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Dedication


For the dancing girls,


Maureen, Liza, and Marlo




At midnight, do they glide forth to gather on the high road,


and alackaday to any youth who comes upon them!


He shall dance, he shall embrace them in unbridled frenzy,


and he shall dance without rest until he fall down dead.


Elementargeister (1837)




Chapter 1


They were back in town again today. Six of them. He counted. All decked out in their summer-colored dresses—yellow, white, and petal-pink—glints of jewelry here and there and those fluttering flowers in their hair. As usual, they stopped off first at the chocolate shop, disappearing one by one under the brown-striped awning and into the bluish shade.


Harley had to wonder how they managed to stay so thin with all the chocolate they ate each week. And thin they were. It was almost unreal. They made him think of willow trees with those wispy arms and long, long legs. Necks so fine and fragile it seemed like some kind of miracle that they didn’t snap with the weight of their heads. Not that their heads were very large. They were actually quite tiny heads, but the glossy hair, wound round and round in those knob-like buns, had to weigh something, didn’t it? And it all looked so precarious.


From where he sat in the cockpit of the sailboat, he could see when they came out again. The shops of the town ran right along the promenade, their windows facing the sun-washed dock where Harley’s boat was tethered in a row of sleek, white yachts. The Alma was neither sleek nor white. Its hull was black, and the cockpit was full of coiled ropes and messy pails of fishing gear. Harley lived here with his dad, or had, at least, until starting at Colby College last fall. He was back for the summer, just like the bright, white sailboats and the gauzy girls from the fancy ballet school up the hill.


The girls had been coming here for years, and sometimes he felt he knew them all. There was the sleek-haired leader of the group, whom he and his buddies called Princess Ice. The dark one they’d dubbed Conchita and the pale one, Vampire Sally, with the jet-black bun and crimson lips. Then there was Spy, the tall brunette, who wore her sunglasses rain or shine. And the tiny one who never grew. Her they called Moon because that was the shape of her weird little face.


The book on Harley’s lap fell closed as he shifted slightly to watch the girls. He squinted his eyes. Yeah, there she was. The new one. He hadn’t imagined her last week. Though they all looked alike in a certain way—the pinned-up hair, the board-straight backs, and the funny, toes-out way they walked—this one popped from the rest of the crowd. It was partly, of course, that rare, pale hair. Although Harley, in truth, had never been into the blonde-girl thing. But this was a blonde beyond all blonde. Not yellow or gold or honey-streaked, but that near-white hue that little children sometimes have. Added to that was her perfect skin. Even from far across the dock, he could see its glow, peaches and cream, that old cliché, set off from the blue of her breezy dress. He’d decided she was nice as well. Not as aloof as the other girls. He liked how curious she seemed, looking around at all the sights—the shops, the harbor, the details of the seaside street. That little one, Moon, seemed to cling to her side. Across the water, he caught the sound of Moon’s high voice as she held up her bag of chocolates. “Yummy, yum. Try one of these!” Sometimes they’d laugh, and the blonde girl would incline toward Moon, the yellow flower in her hair grazing the top of Moon’s red head.


“Dream on, loser!” A rowdy voice broke into his thoughts, and Harley grinned as his buddy Red Legs swung over the railing and onto the boat. “Good idea. The book, I mean. Makes you look smart. As if you can read. Too bad they don’t know you’re even alive.”


“Back at you,” laughed Harley. “What’s the deal? You on a break?”


“No such luck. I got to do a pickup. Some asshole at the heliport.”


“Well, maybe you’ll get a big old tip.”


“Yeah. Fat chance. Don’t you know the formula? The richer the guy, the cheaper the tip. How do you think those guys stay rich?” Red Legs gave a jerk of his head, tossing a flap of limpid hair. “So you coming to my place tonight? Everyone’ll be there. I ordered up a keg.”


“Sounds fine,” said Harley.


“’Course, Mairin will probably be there, too. It might be weird, but—”


“I’m okay with Mairin.”


“Yeah?”


“It just didn’t work out. It’s no one’s fault.”


“All the same, nobody thinks she’s right with Smits. Everybody says the same.”


“Smits is okay,” said Harley, though he knew it wasn’t true.


