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CHAPTER ONE

Kaya

Cities don’t get dark. You thought they did, but they don’t. Not dark like this.

The blackness excites you, zipping sparks through your arms and legs. And you look up. Up. Up past the trees to the stars. Thousands. Millions. Billions of them. The sparks shoot right into your skull, zap your eye sockets; you suck in air and feel your face open into a massive grin.

Once you are on the dirt driveway out of sight of the old summer-house, you turn on your light, but it’s still tough picking your way down the slope to the road. It’s pitch-dark here too, on the pavement. No street lights. You’re more likely to be run down than picked up. Still, the grin won’t leave you. The sparks go on zipping away inside.

Your penlight doesn’t give you much to go by, but you stride along anyway, trusting the pavement to meet your feet, twirling once in a while, stirring up a breeze, breathing in the smell of the trees, the ocean salt and the dark. After a while you hear a car, turn and shine the light on yourself, standing well away from the road. The car flies by. You thrust your fist into the air, shine your little light on it and raise your middle finger, hoping the asshole’s looking in his rear-view mirror. And on you stride. You’ll walk all the way if you have to.

Another car. This one slows down beside you, and stops.

You walk over and lean in the open window. The driver flips on the inside light, and your grin drops from your face. A white-haired man is alone in the car, hunched over the steering wheel, like it’s attached to him or something. A comb-over flops across his forehead. For a second you think … but no. Still, you step back. Your blood has stopped burning. Your body has stopped vibrating. You do not want a ride from this man. He leans just a little in your direction, a kind of furrowed smile on his face.

“Where are you off to, young lady?” he says.

You tell the truth. “Big Tribune.”

“All on your own?”

“I’m meeting friends.” Forget the truth. “They … they’ll be along any minute.”

He squints as he peers up at you, but you turn the flashlight off so that he is looking from light into dark.

“All right, then,” he says at last. “I hope you’ll be careful.”

“I always am,” you say, letting him see your best copy of a smile.

As he pulls away, you breathe relief.

You walk on. You’re not going back to that house. You won’t. Your blood stays cool, though. You shiver, even with the sweater. Your flip-flops wear away at your toes.

Beth

Despite the sputtering fan, it’s hot in the room at the top of the ramshackle house, but I don’t care. Sweat trickles down the back of my neck; my T-shirt sticks to my back, but it doesn’t matter. I love it here. Later, when my light is out and all the bats are asleep in the rafters, I’ll open the floor-to-ceiling window and fall asleep in the late-August midnight breeze. For now, my light is on. I am arranging my beach glass on the windowsill.

I turn the newest piece over and over. I love its dull smoothness, all its shine and sharp edges worn away by the sea. This one is pale pink; its ridges once formed part of a letter. An a maybe. I settle it into its spot and crab-crawl back across my mattress to sit with my back flat to the wall. Sabriel lies spine up, pages splayed, on the bed beside me, but I don’t feel like reading.

I look at my watch. 10:14. Mom is probably asleep. And Kaya too, I guess. I was worried about Kaya and the island nights. Petrified, actually. I know what goes on here, the raves and things, and she’s just barely thirteen. The first few nights, I stayed up late, and even after I went to bed, I slipped back down, over and over, and peeked into her room. She was always snug in bed by ten. You’d never know she’s the kind of kid to get in so much trouble.

Kaya

You are out of the trees when the next car comes by, and the moon is lighting up the horizon, just getting ready to rise. The car pulls to a stop, laughter pouring from its open windows. It’s full of girls. Jammed.

“You off to Big Trib?” one shouts at you, much too loud with the car pulled up close.

“Course she is,” another voice shouts as the back door swings open. “Hop in.”

And you do, fitting yourself into a sliver of space after the girl who opened the door shifts onto a nearby lap.

At first the talk and laughter flow over you. You give short answers to one or two questions, but in your head you’re still out there on the road, shivering and sore.

“You’re a bit of a downer,” one of them says. “Here, have a swig of this.”

She’s reaching around from the front seat, holding out a mickey. Just the sight of it warms you up, starting in your gut.

You take a swig and sputter. “What the hell is this?”

