don’t think so,’ Mom said, after a pause. She handed the directions to Dad, rolled down her window, and pressed the button on a silver box next to her door. The tall gates, which featured iron mermaids with ornate tails rather than simple bars, swung open.


‘Let’s give it a chance,’ Dad said, then busied himself with folding and refolding the directions.


I wanted to take the stack of course descriptions, hold them in front of my face, block out everything I didn’t want to see. But I couldn’t. My eyes were glued to the faceless heads, the flowing hair, the intricate fins. I told myself that these mermaids were decorative art, nothing more, but I still searched for something, anything familiar about them. As the gates closed behind us and we continued down the driveway, I even turned in my seat to watch them grow smaller. Or perhaps more accurately, to make sure they grew smaller.


The steep driveway curled through dense forest. About half a mile in, Mom, growing nervous, impatient, or a combination of both, hit the gas. The SUV shot up a small hill – and towards the edge of a cliff.


Dad and I reached for the grab handles above our doors. Mom gasped and slammed on the brake. The car skidded a few feet before rocking to a stop.


‘A fence,’ Mom said, exhaling. ‘We’ll just get a good, strong fence.’


She opened her door and hopped out. Dad slowly leaned forward, started to turn. Sensing a fresh wave of concern approaching, I opened my door and stepped down before it reached me.


‘Jacqueline! So glad you could make it at such short notice.’


A woman strode down a wide stone path to our left. She wore white linen trousers, a white caftan, and leather sandals. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail so tight the corners of her blue eyes lifted. I must’ve been even more shaken by the iron shield of swimmers we’d passed through than I thought, because for a split second, she looked just like another woman I’d met last summer.


But that was impossible.


Wasn’t it?


‘This must be your beautiful daughter.’ The woman shook Mom’s hand and beamed at me. ‘The Ivy Leaguer. I’ve heard so much about you. Dartmouth, right?’


I forced a smile as I joined them. ‘Right.’


‘You’re a parent’s dream come true.’


I looked down. ‘Vanessa,’ Mom said quickly, ‘this is Anne. Our realtor. And, Anne, yes, this is my beautiful daughter.’


‘I’m the perfectly average-looking husband and father,’ Dad said, shuffling up behind us. ‘And this is quite a place.’


‘I told you. Didn’t I tell you?’


Anne took Mom by the elbow and led her down the path, rattling off details about bedrooms and bathrooms and energy-efficient construction. Dad followed close behind, hands in his pockets, eyes turned to the horizon on our right. I followed a few feet after him, keeping my cell phone in one hand in case someone turned around and I needed to look distracted. It wasn’t that I wasn’t curious; I just didn’t want to influence the decision any more than I already had.


‘The house has never been lived in,’ Anne said, as we neared the building. ‘The owner, an architect from Boston, designed it for his wife. It was supposed to be a gift for their tenth wedding anniversary, but then, just last week, the missus decided to celebrate early with one of the mister’s male co-workers. It’s awful the way these things happen, isn’t it?’


Under his red plaid shirt, Dad’s back muscles tensed. Mom’s head dropped as her hands shuffled through the papers she carried.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘But happen they do.’


‘Is that a pool?’ I asked.


Anne, instantly recovered from her disappointment in the state of modern-day relationships, shot me a quick grin. ‘And hot tub. Wait till you see.’


She and Mom hurried inside the house. Dad paused by a tall, coral-shaped stone planter. I stood next to him.


‘Thank you,’ he said.


I nodded.


‘It’s not quite what we’re used to, is it?’ he asked, a moment later.


It took me a second to realise he was referring to the house, which looked like a cluster of glass boxes connected by wooden passages. There was no rickety front porch. Thanks to countless windows, I could see the back yard from the front yard, and there was no deck, either. Peeling paint, crumbling bricks and dangling gutters were also missing.


‘No,’ I said. ‘But what is?’


I went inside. Mom’s and Anne’s voices echoed through the house from the right, so I headed left. I passed through the living room, dining room, and two bedrooms, all of which were decorated in various shades of taupe and still smelled like paint and sawdust. One particularly long corridor ended at a set of glass doors. I pushed through it into a third bedroom – and was nearly knocked over by a rush of wet, salty air. I automatically closed my eyes and inhaled, savouring the warmth as it travelled down my throat, soothed my aching body.


When I opened my eyes again, I saw water. As I stepped into the room, the slate-blue horizon seemed to curve, wrap around me. I kept my gaze level as I walked to a second set of glass doors and out onto a stone patio.


And there it was. The ocean. So close I could feel the spray each time it lunged against the rocks on which the patio rested.