For a couple of seconds, neither spoke. Then, “Hey, look there,” said Red Legs. “It’s the pretty little ballet boys.” Harley turned, following his friend’s fixed gaze. At the end of the sunny promenade, a wharf led out to the pale-gray, shingled yacht club. There on the deck some of the boys from Ocean Watch Academy were goofing around, balancing on the pilings and doing acrobatic tricks.


“Bunch of assholes,” Red Legs sneered. “Anyone can do that shit.” And he stood on one leg and stretched the other out in back, practically falling down. “What’s the point? You know what I mean? I’d like to see them haul a sail. Or catch a fucking fish.”


Harley laughed—Red Legs looked like an idiot—turning again to watch the boys. They might seem slender from afar, but he knew how totally ripped they were. He remembered a T-shirt he’d seen on one of them last year. On the front, it read, Real Men Don’t Lift Weights, and on the back, They Lift Women. He’d had to envy the contours underneath that shirt, the bulging pecs and the sculpted arms. Still, Harley didn’t like these guys. They were full of themselves. Conceited. Always showing off—like now. And they got to hang out with those willow-tree girls. At this moment, in fact, they were waving their arms and heading in that direction. One of them, in tight white pants and a flouncy shirt, was walking on his hands. The girls didn’t move to meet them. They just stood there in the yellow sun that struck their hair and seemed to love them with its light, making the boys come crawl to them.


“Shit,” said Red Legs, watching the scene. “How do they stand those faggy creeps?”


“They aren’t faggy,” Harley said. To anyone else but his good friend Red Legs he might have also mentioned that the “f” word wasn’t used these days, and no way would he have used it himself. But he and Red Legs went way back. Even beyond the hazy days when they were mates on a black, rogue ship and gave themselves their pirate names.


“Just watch that guy,” Harley said instructively. “The blond one there. In the blue-striped shirt. Tell me he’s not into girls.” Harley knew the boys by sight, almost as well as he knew the ballerinas. And over the years, he’d seen that blonde with about a hundred different girls. He was tall and lean with one of those chiseled faces like a model in a magazine. He was fooling around with Spy right now, trying to flick her glasses off. Spy kind of spun when his hand came close, her pink skirt twirling in the air.


“Well, maybe not him,” grudged Red Legs. “But the others look like fags to me.”


“You’re hopeless,” said Harley, shaking his head.


Aside from the blond there were four other guys: one short and dark with a gymnast’s build; an exotic type in a black beret; another with a ponytail; and the wiry one, all dressed in white, who’d been walking on his hands. They were working hard at getting the girls’ attention. And though they weren’t like Red Legs and him, not in any way or shape, Harley knew they weren’t gay. The girls had started to play a game, dangling chocolates in front of them and then snatching them from reach. Then Spy started making the boys do tricks. Beg and dance around like dogs. Leap for the chocolates she tossed in the air.


“Weird,” said Red Legs, watching them. “Tell me, man, would you ever grovel around like that?” Harley had to wonder. He pictured himself that close to those girls. Imagined that he had different hair—thick, gold curls like the guy with the chiseled face and lips, instead of the scruff he actually had. Tried to picture his okay-normal body in tight white pants and a gypsy shirt slit wide open down the front. That part was hard, but he gave it a shot. Now, what if that girl, the new one with the corn-silk hair, told him Leap, and tossed a chocolate for him to fetch . . .


“Hell, no,” he answered Red Legs, but in his mind he was already flying into the sky. The interesting thing, the thing he noticed once he landed back on earth, was that she wasn’t taking part in the game. Even cute little Moon was into the act. But the new girl had sort of pulled away and was watching from a distance, a few yards back from the laughing group. Harley was beyond intrigued.


“Well,” said Red Legs, checking his phone, “as entertaining as all this is, I have to get back to work.” He turned to leave, and just before hopping onto the deck, glanced at the cover of Harley’s book. “So you’re coming tonight? It’s definite?”


“Yeah, I’ll be there,” Harley replied. Red Legs swung over the rails of the boat and onto the wooden dock. He paused there for a moment, tossing a swag of mud-brown hair. “I’m worried, Blood.” He threw out Harley’s pirate name. “When the fuck did you start reading poetry?”


