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LUCAS GETS HURT

PART ONE


 

“Sometimes things change so much you feel like you’ve come full circle and back to a place you’ve been before,” Lucas said.

So. That’s what this was about. Claire was a little surprised. Even a little disappointed in Lucas. “Full circle back to a beach a long time ago?” Claire asked, knowing the answer.

He nodded. “Our first kiss.”

She should put an end to this. She really should. But the memories were strong for her, too. There had been a time when she would have done anything for Lucas Cabral. And it would be a down payment on paying Jake back. “Are you going to ask me as politely as you did then, Lucas, with your voice all squeaky and trembling?” she said, half-mocking, half-trembling with anticipation.

Lucas slid across the car seat toward her, closer, close enough that the slightest movement would bring them together. “Do I have to ask?”

“No,” Claire said. “You don’t.”

“Look man, look man, no, look, don’t man. Don’t shoot me, man.”

He was begging. Praying to Christopher like he was some kind of a god. And with his gun, with his finger on the trigger, with the slightest pressure now the difference between life and death, wasn’t he like a god?

From far away the sound of a siren floated through the trees. The dog had started barking, jerking frantically at its chain. The skinhead had sunk to his knees, crying.

And the gun felt so powerful in Christopher’s hand.

Zoey saw her mother’s eyes were full of tears. She realized her own were, too. This was it—the destruction of her family. The end. Even worse, the destruction of her parents, all their tawdry, humiliating secrets now laid out to sicken their children. Zoey wished she could just disappear. If she’d still had even an ounce of energy or will, she might have grabbed Benjamin’s hand and run. But all she could do was watch and listen, helpless to change anything.

“You might as well tell them the rest,” Zoey’s mother said flatly.

Mr. Passmore nodded. “Yes. The rest. It seems while I was with this woman in Europe, well, it seems she became pregnant.”

Zoey felt the world spinning around her.

“See, you both, Zoey, Benjamin, you have . . . a sister.”

     

Zoey Passmore

If I believed in astrology, I would have guessed that some terrible alignment of the planets occurred on that Thursday when so many futures stood teetering between happiness and destruction. Sometimes I wish I did believe in something supernatural, because then you’d have a way of making sense out of things, you know? Blame it on the stars or whatever, rather than having to blame people. Or yourself. But I was left feeling that life was just unpredictable, that it might suddenly, without warning, blow up in your face. Which isn’t a very reassuring thing to believe, even though it may be true.

For me that Thursday meant the end of my family as I had known it. In the blink of an eye my parents, who I had been sure loved each other absolutely, became enemies.

And each of them, my father and mother, came away seeming smaller, more petty, weaker than I had believed. Not that I had ever thought of either of them as perfect parents, but I guess I’d always thought of them as very good people doing their best to be perfect parents, and that was more than enough for me. No longer.

It was like someone had declared the end of illusions. Illusions about my boyfriend, Lucas, and about Jake, my previous boyfriend. And now my parents. It made me wonder what other people I had misjudged. Nina had been my best friend for years, but if I could be so wrong about my parents, was I wrong about her, too? And Aisha? And even Benjamin, my brother, the one person I told myself was absolutely real?

And myself? Was I just a lie, too?

I sat in that room while my father told me the depressing truth and I had the strangest feeling. We were all still alive, my parents and my brother and me, tired, sad, but alive. And yet something had died.

Just an idea, really. The idea of a family. An abstraction. And it really shouldn’t hurt when an idea dies, should it?





ONE


SISTER. THE WORD HUNG IN the air between them. Zoey’s mother looked away, her mouth twisted in a bitter line. Her father hung his head, ashamed.

“Where does this sister live?” Benjamin asked.

“I don’t know,” Mr. Passmore said. “Her mother and . . . and the man she thinks of as her father live in Kittery. I was never supposed to have anything to do with my—with the young lady.”

“How Jerry Springer,” Benjamin muttered. “Or would this be more of a Maury?”

“I guess Lara—that’s her name, Lara McAvoy—does know she has a biological father out there somewhere, but who, or where . . . I don’t think she knows.”

“This is not really what’s important right now,” Zoey’s mother snapped in a brittle voice. Then, with an effort, she softened her tone. “The important thing is that you kids realize that both of us still love you and care for you. We don’t want any of this to have to affect you.”

Zoey laughed derisively. “Too late.”

“Yeah, I think we kind of got affected,” Benjamin said dryly.

“I’m just tired,” Zoey said, shaking her head. “In a way I’m glad it’s all out in the open.”