‘We won’t do better than this.’


I jumped. Spun around. Mom stood in the open doorway, arms crossed over her chest, eyes aimed past me.


‘The only way we’d get closer is on a houseboat . . . and no offence, sweetie, but my stomach simply can’t handle that way of life.’


Personally, I thought she was a trooper for trying to handle this one. Not many women would.


‘Do you like it?’ she asked, joining me on the patio.


A wave slammed into the rocks below. I rubbed the spray into my bare arms. ‘Yes. I don’t know if it’s really Dad’s thing, though.’


‘Your father will be fine with whatever we decide.’


I knew this. I also knew why. If it were possible to assign blame to such a thing, my parents agreed it was his fault we were here.


Mom tilted her chin towards the water and breathed deeply. ‘I think someone else would’ve approved. The possibilities for unobstructed sunbathing are endless.’


I couldn’t help but smile. ‘Justine would’ve loved it.’


We stood quietly for a minute. Then Mom put one arm around my shoulders, pulled me close, and pressed her lips to the top of my head.


‘I’ll go work out the details. Stay here as long as you’d like.’


When she was gone, I walked to the patio’s edge and surveyed the grounds. The pool and hot tub were off another patio about fifty feet south of this one. Bright green lawn filled the space in between. A stone stairway led from the garden down to a private beach.


Or, a nearly private beach. As I watched, a tall figure dragged a red rowing boat across the sand. He had dark hair and wore jeans, a T-shirt . . . and glasses.


My heart thrust against my ribcage. My breath lodged in my throat. My feet moved, off the patio, down the rocks.


How did he know I was here? Did he find out from Paige? Had he stopped by the restaurant to ask? But how did he know she’d be there? Maybe he’d been checking in regularly, just in case?


It didn’t matter. What mattered was that he was here. He’d found me. And we’d be together on my first day in Winter Harbor, the way we always were.


I scrambled across the last rock, jumped into the sand.


‘Simon!’


He stood up straight, started to turn. I quickened my pace, wondering what he’d do if I threw my arms around him the way every inch of them ached to.


‘Hey.’


My heels dug into the ground. My smile vanished as his widened.


‘It’s Colin, actually.’ He released the boat, brushed his hands on his jeans, and held one towards me. ‘Anne’s son.’


I heard his words but they made no sense. Until I saw that he wore sunglasses, not eyeglasses. And that his hair was blond, not brown. And that the rowing boat was really a kayak.


‘My mom’s big on staging,’ he said, noticing me notice the kayak. ‘Not that this place needs it. Have you ever gone?’


My eyes rose to his. ‘Gone?’


‘Ocean kayaking?’


I shook my head, took a step back.


‘Then you have to.’ He stepped towards me. ‘Maybe we can go together sometime. I’d be happy to give you a lesson.’


I stopped. My legs trembled. My chest tightened. I opened my mouth to thank him, to say I’d love nothing more than to be taught by such a skilled expert, to ask if we could make a date as soon as possible . . . and then I closed it.


When I was weak, only one thing made me feel better than salt water did, and that was enticing the interest of the opposite sex. But I hadn’t resorted to such measures since doing so cost me the only relationship I ever had, the only one that had ever mattered, and I wasn’t about to start now.


I didn’t know if there was still a chance for Simon and me. But I did know I wasn’t going to risk losing it if there was.


‘Thanks anyway,’ I said.


And turned around just as the tears started to fall.
















Chapter  2





‘Aubergine, boysenberry, blueberry pie.’ Paige leaned the paint-cards against a napkin dispenser. ‘What do you think?’


‘I think they all look the same,’ I said.


‘Finally.’ Louis, the restaurant’s executive chef, came up the stairs and headed towards our table. ‘A voice of reason.’


‘What do you mean, finally? Reason is how I narrowed it down to these three. You try choosing one perfect colour from eight hundred pretty choices.’


Louis smirked as he placed plates before us. ‘That’s just one of the many differences between you and me, Miss Paige. I’d never choose from eight hundred pretty choices because the colour we have is already perfect.’


‘Grey? Grey’s not perfect. It’s barely even a colour.’


‘I disagree. In the right light, it can even look . . . purple.’


Paige opened her mouth to argue, then speared a strawberry with her fork instead. Louis topped up our coffee cups, winked at me, and headed back downstairs.


‘A candy store,’ she said when he was gone.


‘Sorry?’


‘That’s what he thinks we’ll look like if – when – we paint the place. He said if we change the colour, we should also change the name. To Marchand’s Marshmallows and Other Gooey Goods.’


I smiled. ‘It’s not bad.’