“Bit of this, bit of that,” the girl next to you says.

“Well, it’s disgusting,” you say as it snugs into a cozy, warm ball in your chest. You take another gulp.

“Hey, leave some for the rest of us!” the lap-rider shouts, and you pass it along, but the gross concoction has done its job. The sparks are back.

They have to park a long way from the beach, and they have a lot of stuff to carry. “Thanks for the ride,” you say as they unpack the car. “I’m just going to—”

“What? You’re going to take off on us? Come on! At least you can carry one end of the cooler.”

“You might not like the beach on your own,” hop-in girl says.

“Oh, I’ll be all right,” you say. “I’m meeting some people. Thanks again.” You take several steps backward into the dark.

“Let her go,” another girl says. “Some people are just ungrateful.”

“Hey, I said thanks,” you say, but by then the dark has swallowed you. You turn and walk a long way down the road before you flip on your light.

It takes a while to find the short bit of trail that leads out onto the sand, and you listen for those girls catching up. There’s something about girls all together like that. You’ll take a bunch of guys any day. At last an entwined couple stumbles onto the road right in front of you. They can only have come along the trail. You’ve found it. Light aimed at the ground, you pick your way through the narrow band of trees. Sound reaches you first: a rumble of voices punctuated by roars and shouts; the crackling of the nearest fires; the swooshing of waves washing high on the beach. You come out of the trees and stop.

The beach is nothing like it was in the afternoon. The tide has consumed it, all but the heaps of driftwood that line the beach above the tide-line. The wood makes ghostly shapes in the dark, and moonlight makes a white stripe across the expanse of water, ending right at your feet. Along the water’s edge to your left and all the way down to the dark cliffs at the other end of the beach: orange-red flames and the dark shadows of partiers.

Excitement licks at you as you remember Adam from the afternoon, the tilt of his grin, the tattooed ring around his upper arm, the sand dried into his hair.

A fire would be great. Your thin sweater is not keeping out the midnight chill. But the water calls to you too. The water and the moon.

After all, tomorrow morning you are leaving the island, heading home, back to dry land, dry life.

You thought today’s afternoon swim was your last. This afternoon you dove deep, but your life followed you. Your life reached down, down, down into the water of the bay, grasped you in one grimy paw, squeezed your mouth open with the other, and shoved itself right down your throat.

Furious, you surfaced and gasped for air, stood in the shallows staring at a round red umbrella. You couldn’t see her from that distance, but you knew your mother was there. She had brought you to this island to keep you safe, but tomorrow she was taking you home. Not just home … to school. High school.

You stumbled onto the shore, heading away from the families to the part of the beach where the leftover hippies hang out.

It’s 1997; flower power is long gone, but some of these people haven’t heard.

Now, in the moonlit night, you are in need of one last Hornby Island swim. Adam will just have to wait.

Instead of turning left toward the beach, you turn right, away from the line of fires, and pick your way along the shore toward the point. No sand here, just rock, and water has overrun almost all of it, so you are alone. The moon lights your way, and, after a bit, you reach a jutting rock almost in the shadow of the trees. You sit. The moon has followed you and you look up at it, wondering. It is a little more than half of itself, a sort of oblong lump. But still. The moon’s the moon.

The water makes peaceful lapping sounds right near your toes. The fires and the partiers seem far away. The humid air feels warm, suddenly; you stop shivering and gaze at the calm water, at the boats that float mirage-like near where you swam in the afternoon.

You push off your flip-flops first. Then you stand and let the damp cool of the stone sink into your soles, smooth and delicious. Just in case the tide isn’t done rising, you put your shoes side by side, up high where you have been sitting. You take off your sweater, ball it up and tuck your bag in the middle. That goes on top of the shoes. Your dress comes next.

For a moment you stand naked in the moonlight.

Then you walk into the water, feet certain on the stone.

The water has barely reached your thighs when you crouch, lean forward and tip yourself in. In the water you change. You become a creature of the sea. Your skin is as slick as a seal’s pelt; your feet, as flexible as flippers; your legs and torso, designed for the deeps.