Her mother leaned forward, trying to meet Zoey’s evasive gaze. “What I said to you the other day, Zoey. About this being your fault. That was totally wrong. We’re to blame. Your father and I, we’re the only ones to blame.”

Zoey stood up, wobbly with spent emotion and exhaustion. Outside, the night had fallen. Inside the room, no one had turned on more than a single dim lamp. Her parents’ faces were in shadow, unknowable, almost unrecognizable in their masks of grief and shame and poorly concealed anger.

“Yes,” Zoey agreed. “You are the ones to blame. But if you’re waiting for forgiveness from me, Mother, you can forget it.”

“People make mistakes,” Benjamin said, so quietly Zoey wasn’t sure she’d heard him.

“People make mistakes,” Zoey agreed. “But they don’t end up sleeping with men they’re not married to on a tiny little island where everyone knows everyone else’s business.”

She was gratified to see her mother swallow hard. The barb had hit home. Good. They could say all they wanted that it was both their faults, but it had been her mother she’d walked in on. Her mother with Jake’s father.

Zoey walked away. She heard Benjamin rise too and follow her from the room. Zoey began climbing the stairs, almost too exhausted to move her legs.

“Zoey?” Benjamin called out softly from the hallway.

She halted, waiting silently.

“People do make mistakes,” Benjamin said.

The car swerved sharply around a cyclist, nearly invisible in the darkness, and fishtailed into a turn. In the backseat Aisha Gray was thrown against the door, bruising her narrow shoulder. But she didn’t ask the driver to slow down. The speed of the car, now flying down the dark road, siren wailing, was Aisha’s only hope.

“How do you know where we’re going?” Aisha yelled at the detective on the passenger side, the older of the two men. Sergeant Winokur.

He half-turned, and Aisha could see that his eyes were wide from the adrenaline rush. They glittered with reflected green dashboard light. His voice, though professionally measured, showed the raggedness of excitement, maybe even fear. “We don’t know,” he said. “But there are three possibilities. I put units on the others, too, as soon as you told me what was happening.”

Aisha was confused. “Wait a minute; you know who these guys are?”

Sergeant Winokur nodded. “We’ve known from the start. We have a pretty good idea who’s in these skinhead gangs.” He made an annoyed face. “Actually, we were hoping these particular lowlifes would lead us to bigger fish.”

“Just ahead, Sarge,” his partner said, killing the siren.

“Yeah. Look, miss, you stay in the car and keep down. Do you understand? Head below the back of this seat.”

Aisha nodded. Her throat was tight. Her chest was a vise around a pounding, fearful heart. “Don’t hurt him,” she pleaded. “Just don’t hurt him, please.”

The sergeant gave no response. He tried unsuccessfully to hide the fact that he had drawn an automatic pistol from the holster beneath his sport coat. The gun was low by his side.

The car skidded to a stop, headlights illuminating a crazed, fleeting montage of dark tree trunks, a tilted mailbox, a gravel driveway, an old car, before coming to rest. Just up the street Aisha could see the van that Christopher had taken from the school’s athletics department. She squeezed her hands together and prayed with all her might. Prayed like she had not done since she was a little girl.

“There he is.”

“Yep.”

Doors opened. Aisha looked up. Christopher walked blindly, head bowed, a stark figure in the blue-white glare of headlights. The gun hung loose in his hand. He seemed to be stunned, immobilized. He looked down at the gun, then up, straight into the headlights.

“Drop it.” The sergeant rapped out the words. He stood behind the shelter of the open door, one foot still in the car, gun leveled at Christopher.

“Drop the damn gun!” the driver ordered.

Christopher still seemed confused, surprised, lost.

“I said lose the gun! Lose it right now or I’ll shoot!”

Lucas’s first kiss was tentative. Claire half-thought he might back away at the last minute. She half-thought she might back away, too. But neither did. And Lucas’s lips met hers.

The betrayal was sealed. With that first kiss Claire had begun to pay Jake back for sleeping with Louise, for still secretly loving Zoey, and for the worst crime of all—for not really loving Claire.

But it wouldn’t stop with one kiss. On the next kiss Lucas was bolder, taking her in his arms and holding her close. The feel of him was different. Not like Jake, not the wall of hard muscle, the bristly chin, the sense of physical power barely restrained.

Nor was this Lucas like the Lucas that Claire remembered from a long time ago, when his kisses had been sweet, his touch so gentle. This Lucas was more urgent, almost harsh.

And yet Claire felt her body responding swiftly to his touch. Her lips, her throat as he trailed kisses down to her collarbone, her heart as it pounded frantically. It was as if her body was somehow a separate creature from her mind. She felt a warm, spreading, intoxicating pleasure, but at a distance, not real.