Harley watched as his friend went loping across the planks and up the shaky ramp. Out on the street, Red Legs slipped into a dark green car, one of three in his father’s fleet of taxi cabs. Since high school graduation that’s where he had been employed. Pugwash worked for his father, too, in the local bait and tackle shop. It was only Harley who’d gone away. Even Mairin was still in town, which showed you just how hard it was because Mairin was wild with wanderlust. She and Harley had had a dream. He never knew why she gave it up and stopped believing in herself and the world of possibility.


From across the way, a burst of laughter nudged into his thoughts. He turned to look at the dancers again. They were all mixed in together now as they ambled past the chocolate shop back toward the edge of town. A couple of people walking along stopped and said hello to them. They were summer people naturally—no “year-round” person would ever do that—from one of the houses up the hill. The dancers smiled and clustered for a photograph.


Harley trailed them with his gaze as they neared the end of the promenade and the last of the fancy shops. The new girl lingered briefly, peering in the window, pointing something out to Moon. The sun on her dress turned the blue to radiance, and when she walked off around the bend, she left gold glitter in the air.


Harley knew that what he was thinking wasn’t done. Even his dad, who liked to break the rules himself, told him to leave those girls alone. “It isn’t worth it,” Liam said. “You’d wish you hadn’t in the end.” And Liam would know. When he was a lost, young widower, he’d had a fling with one of the visiting teachers there. She was beautiful and crazy. Liam still bore the remnant scar, a fadeless crescent on his neck. And that was before—long years before—the thing that happened to Teddy Flynn.




Chapter 2


It was almost nine P.M. when Harley arrived at the old frame house. As he climbed the steps to the sagging porch, he could hear the rowdy sounds inside. Laughter and loud male voices. A girl’s high squeal and the throb of a song that was hot and popular last year. He paused for a second at the door, and ran a hand over his WELCOME mat of hair. It was just that scruffy. Same color, like straw. He was wearing old jeans and a bleached-out shirt. Nothing that hinted at any change.


“Yo, Harley! Hey!” The minute he entered the living room, a barrage of voices greeted him. It was dark in the house—for “atmosphere”—but he knew each face even through the shadows and could put a name to every hello. Yet, it all felt kind of warp-y, as if he were stepping back in time.


“Hey, man,” he said, smacking a couple of beefy arms. “How are you doing, Johnny? Hi there, Fitz. Hey, Davy. Holy shit, are you drinking beer?” That last he said to his friend John’s younger brother. Davy thought Harley was the man. He wanted to be like Harley. Go to college. Get away. He’d sent a few e-mails during the year, asking Harley what it was like. What classes was he taking? Were the girls at college as hot as they said?


“How’s school?” he said to Davy now. “Are you ready for the SATs?”


Davy beamed and said he was doing fine with math but working on his verbal skills. That cracked everybody up. For the next five minutes they teased the pants off Davy, goofing about his “verbal skills” and laughing so hard they spit their beer. Harley laughed, too; he sort of couldn’t help it. Hearing the hilarity, a couple of girls came drifting in from the other room.


“Harley, hi!” Sue and Lacy, in the low-cut tank tops they always wore, came over to say hello to him. He kissed them both, and said they looked good.


“So do you, bro,” said Lacy, eyes roving up his T-shirt and back to his face.


“Hey, guess what? Me and Sue are going to open a nail salon. We’re getting licenses and stuff.”


“Wow,” said Harley. “That’s really great.”


“It’s going to be more like a spa,” said Sue, chomping on a pretzel stick.


“Here in town?”


“Well, of course, in town. Where else would we go? Winters might be a little slow, but we’re going to clean up in summertime with those muckety-mucks from up the hill.”


“Cool,” said Harley, trying hard to picture that.


“Hey,” said Lacy softly then, “Mairin’s somewhere in the house. Have you seen her yet since you’ve been back?”


Harley said no, and Sue and Lacy exchanged a glance.


“I think she looks good.” That was Sue.


“Yeah,” said Lacy. “I think so, too.”


Harley was glad when Red Legs came into the living room and pulled him from the girls. “Looks like you’re the star tonight.”