‘Except it’s totally inaccurate. We’re a chowder house. We’ve sold fish and clams and lobster for sixty years, and we always will. A new look won’t change that.’


‘You’re right. Ambience matters, but food is most important. Like the regionally famous Sea Witch breakfast platter I’ve been dreaming about for weeks.’ I cut into the pancake-wrapped lobster patty.


Paige was about to bite into a bagel but stopped. I held my full fork in front of my mouth.


‘What?’ I asked.


‘That’s not the Sea Witch,’ she said, sounding sorry. ‘I mean, it is – it’s still eggs, lobster, seaweed, and pancake. But it’s now called the Winter Harbor Sunrise.’


‘That’s going to be even harder to get used to than the colour change.’


‘I know.’ She put down her bagel and picked up the aubergine paint-card. ‘But what can I do? Business is down. Like, ocean-floor down. Grandma B thinks the only way to stay afloat is to try to distance ourselves from last summer as much as possible. And since “Sea Witch” might suggest killer sirens to potential diners . . . let’s just say it’s a small change that can make a big difference.’


We weren’t the only people on the employee break deck. In the far left corner, two waiters drank soda and fiddled with their cell phones. In the far right corner, a busboy and dishwasher sipped tea and watched the boats bob in the near-empty harbour. Maybe I imagined it, but at the mention of killer sirens, they all tensed, stilled. I waited for their conversations to resume before leaning towards Paige and lowering my voice.


‘I thought people believed everything that happened last summer was because of the weird weather.’


It was a lot to expect of residents and visitors, since what happened had never occurred in Winter Harbor before. Like the sudden, isolated storms. The drownings. The icing over of the harbour itself, which up until last July had never frozen – not even in the middle of winter. But as Simon had said then, people believed what they wanted to. And without other logical explanations, they’d been willing to chalk up the strange events to moody Mother Nature.


Had they changed their minds?


‘They did believe that,’ Paige said, answering the question I was too scared to ask out loud. ‘For a while anyway. But Grandma B and Oliver told me last night that people started to grow suspicious – and freak out – when similar things started happening in Boston last fall.’


Images flashed through my head. Colin Cooper, the Hawthorne Prep student, drifting down the Charles River. Matthew Harrison, the Bates College alumni interviewer, floating in the Hawthorne Prep pool.


Parker King, Hawthorne’s water-polo superstar, standing by my locker, running across the Common, leaning towards me . . .


. . . kissing me.


I took the saltshaker from the table, unscrewed the top, and poured half its contents into my coffee. Then I held it up and motioned to Paige’s cup. When she nodded, I dumped the rest in hers.


‘But the weather was fine in Boston,’ I said, after taking a big, long gulp. ‘A little rainy every now and then, but nothing out of the ordinary.’


‘Which was why people were extra concerned when the victims there resembled the ones here.’


I was glad she was vague. Chowder House employees didn’t need to be reminded that the lifeless men had been found with their blue mouths lifted in permanent smiles.


‘How did they know?’ I asked. ‘We both read the Globe every day. There was never any mention of what the victims looked like when they were found.’


‘Does it matter? Word spreads – and fast. Someone from Hawthorne probably told someone at another school and it went from there. The majority of Winter Harbor’s summer visitors have always hailed from Boston, and once they put two and two together, or tried to, they probably decided to spend their vacations somewhere else this year. Because it’s not just us. The whole town’s hurting.’


My appetite now non-existent, I absently pushed my eggs around the plate as I thought about this. If what Paige said was true, this summer was off to a very different start from last summer, when business was booming and the tourist population multiplying. And even though my involvement had begun only after the sirens had made their first kill, I couldn’t help but feel responsible.


‘Ms Marchand!’


My head snapped up. A young waitress stood at the top of the stairs, wringing her hands and glancing down the stairs like someone was about to charge after her.


‘Louis – he made this thing. With, like, special peppers? Only I didn’t know? And so a customer ate it and practically choked – and now he’s threatening to sue!’


Paige tilted her head. ‘Louis is threatening to sue?’


‘No, the customer –’ The waitress gasped, peered down the stairwell. ‘Oh no. He’s in the kitchen. He’s in the kitchen and yelling at Louis.’ She looked at Paige, lips trembling and eyes watering. ‘I can’t be sued. I don’t have any money. That’s why I got this job. And it’s my first day and I’ve only made two dollars in tips and –’


Paige raised one hand. The girl stopped.


‘See that dock?’ Paige motioned towards the harbour.


The girl nodded.


‘Why don’t you take your break down there?’