He drew back just a little, catching his breath. His face was too near for her to see his features distinctly in the dim light from the dashboard. He was a blur with warm breath and dark eyes. He came closer still, and this time she opened her lips to him, and felt an answering increase in his own excitement.

It was strange. Such a combustible feeling, as if the two of them brought together would inevitably cause an explosion. And yet it was a cold fire whose warmth reached just the surface of her skin, tingling just the nerve endings while somehow leaving her mind unaffected.

Was she the only one feeling this strange disconnection? Was it some consequence of guilt? Was it concern for Zoey, for Jake? Did Lucas feel it, too? Was that the reason for his urgency? Was he racing to stay ahead of feelings of guilt?

She fumbled for and found the control button that lowered the plush leather seat into full recline with a mechanical whir. Her luxuriant black hair fanned out across the tan leather. Guilt, maybe, but sheer pleasure, too. Lucas was over her now, his weight pressing down on her, kissing her deeply, the two of them panting, groping, unrestrained.

His hands touched her, eliciting shudders of sensual response. His movements were so barely controlled, his fingers trembling, his breathing ragged.

Why not? Claire wondered. It was very clear what he wanted to happen next. Why not? It was a wild, passionate, insane moment. How often did anything like passion infiltrate even the corners of her dispassionate mind?

And if Jake could do it with Louise . . .

Lucas was undressing her with hurried fingers, driven by desire . . . no, by two desires.

The second of which was to hurt Zoey.

“Sister?” Zoey repeated the word into the mirror over her dresser. “Half-sister,” she corrected, but that formulation made her uneasy. She’d always felt there was something ungenerous about phrases like half-sister, half-brother. Like you were making an issue out of it. Like you didn’t quite want to accept a person.

“I don’t want to accept any of this.” Her eyes showed the signs of sleeplessness and tears, the blue surrounded and invaded by redness, lids puffed, expression dull and lifeless. Her blond hair hung lank and straight to her shoulders. She glanced at her clock. Ridiculously early to get in bed. And yet when had she last had a real night’s sleep?

She began to undress, letting clothing fall on the floor, feeling a deep physical craving for her bed. In a strange way she was almost relieved. Things became simpler when you were too exhausted to think. She could feel her mind finally shutting down, her awareness like a diminishing circle of spotlight, smaller, smaller, releasing more and more into dark indifference.

She found her Boston Bruins jersey and slipped it on, reassured by its familiarity. At least some things didn’t change. Her sheets were cool, her pillows soft. She stretched her legs out, feeling the tension in her every muscle. Her toes invaded the cold corners of her bed.

Her parents were breaking up. It was impossible to imagine that anything could stop the disintegration now.

And she had a sister, somewhere, maybe not far away, with no face as yet. An abstraction, but full of possibilities and problems that Zoey was simply too tired to contemplate.

Tomorrow she would have to begin confronting all the stories, the details, the trauma of this terrible day. But first . . .

. . . sleep.





TWO


“DROP THE DAMNED GUN!”

Christopher stood paralyzed. The bright light had come up from nowhere, and now voices were shouting. He looked down at the gun in his hand. It looked alien and alive. He opened his hand slowly and the creature slipped from his grip.

It was a shocking sensation, the emptiness of his hand, just fingers again. He shook his head, feeling like he’d been sleepwalking.

Strong hands grabbed him, a leg swept his feet from under him, and he was facedown in the gravel. Sharp rocks cutting into his cheek. Dirt in his mouth. His arms were twisted roughly behind his back. He didn’t resist. He stared at the gun lying a few feet away, still more than just another artifact. Still like something living that had become a part of him.

Or was it the other way around? Was it he who had become a part of the gun?

He was jerked to his feet and pushed, staggering back against the hood of the car, blinking again in the lights.

“Christopher!”

Aisha. Her arms around him, her wet cheek pressed against his. Was she crying? Was he?

“I’m making the weapon safe,” a far-off voice said.

Sirens and wildly swinging blue lights were coming down the road at breakneck speed. One by one they skidded to a halt in a shower of gravel.

“This weapon has not been fired,” the first voice said.

“Oh, thank God,” Aisha said. “Oh, thank you, God.”

“I couldn’t do it,” Christopher admitted, feeling embarrassed and defeated.

“Check around the back of the house,” a second voice ordered. “I . . . Look, if the kid back there is in one piece, I don’t need any formal statements from him at this time. You understand me?”

“Your call, Dave,” the first man said, sounding doubtful.

“I couldn’t do it,” Christopher told Aisha.

“I know. I prayed so hard . . . I knew you wouldn’t.”