The water is very cold, but that hardly bothers you at all. Eyes wide, you swim every which way, following the sparkling light as it tries to reach the bottom of the sea. Then, still deep down, you flip onto your back, look up and see the moon itself.

You’re under water on earth, you think, and you’re looking at the moon. It occurs to you to fill yourself up with water, to draw it deep into your lungs, weigh yourself down with it, so that your body sinks and you lie forever on the ocean floor gazing up at the moon, at the stars, at the sun, through unblinking eyes, as time passes on and on in the dry-land world, as nights turn to days and to nights again. You would never have to be that girl again.

You part your lips and feel the water on your tongue. Releasing a string of bubbles as you go, you shoot to the surface for some air. The cold is getting the better of you. You need one of those roaring fires right about now.

Moments later, standing full out of the water with the moonlight at your back, you see two figures sitting right where your clothes are supposed to be.

“I told you she’d be naked,” one of them says.

Beth

The heat wakes me up, and I roll over on the hard bed and toss the sheet off. It’s all tangled up with my ankles and I sit up to get it free. Sweat dribbles—actually dribbles—out of my hair and down my neck. I swipe at it and stare out into the black. The air in the room is heavy and still. Bats will be tucked up in the rafters by now, and I decide to take my chances with the mosquitoes. Time to let the outside in.

Without switching on the light, I feel my way to the window latch, careful not to mess with my bits of glass. Window open, I let that cool air wash over me, take a deep breath, heave myself to my feet and head for the door. I need to pee.

On the landing, one floor down, I stop. The door to Kaya’s room is ajar. A familiar fear ripples through my rib cage and into my belly. She must have left the door open to let in some air. Seconds tick by as I listen for the sound of some nice deep-sleep breathing. The silence hurts my head. I could just carry on to the bathroom and go back to bed.

No, I could not. I push. The door opens and I slip through. Once in, I know the bed is empty, but I check anyway. Sybilla whines softly and I reach down and stroke her. The dog is curled up right on Kaya’s pillow, even though she’s too big for it, and Kaya is gone.

I think for the briefest moment about waking Mom, about getting in the car, searching the island, tracking down my wayward sister.

But letting Mom know seems so awful, so real. And Mom’s jittery weeping—I can’t take another minute of that. How likely is it that we’d find Kaya anyway?

I go down to the bathroom, pee, come back up and slip into Kaya’s bed, pushing Sybilla down onto the rug.

I’m going to wait for her right here.

Kaya

Your seal’s pelt, your flippers, the wonders of the deep—they all drop away. You stand wet and cold in your human skin; a shiver runs the length of your body and brings your teeth clanking together. Feeling a spurt of rage, you step forward. No one is going to humiliate you.

“Get away from my clothes,” you say, and take another step.

You can make out the two boys in the moonlight. Drunk and stupid.

“I said, step away from my clothes.”

“Hey, we’ll give you your clothes when we feel like it,” one says, but the other has already sidled off a bit.

They don’t try to stop you when you walk right up, snatch your dress and put it on. “What are you? Twelve?” you say as you force your wet arms into the sleeves of your sweater. Your bag falls and you have to scramble for it.

“Fourteen,” the sidler says.

“Shut up, Justin.” That’s the other one.

You will your heart to slow down and your body to warm up. You really need one of those fires. And you do not like the clenched teeth in the boy’s voice when he tells his friend to shut up.

“I’m cold,” you say. “I’m going to find a fire.” Then, “Come if you want.” That way, if they choose to follow, it’s at your invitation. You hope you’ll find the guys who smoked you up before the two dweebs find their friends. You don’t want to deal with a whole pack of boys.

You walk in the shallows, peering into the gatherings around the fires, searching for anyone familiar. The beach is alive with bodies, with shouts, with laughter and fire, and the heavy smell of smoke. Excitement prickles at you, but you stay well back, for now.

The girls from the car are the first people you recognize, and you pick up your pace, hoping that Justin and his friend will drop off. These girls seem more their speed. The boys probably haven’t seen many naked girls in their lives, though—maybe you are the first—because they stick to you like pollen on a bee.

“Where are you going?” Justin asks more than once.

“You don’t have to come,” you reply.