‘Now? But I’ve only been here an hour. And Louis said we –’


‘Louis cooks,’ Paige said. ‘I manage. Take fifteen minutes to relax. When you come back, everything will be under control.’


I wouldn’t have believed it if I wasn’t there to witness it, but at Paige’s assurance, the waitress bowed. She literally put her hands together, lowered her head, and tilted forward.


‘Thank you, Ms Marchand. Thank you so much,’ she said, and disappeared down the stairs.


I turned to Paige. ‘Ms Marchand?’


‘I told her to call me by my first name, I swear.’ She took a grape from her plate, popped it in her mouth. ‘But I guess I just command respect without even trying. The whole staff’s actually been super-polite and attentive since I got here. With the exception of our infamous head chef, of course.’


‘Is that because Betty put you in charge of day-to-day operations?’


‘Probably.’


I leaned closer. ‘Do you think it also has something to do with the fact that . . . I mean, could it be that they’re acting differently because . . .’


‘For the first summer ever, my evil sister isn’t here to terrorise everyone? And their guilt for feeling relieved combined with genuine sympathy for me has them walking on eggshells?’


That wasn’t exactly how I’d put it if I’d been able to find the words, but it was close enough. ‘Yes?’


‘Maybe.’ Her blue eyes shifted towards the waiters ten feet away. When she spoke next, her voice was slightly louder. ‘It’s kind of cold up here. Wish I’d brought my jacket.’


The two waiters exchanged looks, then jumped up. Across the deck, the busboy stood so fast, the back of his chair smacked against the railing. The dishwasher, the only female employee present, frowned and sat forward, but stayed seated. In seconds, the busboy was by Paige’s side, offering the sweatshirt off his back.


‘Thank you.’ She smiled, touched his arm. ‘That’s very sweet. But I’ll be going inside any second.’


The busboy’s face reddened. He nodded, backed away. The waiters were poised at the top of the stairs, ready to storm the kitchen in search of – I’m not sure what – chef coats? Thermal aprons? Now they straightened and returned to their table, casting curious glances in our direction. The female dishwasher sat back and pouted at the harbour.


Paige leaned close, whispered, ‘It might have something to do with that, too.’


Before I could respond, she drained her coffee cup and got up.


‘Time to restore order among the ranks.’ She squeezed my shoulder as she passed behind me. ‘If you ever want a job, just say the word. They might be respectful, but I could still use all the experienced help I can get.’


I smiled. My only restaurant experience had come last summer, when I’d spent a few days shadowing Paige and taking the occasional order. She’d offered me an impromptu job when we’d hit it off shortly after my return to Winter Harbor, and because her grandmother was the owner, no one had protested – much. Her older sister, Zara, hadn’t exactly welcomed me with open arms. In fact, she’d been so cold, my head had pulsated with pain every time she was near; I didn’t learn until much later that this wasn’t simply because I’d grown severely anxious in her presence.


It was because we’d been linked. Even related, in a sense. Just like Paige and I were now.


Aware that the male employees’ attention had shifted to me, I downed my eggs and coffee and started gathering dishes. The wind shifted as I stood, bringing with it a gust of moist, salty air. Instinctively, I closed my eyes, inhaled. When I opened them again, they locked on the car park below.


Unlike last year, when Betty’s Chowder House was so busy an attendant was needed to check reservations and monitor the parking situation, the car park was nearly empty. It was almost noon, prime weekend brunch time, and there were only half a dozen cars.


Mom’s black BMW SUV, which I’d borrowed after dropping her and Dad off at the lake house, was one of them.


A green Subaru was another.


‘Excuse me, miss?’


I tore my gaze away. One of the waiters stood next to me.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked.


‘Of course.’ I forced a smile, wondered if he could hear the hammering of my heart.


‘Can I take care of that for you?’


I followed his nod to the floor, where my feet were surrounded in shards of broken porcelain.


‘Don’t worry about it.’ His voice was a combination of nervous and reassuring. ‘I do that all the time.’


I looked at my hands. They were empty. I’d dropped my plate and coffee cup, they’d shattered . . . and I hadn’t even noticed.


‘Thank you,’ I said, ‘but that’s okay. I’ll go get a broom.’


I tried to focus as I grabbed the remaining dishes from the table and hurried downstairs. In the kitchen, I deposited the stack by the sink, flew by the cleaning supply closet, and headed for the swinging door. On the other side, I ducked behind the bar to check my appearance in the mirror behind the shelves of liquor, and then entered the main dining room.


But it was empty. Not completely – a few couples and families were scattered among the tables – but without the one person I’d hoped was there, it might as well have been.


The waitress Paige had sent to the dock came back inside. I waited for our eyes to meet, then smiled and waved her over.