“Yeah,” said Harley. “It’s fun to be back.” He glanced around the dimly lit space. “The house hasn’t changed. It’s kind of nice. Brings back a lot of memories.”


“Yeah,” said Red Legs. “High school was wild.”


“Everybody’s still around.”


“Yeah, I know. But it’s not the same. Everybody’s working now. Too tired to do our crazy shit. Or party hardy like we did.”


From another room, Pugwash suddenly appeared. The other mate in their wild, childhood pirate crew, he grabbed for Harley and slugged his back.


“Hey there, college boy. What goes?”


“Great to see you,” Harley said. He took a step back and smiled at his friend. Pugwash’s face was already deeply tanned from long, hot days on the fishing boat. “How’s everything going? Your dad okay?”


Pugwash laughed. “My dad’s an ox. How about yours? I bet he misses your sorry ass.”


“Don’t know about that. But he’s doing okay.”


“Hey, Becks, come here!” yelled Pugwash, and a short, plump girl broke from a group across the room. Her face was pink and impish with a scattering of freckles that matched her reddish hair.


“Harley, hi!” She kissed his cheek. “Is everything good? You look so great!”


“Things are fine. How about you? I heard that you’re in college, too.”


Becky latched on to Pugs’s arm. They’d turned into something more than friends just before Christmastime last year. “The community college. No big deal.”


“It is a big deal,” said Harley. “That’s really hard when you’re working, too.”


“It’s harder on Pugwash,” Red Legs joked. Then, “Hey, Captain Blood, you need a beer. The keg’s outside on the porch in back.” He motioned for Harley to move his ass.


Harley passed through the kitchen. The light was harsh, familiar, a pulsing glow from a ring-shaped fluorescent over the sink. There was stuff all over the green Formica counters, and bowls of chips and store-bought dips on a table against the wall. Above the door that led outside was a ship’s wheel clock, still ticking away as it had since Harley and Red Legs were five, two flush-faced kids running in from the cold. He moved toward the door, and it suddenly opened in front of him. Mairin appeared, framed in the darkness of the yard. Deep in his chest, Harley’s heart took an extra beat.


“Mairin.”


“Harley.”


For several seconds, they faced each other silently. Harley’s first impression was the Mairin of his memory. A whip-thin girl with haywire curls and pale-green, wild-looking eyes. Eyes that belonged to something not quite human, like a fairy or sprite, or maybe an enchanted cat. But seconds passed, and he saw her again as she really was, her face a little fuller, and something tepid in her eyes. He found that he couldn’t say a word.


Mairin stepped in and closed the door.


“When did you get here?” she asked him then. What did she mean? Here at the party? Here in town? Harley’s head felt full of fog, and for several dragging seconds he still couldn’t seem to speak. “You look good,” she said without a smile.


“You, too,” he finally murmured. His first half-sentence to her, a lie.


She moved from the door and crossed the room. Harley could see her better now. He could notice all the little things. The piece of string she’d tied around the rampant curls. The blue of her throat. The thin, gold cross. How the neckline of her shirt was frayed like a rim of poky hairs. Then he noticed the other thing. He already knew—Pugs had told him on the phone—but seeing it was different. And it left him so unbalanced he had to lean back on the solid wall.


“Don’t worry,” she said, meeting his gaze. “We’re going to get married soon.” Her rangy hands, with their long and slender fingers, spread like a net on the subtle rise beneath her shirt. “I think it’s a boy. I hope it is. I’d be much better with a boy.”


“You’d be good with anything,” Harley said, his voice coming out in a long, slow wisp. A wisp he almost seemed to see, like a trail of smoke in the harsh glare.


“No, I wouldn’t,” Mairin said. “A girl might drive me crazy. Dolls and dresses and things like that. Stuff I never cared about.”


“When?” asked Harley softly. “I mean, why?” he said when she didn’t reply. “Why do you have to do this now?”


Mairin glanced away from him. “It’s already done. The question’s moot.”


“Mairin.”


“What?” What Harley was thinking he couldn’t say. How could you do this to yourself? How could you throw your life away when it hasn’t even started yet? Instead he asked, “But why do you have to marry him?”