You wrung out your annoying quantities of hair before you put on your sweater, but it still sends a river down your back. Your dress clings to your skin. The beach goes on forever. This afternoon the guys with the tokes were at the far end. That’s where they should be now, but it’s hard to tell who’s who in the dark. You don’t want to walk up and peer right into faces.

“Hey, babe,” a voice shouts from one of the fires, “come have a beer.”

“No, thanks,” you call back, and walk on.

As you approach another fire, a figure turns, looks for a moment and stumbles toward the water. “Hey, babe,” he says as he falls into lumbering step beside you.

What is it with these guys? Is that the only phrase they know? Fear thickens your limbs, dulls the prickles.

The guy stops dead, half blocking your path. “You’re wet,” he slurs.

“Yeah,” you say. “And I’m with him.” You grab Justin’s arm and pull him to your side. He looks at you in surprise.

As soon as you’ve put those guys behind you, you drop Justin’s arm and pick up your pace.

“We’re, uh … we’re going to head back,” he says when the cliffs at the north end of the beach loom close. The other guy, the gruff one, does not meet your eyes before they turn.

Well, at least you’re rid of them.

Feet back on dry sand, you look up the beach toward the last in the long line of fires. It lights a wooden shelter, massive and intricate—a shelter you recognize. You sat there this afternoon, talking to a bunch of hippies while your bikini dried. The sight of the familiar driftwood construction lit by an enormous blaze sends that wild, free feeling through you again, much stronger now. Your whole body tingles.

You walk closer. “Adam?” you call.

A man steps away from the group, backlit by the fire, frontlit by the moon.

“You’re wet,” he says.

“I went for a swim.”

“Hey, guys,” he calls over his shoulder, “uh …”

“Kaya,” you say.

“Kaya is back.”

Another guy jumps up and offers you a spot on a log near the fire. Adam puts a beer into your hand and a girl with dreadlocks passes you a fat joint. You take a swig and a toke and hold out your legs toward the flames. Energy courses around the fire, bottles clank and a log collapses, sending a whoosh of flames and sparks into the dark. You breathe the smell of woodsmoke and soak in the warmth. Your face and your shoulders relax.

Adam sits down beside you and puts his hand on your knee. He lives on the big island and comes over here as much as he can in the summer. He doesn’t really work or go to school; he was a bit vague this afternoon on what he actually does, but so were you. He’s tall and slim but not skinny. His skin is so smooth and kind of gleaming that in the heat of the afternoon, you wanted to run your finger down the centre of his bare chest. He’s clean-shaven and his thick, dark hair is pulled back into a stubby ponytail.

“You came a long way to find us tonight,” he says, “all by yourself.”

You let your shoulder rise and fall against his. “I was bored at home,” you say.

Beth

A gasp wakes me, followed by a single word—“Beth?”—and a soft bark shushed.

I sit up, confused, and stare into the black. I smell woodsmoke.

“What are you doing in my bed?” Kaya says.

“What were you doing out of it?” I hiss. I’m in Kaya’s bed, that’s where I am.

“It’s none of your business,” Kaya says. “Get out of here.”

Not so fast, I think, as I reach out and flip on the lamp. It takes her only a second to flip it off again, but a second is long enough. Her hair hangs in heavy damp clumps around her face and a big black sooty smear runs up one side of her dress. Her legs and arms are covered in long red scratches. She doesn’t look like someone who was just partying with other kids. Sybilla is weaving back and forth against those marked-up legs, whining with delight.

“You’re hurt,” I say, reaching again for the switch.

Kaya blinks hard at the bright light, closes her eyes and leans against the wall.

“I’m not hurt, Beth. I just need to sleep,” she says. “Please, can you leave me alone?” Then she surprises me. She straightens and stands by the bed, does a little twirl, tops it with a curtsy. “See? It’s all good. Now. Go. Back. To. Bed.”

And I do. I climb the stairs, collapse on my bed and pull the thin sheet over my head to keep the mosquitoes at bay. I fall asleep quickly in the gentle breeze, relieved that my sister, whatever she may have got into tonight, is tucked away now in her own bed.

Kaya

“How old did you say you were?” Adam asks after a while.