‘Hi.’ Her eyes were dry but her voice still wavered. ‘Does Ms Marchand want to see me?’


Visual fragments, like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, spun through my head. Silver eyes. Long, dark hair. Weak, emaciated figures. The most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, standing tall at the bottom of a darkened lake.


But the waitress wasn’t talking about Paige’s mother. She was talking about Paige.


‘No.’ I resisted shaking my head; the images slowly faded. ‘Not yet anyway. I was just wondering if you waited on a guy earlier. Before you went outside.’


‘Yes. The one who wants to sue.’ She stepped towards me, scanned the dining room. ‘Is he back?’


I was about to clarify when red brake lights shone through the windows facing the car park.


‘Never mind,’ I said, already running. ‘And don’t worry – Ms Marchand has everything under control!’


I burst through the front door as the Subaru turned around, revealing the Bates College sticker in the back window. For a split second, I was tempted to go back in: the familiar logo brought back the painful events of last fall  and reminded me of all that I’d missed since then – and why. But then the car rumbled as it accelerated, and I lunged forwards.


I was halfway to the car-park entrance when the car stopped. The driver’s door opened.


And Caleb got out.


‘Vanessa. Are you okay?’


His eyebrows were lowered and forehead wrinkled as he looked from me to the restaurant and harbour behind us, and back to me. It didn’t take long to figure out why he was concerned.


My feet had frozen to the ground the second the door opened. I forced them to move now. Casually. Easily. Not like I was being chased the way I’d been – the way we’d all been – last summer.


‘Hi.’ I smiled and tried to peer past him to the passenger seat. ‘I’m fine. I just saw your car and wanted to catch you before you left.’


His face relaxed. He started to return my smile, then stopped and tilted his head.


‘You saw my car?’ he asked.


‘From inside Betty’s. I was in the main dining room and just happened to glance out and –’ I cut myself off, looked away from the empty Subaru. ‘Oh.’


‘Yeah. I don’t have a car.’


 ‘Right. I knew that.’


He nodded. I nodded. Neither of us spoke.


Nearly every day for the past eight months, I’d thought about what I’d say to Simon the next time I saw him. In all those months, I hadn’t considered what I’d say to his younger brother – and the love of Justine’s life – the next time I saw him. That was a mistake, because this was even more awkward than a chance meeting between two recently estranged friends should be.


Probably because the estrangement was due to the fact that one friend had lied to the other, along with everyone else she knew, about who – or what – she really was.


‘So how are you?’ I finally asked.


‘Great.’ He sounded relieved. ‘Busy, but great.’


‘Still at the marina?’


‘More often than not. I did a lot of reading up on motors and outboards this year and Captain Monty’s slowly but surely been letting me practise on the real deal.’ He paused. ‘Simon’s been helping out, too. That’s why I have the Subaru.’


My chest warmed. ‘Is he . . . ? Does he . . . ? I mean –’


‘He’s okay,’ Caleb said gently.


I exhaled.


‘On any other day, you’d see that for yourself. Betty hooked us up with free lunch for life here, and Louis is under strict orders to cook us whatever we want whenever we want it. The only reason Simon sat this trip out was because Monty decided to go fishing and someone needed to stay behind and man the shop.’


If I’d given any thought to what I’d say to Caleb the first time I saw him in almost a year, I’d never have said the next thing I did.


‘I miss him.’


He paused. ‘He misses you, too.’


My heart lifted. ‘He told you that?’


‘He doesn’t have to.’


A car approached, signalled to turn into the car park. Caleb and I stood together in the entrance and parted to give the car room. Unfortunately, the physical separation only added to our emotional distance.


‘I should get going,’ he said, checking his watch.


‘Of course. Me too.’ I held my breath, hoped he’d ask where – to my family’s lake house, which was next door to his family’s and wouldn’t be ours for very much longer – but he didn’t. He simply turned around and headed for the Subaru. Not wanting to watch it drive away without me yet again, I started to turn, too.


‘Vanessa?’


I spun back.


Caleb looked down, fiddled with his frayed sweatshirt sleeve. ‘You just got to town, right?’


‘A few hours ago.’


He stopped fiddling. Our eyes met. ‘Are you going back?’


He didn’t have to specify where. I knew.


Chione Cliffs. That was where we’d gone our first day back last summer, and every summer before.


It was also where Justine had died.


‘I don’t think so,’ I said.


He nodded. Then, ‘See you around.’


This time, I watched him leave. For my sister. Because she should be here. And if only she were, the four of us would go driving together – just like we always had on our first full day in Winter Harbor, and almost every day after that.