“My mother says she can’t be the grandma if I don’t.”


“Your mother. Great,” snapped Harley. The same adoring mother who’d quashed Mairin’s plans for college. Who’d told her she was selfish for even thinking of such a thing with five young siblings after her. Leave Harley to his harebrained dreams.


“You’re eighteen years old,” said Harley.


“My mom was that age when she had me.”


“That’s a real good reason to do the same.” He hadn’t meant to say that, but as he did, it all came clear. He saw it printed on Mairin’s face. In the set of her jaw. In her altered eyes.


“The whole world’s black and white with you.” He stared across the space at her. “You either break out completely or bury yourself in this crappy town with the biggest asshole you can find. You’ll show your mother, won’t you, Mair?”


“Smits is not an asshole,” Mairin said in a toneless voice. “He’s a licensed tradesman, I’ll have you know. Something you will never be.”


Harley couldn’t believe his ears. Couldn’t believe that words like this were coming out of Mairin’s mouth. He suddenly couldn’t look at her. At her face, her hands, that bulge of body under her shirt. The worst part was that he knew he was right; she’d done the damage to herself. Had set her sights on the quickest route to the deepest fall. And it made him so mad he wanted to do some violence. Smash a table. Throw a chair. He wanted to shake her like a rag.


“I’m going to get a beer,” he said. He grabbed for the door, and pushed outside. A moth-blurred bulb hung above the hefty keg, but the rest of the yard was steeped in the darkness Harley craved. He waded into the weedy grass, an image of Mairin in his head. A day last summer out on the boat. She was gripping the wooden steering wheel, racing to port as a squall rolled in. The sky was black, ripped with streaks of lightning, but Mairin was in her element, her hair flung out like streamers as she hooted at the wind. By that point she’d decided not to go away with him, but Harley knew she’d change her mind because no one like that would lose her courage for very long. Now he knew it wasn’t courage that she’d lost. Turning, he headed back toward the house. He stopped at the keg and filled a cup until it hit the brim.


When Harley got back to the living room, the mood of the party was up a notch. More kids had arrived and a bottle of vodka was floating around. Most of the guests were people from his high school class. They all flocked over to say “hello” and ask how his freshman year had gone. A few of the guys were former stars of the football team. Somehow they seemed smaller now, their necks thinned out, their muscles less impressive in the sleeves of ordinary shirts. Harley talked to everyone, drinking maybe a little too fast, washing Mairin out of his head. Her face. Her eyes. The way she looked backed against the counter, her hands splayed out, all beautiful knobs and spider bones, over the small, white lump. Smits had come to take her home. Harley just caught a glimpse of him as they passed through the door and into the night.


“So you saw her, huh?” asked Lacy, coming over to talk again.


“It must’ve been kind of a shock,” said Sue. “Did you hear they’re getting married? Probably in a week or two.” Harley said something he didn’t mean. That he wished them luck, and that Smits, he guessed, was a decent guy.


“He’s a total bastard,” Lacy said.


Sue agreed. “He’s an effing creep.”
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Harley was with Davy, filling him in on “college life,” when Smits returned to the house alone. He bee-lined for the vodka and filled a plastic cup. Harley looked him over, not liking any part of him. He had really lousy posture, which gave him a kind of slinky look. His face was pretty weasely, too. Squinty eyes and a pointy nose. Red-brown hair all puffed with gel. He was wearing khakis instead of jeans, like he wanted to seem classier than everybody else. Hell, maybe he was since he had a fucking license, right? When Davy left, Harley got up for another beer. He hated Smits and decided this would be his last if that asshole planned to hang around.
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As soon as Harley reached the docks, he noticed the lights in the portholes of the Alma. His dad was back from Boston, where he’d gone for a couple of days to work. And to visit with Vanessa, an artist he saw a few times a month. Harley tested his walking skills. Assessed his steps on the line of a plank. Not that Liam would give a damn. Liam was for liberty. The minute Harley hit fifteen, he’d given him full rein. “You are who you are by now,” he’d said. “Hope it’s good ‘cause there’s nothing more that I can do.” And Harley was good. He tried to be. He thought he must have his mother’s genes, that angel-woman he’d heard about, because Liam Jamison wasn’t that good. By the definition most people had.