You tilt your head and grin. “Sixteen.” You don’t need to ask him his age. He told you back in the afternoon. He’s nineteen. All grown up.

“And where are you from?”

“Vancouver,” you say, puzzled. He ought to remember that.

“No, I mean where are you really from?”

It takes you a minute to understand what he means. Then you see him looking at your brown skin and you get it. Annoying, but you decide to let it go.

“I was actually born right in Vancouver,” you say. “I was adopted. My family is white.”

“Oh,” he says. He wraps his arm around your shoulder, pulls you close and kisses your forehead. Your body nestles itself against him and he responds, lowering his lips to yours.

“You want to go for a walk?” he says in your ear.

He pulls you to your feet. The two of you start off down the beach.

Dreadlock girl calls after him. “Hey. Where you going?”

“Just a walk,” Adam shouts back.

The tide has receded a bit, and you walk at the water’s edge, stopping now and then to kiss in the moonlight. As if from a distance, you watch yourself standing ankle-deep in the ocean, with a gorgeous guy’s arm hooked around you, his lips soft as whispers, his tongue sleek in your mouth.

This is how it’s supposed to be, you think. This is perfect. You walk with your hand on his bare waist, feeling his muscles flex as he walks, feeling how strong he is.

You are so caught up in your vision that you hardly notice that you’re leaving the beach, walking through the band of trees, coming out on the road. Before you take in that that’s where he’s leading you, he’s unlocking his car.

You don’t even hesitate. You get in, but you watch yourself doing it, nervous anticipation thick in your limbs.

When he gathers you into his arms, your stomach flips right over and electricity shoots straight into your crotch. You tense and squirm away a bit. He sits back and grasps your shoulders.

“Let’s go to my place,” he says, his voice the tenderest thing.

“I … I can’t,” you say. “I have to get home.”

Abruptly, he lets go of you and starts the car, pulls out. “Which way?” he says when he reaches the main road. He follows your instructions and makes the left turn. He doesn’t go far, though, before he turns down a dirt road, pulls over and turns off the car.

“No need to go home this instant,” he says, and kisses you again, with a lot more tongue than before. His hand grasps your breast for a moment, through your dress, and drops to your thigh. It feels heavy now, tentacled, and it starts to crawl up your skirt.

All the electricity is gone. Your body is on lockdown.

You manage a muffled but insistent “no” around his tongue. His hand retreats.

Relief, of a sort, washes through you—until you hear his zipper. Your right arm drifts for the door handle. He pulls his face away from yours and looks down, and you follow his gaze to his crotch. At the sight of his erect penis, you snap your lids shut.

“Come on,” he says, his voice thick. “You don’t want to leave me like this, do you?”

You open your eyes, and he reaches out, works his fingers into your hair and pulls at your head. You push back against his hand and turn your face toward that door.

“Tease,” he says.

That’s it. That’s all he has to say. You let him pull your head down and you do what he wants.

You watch yourself performing the act, and something clicks into place inside you. The romance in the shallows, the moonlit kisses, none of that is you. It never has been.

Anyway, “the act” doesn’t take long at all. He lets go of your head right away and you rear up and stare straight ahead, filled with a kind of tarry darkness, a miserable calm.

“I’ll drive you home now,” he says then, and you turn to look at him. The moonlight is still streaming into the car, flooding him now with cold white light. He reaches for the keys. You wipe your face with your sleeve. Loathing leaks into that big calm space inside you.

“No,” you say. “I’ll walk.”

You thrust the door open and tumble straight into the ditch, which is full of brambles. Up the other side you go, scrapes and scratches burning, trying to keep your breathing quiet, trying to muster a shred of pride.

He gets out of the car and walks along the ditch. “Hey,” he calls. “Come on. I’m just going to drive you home.”

“I said I’ll walk,” you call back.

“What’s the matter with you?” he shouts. Then, a long silence.

At last he gets back in his car and drives along slowly. Eventually, he’s off the gravel, onto the pavement, and gone. You wait a bit longer in the silent night; then you creep back onto the road and start the long walk home.