When the Subaru reached the end of Main Street, turned right, and disappeared, I hurried inside the restaurant. I found Paige in the lobby, holding more paint samples up to the wall.


‘Excuse me, Ms Marchand?’ I asked. ‘I was wondering if you were still hiring.’
















Chapter  3





After a tumultuous, exhausting year, the summer before I started college was supposed to be dedicated to two things: spending time with my family and relaxing. Less than a week in, I saw my parents only at night and was having trouble finding the time to unwind. This was mostly because instead of not working at all over the next three months, I’d picked up two jobs. The first was hostessing at Betty’s Chowder House. Paige let me make my own hours, but since the more I was at the restaurant, the better chance I had of seeing Simon, I often showed up before breakfast and stayed until after dinner. My long hours hadn’t paid off yet; Caleb had probably mentioned seeing me there, because he was always alone when he came to pick up lunch. But I was going to make myself as available as possible, just in case.


The second job was helping Anne, our estate agent, show the lake house. I’d inherited this position by default. If Mom had her way, she’d have followed Anne’s every move – and intervened as necessary – until the house sold. But she was determined to get us settled into our new vacation home, so was too busy shopping and decorating and organising to focus on the old one. And she didn’t trust Dad to fill in for her; he’d bought the lake house before they’d even met and it had always been his more than anyone else’s. He promised he was ready to say goodbye, but every now and then, regardless of whether we were by the beach, in town, or somewhere else in Winter Harbor, we’d catch him staring off in the direction of Lake Kantaka.


That left me. Mom assumed I was as anxious to move on as she was, and she was right. For the most part, anyway.


‘Good Lord, what died in here?’


The front door slammed shut. I turned away from the living-room windows to find Anne standing in the small foyer. Her arms were filled with bakery bags and shiny blue folders. Her face was frozen in a scowl.


‘What do you mean?’ I asked.


‘I mean, it smells like cute, little woodland creatures scurried into your walls and never made it out.’


‘The house is old,’ I said, a hot heat swelling in my chest. ‘No one’s lived in it for months. It always smells a little musty at the beginning of the summer.’


‘Doesn’t matter if it’s must or a mouse. No one’s going to reach for their chequebook if they’re too scared to uncover their nose and mouth.’ She came into the living room, dumped the folders on the coffee table, and started for the kitchen. ‘And given the price your mother’s asking, this place had better smell like a florist’s.’


I stood there, unsure of what to do. A second later, Anne’s head appeared in the kitchen doorway.


‘Windows?’ she said.


‘Sorry?’


‘People will be showing up any minute. The best we can do now is open all the windows and pray for strong winds.’


Her head disappeared again. Cupboard doors squeaked open and slammed shut. Guessing she was looking for dishes for whatever she’d bought from the bakery, I debated telling her that Mom had left all kitchen staging items in the pantry . . . and then decided against it. Instead, I hurried around the living room, parting curtains and shoving open windows.


And then I went upstairs.


The door at the end of the hall was closed, just like it had been the last time I’d ventured to the second floor. There had been other showings and open houses over the past several months, while we were in Boston, but the air was so still and quiet now, it was hard to imagine anyone up here since then. It was also hard to imagine the events that had led me upstairs that afternoon, when I’d told Mom I’d be applying to Dartmouth as she packed the rest of Justine’s belongings in boxes.


Hard, but not impossible. I was reminded of that every single day.


‘Vanessa, how about candles? Do you know where . . .?’


Anne’s voice faded as I opened the door and closed it behind me. Inside the small room Justine and I had shared every summer for as long as I could remember, I lowered myself to the edge of one twin bed and let my eyes travel over the other. It looked different. The quilt was too white, the pillow too round. Mom didn’t want to take any of the old furniture, but she’d saved a few smaller items, like the bedding. I guessed she hadn’t wanted to risk strangers using – or even throwing out – the sheets and blankets her eldest daughter had curled up in during countless chilly summer nights.


The bed was so unfamiliar I couldn’t picture Justine lying there. I couldn’t see her propped up on one elbow as we talked about what to do the next day, or lying on her back and braiding her hair as we discussed movies and music and boys. Always boys. Eventually, one boy in particular: Caleb.


The thought made me want to lie down and close my eyes. Every day it became harder to see her, but it usually helped to block out other distracting images. I was just about to slide back on the mattress when the doorbell rang downstairs. Car doors slammed outside. I turned onto my knees and leaned across the bed, towards the window – and was happy it was still closed. Leaping out – and falling to the ground below – would  be too easy otherwise.