As he slipped into the cabin, he realized how chilly he had been on the downhill walk from Red Legs’s house. The air below was dry and warm. Amber lights played along the woodwork, the bas-reliefs and carvings, which Liam had fitted into the hull. Some of the sculptures Liam had done himself, and others were ornate fragments he’d bought on trips to Europe years ago when he used to be a well-known restorer of all things wood. Liam himself was stretched full out on the portside bunk, reading Harley’s book of poems.


“Ahoy,” he greeted, looking up.


“Hi,” said Harley. “Welcome back.”


“Been hitting the schnapps?” asked Liam, a smile creasing his already craggy, deep-lined face. He was forty-nine but looked like sixty, Harley thought. Strangely enough, women liked his rugged mug.


“Red Legs had a little gathering,” Harley said, as he flopped on the bunk across the way.


“Good time?”


“All right. A little bit weird.”


“Parties in themselves are weird. I went to one in Boston. Stood around on a terrace with a goldfish pond, talking about the downfall of the Eurozone.”


“We talked about licenses,” Harley said.


“Licenses?”


“Yeah. Did you know you need a license to paint somebody’s fingernails?”


“News to me,” said Liam. “One of your friends get a license like that?”


“Lacy Mullen and Sue Malone are apparently working on getting one. They’re opening a spa.”


Liam chuckled. “Town needs one of them for sure. Hey, listen to this—” He deepened his voice and read from the page: “Full fathom five thy father lies; Of his bones are coral made; Those are the pearls that were his eyes.” He looked up from the book. “That’s pretty good shit.”


“Mairin’s going to marry Smits,” Harley announced, staring at Liam across the space.


“Who told you that?”


“She told me. I saw her at the party tonight.”


“That’s totally crazy. Makes no sense. Why doesn’t she just get rid of it?”


“Get rid of what?”


“You know what. It’s not illegal nowadays.”


“She’s Catholic,” said Harley, a fog of confusion swamping his head. “Plus, I think it’s too late. You can see it there. This tiny lump under her shirt.”


“Fuck,” said Liam solemnly, and he rose from the bunk and fetched the scotch. He poured a glass for each of them. “Must have been hell for you tonight.”


“It’s like she’s dead,” said Harley. “Like she’s gone forever and can’t come back.”


The fiery drink went down his throat, burning a passage through his chest.


“I was worried for you,” Liam said when some time had passed. “Back last year when Mairin decided not to go to college, I thought she might try to keep you here.”


“She’d never do that.”


“Just the same. I thought you might decide yourself. Mairin’s a little witchy thing. Hard to walk away from her.”


Harley uttered a bitter laugh. She’d actually made it easy—or if not easy, painfully clear—by taking up with Smits before he’d even packed his bags. Told him it was over. That they’d reached a fork in the road of their lives. So he’d gone to Colby up in Maine, hoping all semester that she’d realize she’d made a big mistake and get her plans on track again. She’d gotten a partial scholarship. Financial aid was all lined up. There was just the question of the loans, and that’s when everything fell apart. Harley came home for Christmas. At some party in town, he saw her making out with Smits. All heavy and hot—she knew that he was watching her—which told him her choice was sealed.


“I’m sorry,” said Liam to Harley now. “I thought you two—ah, what the hell. It’s a big cliché, but you’ve got to move on. Have another scotch, my boy.”
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Harley lay, still half-awake, in his narrow bunk at the bow of the boat. Water skidded along the hull, and the Alma rocked with a mesmerizing motion that usually put him right to sleep. He kept picturing Mairin the way she’d looked. That piece of string in her crazy hair. The renegade curls. The fraying cloth. And in the hollow of her throat, that tiny cross her mother gave her when she was ten, glinting in the light. He hated Mairin’s mother. Holy and dumb, lost in another century.


As he drifted in and out of sleep, other memories floated back. Mairin in her nubby cap. In her tattered, dark-blue bathing suit. Goosebumped legs and school-plaid skirt. An axe through her head on Halloween when all the girls were fairy queens. Her rumpled scarf. Her dirty shoes. The tidbit buttons on her shirt, hopeless in his fingertips. Pictures blurred and merged with dream; three stars spun, all dizzy, in the circle of the porthole’s rim.