Other girls don’t do that, you’re guessing. They don’t take rides with strangers who want to have sex with them. They don’t exchange oral sex for taxi service. Well, you didn’t do that either, you think, as you put one sore foot in front of the other.

As you walk, ignoring blisters and scratches, you think back briefly to the moon shining through the water, reaching its light into the depths to touch you. You don’t deserve that clean beauty, you think.

And with the thought comes a sort of black satisfaction. You are, you really are, that girl.

Beth

Mom is turning the fridge inside out, no sign of breakfast, when I come down at eight thirty with my arms full of sheets. She has a big mug of coffee on the go, almost certainly cold. And she’s in a state.

So much to do. Ferry leaves in two hours.

We won’t be catching that one, I think. Mom always sets her sights on the impossible and then is furious when the impossible is just that.

“I’m capable of helping, Mom,” I say as I head for the washing machine in the pantry. It’s already running, so I dump my armload on the floor and head back to the kitchen. “I’m always helping.” I know I sound whiny, but I can’t help it. “Do you think I could have some breakfast first?”

Mom gestures broadly. “Help yourself,” she says.

And I look around at the chaos. Ah, granola. And there’s the milk on the counter.

First few bites consumed. “Kaya’s the one who really should be helping,” I say, tempted, oh so tempted, to tell Mom about my early morning vigil. It was two o’clock when I crept back into bed. Two!

“Shall I go wake her?” I ask, but Mom doesn’t even glance in my direction.

“Kaya’s not much good in the morning,” she says, as if I don’t already know that.

I finish my breakfast and go upstairs to pack my own room, feet banging on the stairs. I shove Kaya’s door open as I pass. A grunt from her tangled bed rewards me. What did happen to her out there? How did she get those scratches?

I don’t care, I tell myself. But not caring is hard work.

I’m quick with my own stuff, and with the broom and dustpan on the wide wooden planks. Bag and broom thump down the stairs behind me. Back to Kaya’s door.

She sits up as I walk in. Sybilla is up on the bed with her, her huge collie bulk nestled against Kaya’s legs. Kaya isn’t supposed to let her up there, but she does, every night, and Mom knows it. How did it happen that that dog became all Kaya’s anyway?

“Leave me alone,” Kaya says. “I’m up.”

“What happened to you last night?” I say. It’s a direct question, and my mouth stays open, lips pulled back on the t, surprised at itself.

Her eyes meet mine for an instant. “Nothing happened. I went out. I came back. And found you where you shouldn’t have been.”

I look at her, hair knotted, skin grey instead of brown, eyes squinting. Unlike me, Kaya is a beauty, but you’d never know it to look at her now.

“I was worried,” I say. Or whisper.

That beaten-down face fixes itself into a sneer. “What?” she says.

I back down, as usual. “Nothing,” I say. “Just get ready. Mom wants to catch the noon boat off the island.”

Kaya glances at her wrist and shrugs. “Mom always wants things she can’t get,” she says.

I leave then, anger and shame battling each other deep in my belly, and turn my attention to sweeping and scrubbing the bathroom, which is spotless by the time I’m done.





CHAPTER TWO

Beth

Back home. September. Kaya’s first day of high school. I keep an eye out. Who’s she going to talk to? Where’s she going to go between classes?

I see her at the start of lunch, her head up and back, that little self-satisfied sneer plastered all over her face, strutting—like, actually strutting—her way out to the breezeway. Ten minutes later, I catch a glimpse of her through a window and she’s all by herself, kind of shrunken up against the wall.

I want to go out there and yell at the other kids, order them to be nice to my sister. Or yell at her, Smile! Knock that rock off your shoulder. You look like a stuck-up little … My mind draws back from that word and all words like it. I wander off and leave her on her own.

I can’t believe that my thirteen-year-old sister actually got caught shoplifting. And not something small like a chocolate bar or a sparkly barrette, but jeans. She got caught stealing a pair of jeans. And not when she was out with a pack of girls. Or on her own, even. She was shopping with Mom. She got caught shoplifting when she was out with her mother.

Sometimes I wonder if we know everything that went on with Kaya last year. Grade Seven. The jeans incident was the first bad thing we knew about, but what if there’s more? Sometimes I get this sick
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