Because there he was. Simon. My Simon, walking up the stone path leading to his family’s house next door. His dark hair was longer, messier. His usual jeans and T-shirt were splattered with grease and paint. His tanned arms appeared bigger, stronger.


My legs trembled. My throat tightened. My knees gave. Suddenly, all my body wanted – all it needed – was to be in those arms.


‘I’m here,’ I whispered, bringing one hand to the glass. ‘Right here. Look up . . . please look up.’


He didn’t. He went inside without even glancing my way.


I sat back. Did seeing our house no longer remind him of me? Had it already come to that?


There was only one way to find out. Ignoring the small part of my brain warning the rest of me that he needed time and space, I jumped off the bed, lunged across the room, and threw open the door.


‘Hi, there.’


A couple stood in the hallway. I resisted stepping back, closing the door again.


The man smiled. He had blond hair, brown eyes . . . and a pretty wife whose face hardened the second she saw me.


‘Do you live here?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Sort of. This was – is – my family’s house.’


‘It’s lovely,’ he said.


‘It’s old,’ his wife corrected him.


If he heard her tone, he ignored it. ‘When was it built?’


I paused. This was one of dozens of facts that, up until ten seconds ago, I’d had memorised and could recite automatically.


‘Nineteen-forty,’ I finally guessed. It was definitely in that range.


‘That makes it barely middle-aged.’ He held out one hand. ‘Brian Corwin.’


His wife looked from his open palm to me. Her lips lifted in a small, stiff smile, but her steady gaze suggested I’d better think carefully before accepting his offer.


‘Vanessa Sands.’ I waved instead of shaking and nodded past him, towards the stairs. ‘And if you’ll excuse me, I really –’


‘Why are you selling?’


My eyes locked on his. ‘Excuse me?’


‘The house is in great condition. It’s quaint. Charming. A stone’s throw from the lake. It’s everything this town was before it wasn’t any more.’ He shrugged. ‘Your family must have a very good reason for leaving.’


Several, actually. Good memories. Bad memories. Its proximity to fresh – not salt – water. Our desperate need for a new start. But I couldn’t share any of this with a possible buyer – at least not without inviting more questions. Plus, I’d been through enough to know that Brian wasn’t asking the question because he truly wanted to know the answer; he was asking because he truly wanted to know me. Or at least the person his body was telling him I was.


‘Maybe it’s all the dark panelling,’ his wife offered, when I didn’t respond right away. Her voice was pleasant but strained. ‘Or the peeling wallpaper. Or the faded carpet. Or the crumbling steps outside. Or maybe –’


‘Did you or did you not say, all of three minutes ago, that it had amazing potential?’ Brian’s smile was gone. ‘And that it could be the fixer-upper you’ve been dying to transform?’


My chest tightened. My fingers ached to scratch my skin as it dried across my face, neck and arms, but settled for taking the water bottle from my sweatshirt pocket. I drank as Brian and his wife argued and waited for my body to cool, relax. Stressful situations always accelerated my dehydration and zapped my energy and had been doing so even more lately. I’d increased my salt intake accordingly, but I wasn’t sure it was enough.


As much as I loved this house and as sad as I’d be when it wasn’t ours any more, I had to admit the ocean-front house had definite benefits. The main downside was that it was expensive – even though Anne insisted that before last summer, we would have paid double for it. Mom had said we’d be fine financially for a little while, but we’d need the money from the sale of the lake house sooner rather than later.


Given all that, wouldn’t it be okay to make an exception to my very rigid rule of not using certain abilities for my own personal gain? At least this once? Especially since it could lead to not one but two positive outcomes – including the strength I’d need to walk up to Simon’s front door and say everything I’d longed to for months?


I didn’t know. But I drained the water bottle, swallowed, and took a deep breath anyway.


‘Finished basement.’


Brian and his wife turned towards me. I continued before I lost my nerve.


‘There’s a finished basement. My mom renovated it five years ago. She used it as an office but it’d probably make a great gym.’


I was guessing this might be a selling point. The wife was thin and wore a sleeveless top that showed off defined arms. She carried a canvas satchel large enough to hold a yoga mat.


‘Also,’ I added, ‘it’s a mile’s swim from one side of the lake to the other. That makes for a great morning workout.’


She gave me a slow once-over, clearly debating whether my motives were sincere. Fortunately, plenty of swimming over the past year had given my muscles definition, too. I didn’t know how visible they were through my jeans and baggy tunic, but she must’ve seen something that satisfied her, because the slight wrinkles in her forehead smoothed as her face relaxed.


‘I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to check out the basement.’ She slid one hand around Brian’s arm and began leading him towards the stairs.