Chapter 3


“Hey, get up! I need your help.” Liam’s voice broke into the fuzz of Harley’s sleep. His eyes eased open slowly, and the yellow ooze of sun leaked in.


“What the hell time is it?” he groaned, rolling over to face the wall. A heavy weight seemed pressed to the bone above his eyes.


“It’s nine o’clock, you lazy ass. Hannah just called me from the school. They got a leak and they need us to come.”


“Us?”


“Yeah, us. A broken pipe. I need a lackey for something like this.”


Harley tried to lift his head, and the sun shot through to the back of his eyes.


“Come on,” groused Liam, yanking the sheets.


“Yeah, all right. But, I’m not any good.”
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Ten minutes later, Harley was at the wheel of the Jeep, lurching up the twisty hill. Pebbles shot out from under the wheels, every ping hitting a nerve in his aching head. Off to the right on the ocean side, the mansions rolled by in a gray parade. Solid and implacable, they perched on the edge of the seaside cliff as if daring the wind to blow them off. Driving on, they clattered past the Black estate and the rolling meadow next to it. A little farther up the hill, they swerved around the tree-lined bend and the tall, stone hulk of Ocean Watch swept suddenly into view.


The sight of the house startled Harley every time, appearing abruptly as it did, solid and imposing, a stern, gray shape in the fleecy sky. Even the narrow tower that rose above the slated roofs seemed rooted to the ground. From the boat at night, the light in its high-up window looked like an ancient, dimming eye that followed you down the coast.


The estate had no gate, but two stone posts marked the entrance to the drive. Harley turned in and parked the Jeep. Unloading their tools, Harley and Liam trekked across the front of the house, where marble steps ascended to a massive door. A scrollwork fence surrounded Hannah’s garden tucked away at the far left side. They followed a path through vegetables and roses to the kitchen door where Hannah stood. With her thick red braids and granny dress, she looked like an enormous doll.


“Thanks for coming, boys,” she said, ushering them in. She studied Harley, nodding her head. “Good to see you. You’re looking fine. Glad you’re still willing to do real work.”


“Hi,” said Harley, smiling back. Though he’d known her since he was two years old, she was not the kind of woman you kissed.


“Flooded,” she said, “before I could get the water off. It’s not like there’s anyone here to help.”


Harley pulled his sneakers off. Then, rolling the bottom of his jeans, he waded into the shallow lake that spread across the floor.


“You start to mop,” said Liam. “I’ll go take a look at things.” He removed his beat-up deck shoes and headed for the sink.


Mopping wasn’t all that bad. The bucket had wheels and a wringer on top, so you didn’t have to wet your hands. Plus, Hannah had made coffee, dark and hot, soothing as a medicine. Harley established a rhythm, swabbing back and forth across the length of the checkerboard floor. He only paused to dump the bucket now and then in Hannah’s designated spot in the garden near the fence. The chore was dull and mindless, and he settled into a lazy pace. On one of his dumping trips outside, he stopped for a moment to take a rest. The air was thick and yellow, hazy with a scrim of gnats. At first he wasn’t certain that he’d seen the flash at the garden’s edge. He lingered at the doorway, peering down the fuzzy path. Probably just a bird, he guessed. But just as he heaved the bucket up, he saw it again—and it wasn’t a bird. It was a guy.


“Hey!” he called. He took a step forward, craning his neck. The quiet of the garden was cut with a sudden thrashing sound. Down behind the hollyhocks, Harley could see a frantic trembling in the leaves. Then, he saw the guy again. He was tall and blond, and with him was a tiny girl with long, red hair like a trailing flare. Harley ducked into a row of corn and watched them through the eye-high stalks. From here, he could see them fling open the garden gate and make a run toward the front of the house. He knew who they were. The boy was the blond, that hotshot guy with the chiseled face. The tiny girl, with the fiery hair, so long it reached the back of her knees—she was Moon!