‘Actually,’ I said, ‘there are a few other rooms up here. They need a lot of work, but –’


‘I’ll take a look.’ Brian pulled his arm away. ‘One of them might make a great walk-in wardrobe.’


He directed this at her – as some sort of reward, I assumed – but looked at me.


She hesitated, then sighed. ‘Whatever. Keep your phone on.’


‘Sorry,’ he said, when she was gone. ‘She has pretty particular taste.’


I forced a smile. ‘No apologies necessary.’


I started down the corridor, casting what I hoped appeared to be the occasional coy, mysterious glance over my shoulder. I certainly wasn’t coy, and if ever I was mysterious, the guy wasn’t the only one in the dark. But between Paige’s sister Zara, their mother, Raina, and my own biological mother, whom I’d met for the very first time last fall, I had learned a few things about what I could do – and how. I hadn’t so much as smiled at a boy since the last time I smiled at Simon eight months ago, so I wasn’t very good at any of it . . . but I also knew that didn’t necessarily matter.


Because Brian was following me. Watching me. Grinning like his wife wasn’t downstairs, like he wasn’t even married. The worst part was he didn’t even know what he was doing; he couldn’t control his response. Only I could.


It was wrong. Uncomfortable. If my skin weren’t so dry, it’d be crawling.


But it was dry – and getting worse. I brushed one arm with my hand and a flurry of translucent flakes fluttered to the floor. So I kept going. All the way to the guest bedroom at the other end of the hall.


‘Wow.’ For a split second, he focused on something besides me. ‘That’s some view.’


I joined him by the windows overlooking the lake. The big room was empty, except for an old sofa and desk, but we stood so close, our sleeves touched.


‘You should see it at sunset.’


He turned to me. ‘I’d like that.’


A warm surge of energy simmered low in my belly. Encouraged, I pictured Justine’s beaming at Caleb and did my best to mimic the expression.


‘So where are you from?’ I asked.


‘Providence. In Rhode Island.’


This time, my grin was sincere. ‘I’ve heard of it.’


He shook his head, laughed lightly. ‘Of course you have.’ He looked up, tried again. ‘I’m an adjunct econ professor at Brown. Marley’s a yoga instructor.’


‘And Marley, she’s your . . . ?’


He inhaled sharply as I stepped towards him. The heat in my belly shot down my legs, up my torso, through my arms. In a matter of seconds, I went from wanting to collapse into a deep sleep to feeling like I could swim Lake Kantaka a dozen times. I pulled back to check my arms and saw that my skin was already smoother, softer.


And then I looked at Brian and felt a million times worse than I did before.


His eyebrows were furrowed, his smile uncertain. ‘Marley . . . she’s . . . that is, I think maybe she’s . . .’


He couldn’t even remember her. His wife. With whom he’d probably been having a perfectly delightful day looking at houses before they’d run into me.


‘So I just wanted to show you the view from this room.’ I took one step back. And another, and another. ‘I’m glad you liked it. If you have any other questions or want to  make an offer, our realtor, Anne, can help you.’


In the hallway, I ran. I flew downstairs, weaved through the small crowd exploring the house, and burst onto the back deck. There I paused briefly to catch my breath before hurdling the steps leading to the lawn. I still wanted to see Simon, to talk to him about where we were and where we could go . . . but after what I’d just done, I didn’t trust myself to speak logically, rationally. Before I said anything else, I needed to calm down and sort out my thoughts.


I headed for the boathouse. Which was more like a run-down shed but still had a door that closed. The showing had just started, so chances were slim anyone would venture this far down the garden so soon.


‘That makes no sense.’


‘The whole thing was, like, boiling?’


I slowed down, listened to the hushed, unfamiliar voices. They seemed to be coming from behind the shed.


‘That’s what I heard. The entire lake bubbled and swirled like some crazy whirlpool.’


The blood slowly drained from my face. I forced my feet to keep moving.


‘But why? How?’


‘No idea why. How is the reason we’re here.’


Every ounce of energy I’d gained from my exchange with Brian slid towards my belly and slipped away. By the time I rounded the back of the shed and saw the cluster of people gathered around Justine’s and my old red rowing boat, I was just lucid enough to make out the next thing one of the guys said.


‘The stranger-than-fiction yet here-in-real-life ladies of the sea. Otherwise known as . . . sirens.’


Then I gave in.


And fell to the ground.
















Chapter  4





The water was cold. Bitter. By comparison, Boston Harbor was a warm bath. Normal people wouldn’t venture past their ankles in water like this. The more adventurous, like lifelong, headstrong surfers might – but with the protection of thick wetsuits and for short periods of time.
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