Harley felt a wave of feeling he couldn’t quite name. He felt like chasing down the guy and bashing in his face. What the hell was he doing with Moon? He could have any girl at school. Girls his age, not little kids, which was what Moon was. Harley edged out of the quivering corn. The bucket stood waiting near the door, and as he rolled it back inside, he thought about mentioning what he’d seen. Hannah, he knew, wouldn’t be too pleased.


But when he went back, Hannah and Liam were not in the room. Faintly, he heard his father’s voice talking on a telephone somewhere down a hall. He was probably ordering a part. Harley started to swab again, sloshing the water back and forth. As the bucket rolled on its cranky wheels, he turned with a clumsy motion, coming face to face with someone at the kitchen door. He caught his breath. Froze in place. His fingers stuck to the wooden handle of the mop.


It was totally crazy. But it was the girl—the new one—in a skimpy leotard and tights. His eyes dropped down and he found himself staring at her feet. She was wearing those ballerina shoes, shiny and pink, with crisscrossed satin ribbons that wound and tucked on her small, exquisite anklebones.


With a jab that felt like actual pain, Harley realized how he must look. Pants rolled up, inches deep in water, hugging a mop as if he were in love with it.


“There was a leak,” he lamely explained. Like she wouldn’t be able to figure that out.


“Listen,” she said as if he hadn’t spoken, “did you see anyone around? A girl. Really small. Kind of carrot-y hair?” She fixed him with her huge, blue eyes.


Harley swallowed. “Yeah,” he said. “She was out in the garden a minute ago.”


It was hard for him to look at her. She was even more beautiful than he’d thought. More perfect up close than any girl he’d ever seen. It stunned him how delicate she was, like some hybrid form of human being. She had thin yet sculpted arms and legs. Branch-like bones. A willowy neck. Skin like a petal, Harley thought, blinking from her face.


“You really saw her?” she asked him then.


“Yeah,” said Harley. “With some guy.”


“A guy?”


“A blond. Much older than her.”


“I’m going to kill him,” whispered the girl. Harley didn’t answer. She rushed ahead in a quiet voice, “He’s not supposed to be here. We don’t have class on Sunday, so he shouldn’t even be on the grounds.” Harley nodded. He knew the boys didn’t board here, that summer people put them up in their extra rooms.


“Anyway, thank you,” murmured the girl. She took a step back, pausing for a moment, her weight transferred to one pink foot. Her wide, blue eyes, which Harley decided were sky not sea, lingered briefly on the floor, then floated to his face again. “Do you work here?” she asked him suddenly.


“Only when something breaks,” he said.


“So you must be that father and son.” Weird description, Harley thought, but he answered with a wordless nod. “People say you’re the only ones that Hannah can call. That no one in town wants to come to the school.”


“There are reasons for that,” said Harley, wondering just how much she knew.


“So what’s your name?”


“I’m Harley.”


“I’m Cassandra. Good luck with the floor.” She spun around before he had time to answer her. In a second, she was gone. She left in the air an after-image of her back, bare and smooth in the V of the deep-cut leotard. In his ears, he heard the clatter of those strange, stiff shoes. When Liam returned with Hannah, Harley was still at the doorway, dazed.


“I think we need breakfast,” Hannah remarked. Hiking up her dress again, she sloshed to the old-fashioned stove, lighting it with a match.


They sat outside at the table in the garden, the morning air spiked with the smell of roses and herbs. Hannah’s grapes, a luminous green, hung from the arbor overhead like a string of tinted Christmas lights, and through the leaves sunlight played on her ruddy face.


“Great breakfast, as usual,” Liam said. “No one makes omelets as good as you.”


“It’s the fines herbes,” said Hannah. “I always use them in the eggs.” She glanced at Harley, smiling. “This one used to weed them out.”


“Weed is right,” said Harley. “I thought that’s what they were.” Hannah laughed, and Harley noticed her straight, white teeth. She was probably close to Liam’s age, but she looked the same as she had when he was a little kid and she’d come to the boat to cook for them. She was one of those people who never changed, who never looked either old or young. Again, Harley considered telling her about the boy. But in the end, he didn’t. Maybe it was stupid, but the silence he chose made him feel that he had a secret with the girl. Cassandra. God. What a beautiful name.
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