“I had him. I mean, he was scared, he was crawling and begging and all I had to do was pull the trigger—”

“But you didn’t.”

“I couldn’t, Eesh.”

Uniformed policemen were everywhere now. At least a half-dozen cars were spread out across and on both sides of the road.

The first cop was back. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder toward the dark backyard, back to the sound of a frantically barking dog and a high-pitched, almost hysterical voice crying for revenge, screaming obscene threats now that the danger was past. “He’ll live. Just shaken up pretty badly.”

“Any evidence of shots fired?” Sergeant Winokur asked.

“No shots. No witnesses aside from the victim and this clown.” He indicated Christopher.

“All right, Curt, see if you can’t break up this party while I have a little talk with the tough guy here. All right, tough guy, come with me,” the sergeant said to Christopher. He hauled Christopher by his pinioned arm, pulling him, stumbling, down the dark road, away from the barking and the flash of blue lights and the wailing threats.

“Where are you taking him?” Aisha cried.

“See this?” the cop demanded angrily. “Do you see what you’ve done to this girl who cares about you? She has to call us and come racing over here scared half to death?”

Christopher shook his head in confusion. It was all happening in a blur. They were in darkness now, walking across dead leaves and fallen pine needles. A branch scratched his cheek. A sound was growing louder. Water. The river.

“Sergeant, what are you doing?” Aisha cried again, still keeping pace, clutching at Christopher’s other arm.

They stopped beside the river, an almost unseen but definite presence, running fast and loud, swollen with new rain and too-early snowfalls melting off the mountains.

Christopher was turned around. There was a metallic click and suddenly his arms were free of the handcuffs. He was aware of the police sergeant standing no more than a foot away. He could feel Aisha wrapped around his right arm.

“That punk back there is named Jesse Simms. He was the third individual involved in the attack on you. Within about twelve hours of the incident, we’d rolled this kid over on his buddies. We’ve been trying to use the other two to identify additional members of this particular skinhead organization.”

“You knew?” Christopher asked.

“Yeah. Oddly enough, that’s our job.” The cop’s tone was coldly sarcastic. “Sometimes we actually succeed. What was your job? What the hell were you doing here tonight with a gun?”

Christopher shrugged. “I . . . Look, they put me in the hospital, man.”

“And the penalty for assault and battery is death now? Someone beats you up, you kill them? I’m curious, you know, since you’re making all the laws now.”

Christopher shrugged again. The sergeant was clearly angry and growing more so. Christopher felt too drained to say much in his own defense.

“So you were going to kill him,” the policeman accused.

“He didn’t, though,” Aisha said fiercely.

“No. What he did was commit assault with a deadly weapon. We could probably also call it kidnapping since he held the poor bastard with a gun to his head. But I don’t think Mr. Simms will be wanting to press charges, because I’m going to tell him not to.”

Christopher exhaled and for the first time realized he had been holding his breath.

“So. Tough guy. Why didn’t you shoot him?” the policeman asked more gently.

“I don’t know.”

“It would have been easy. You had the gun. He was helpless.”

Christopher felt a wave of nausea at the memory. Yes, he’d been helpless, crying, begging. “It made me sick.”

“What made you sick? That he was scared? That he was begging for his life?” the sergeant bored in relentlessly.

“No,” Christopher said sharply. “It made me sick that I made him beg.”

“You enjoyed it. The rush of all that power from that little gun.”

“No. Yeah, at first,” Christopher admitted. “And then . . . Look, he deserved it. He’s a racist piece of crap.”

Surprisingly, the policeman laughed. “You know what? Lots of people deserve lots of things, kid. Sometimes they even get what’s coming to them. Not all the time, but sometimes.”

“And now what? Him and his friends will maybe spend ninety days in jail? Then it’s right back out on the streets.”

“That’s about right.”

“Maybe I should have killed him,” Christopher said, but without conviction.

“And now you’re ashamed because you didn’t? You think you’d be proud if you had? You think you’d be standing here feeling like a big man because you took a life?”

“No,” Christopher admitted.

“No. And you didn’t get off on scaring that little punk. You know why? Because it takes a weak individual to enjoy causing fear. It takes a very small man to get pleasure out of another individual’s pain. Maybe you just aren’t a small enough man.”

Christopher realized he was trembling, barely understanding what the cop was saying. All he knew was that a wave of relief so powerful it rattled him to his bones was sweeping over him. He had been so close to pulling that trigger.

Something was in his hand again. The gun. Emptied of shells, harmless, and yet so seductive.

“We checked you out after you first filed the complaint,” Sergeant Winokur said in a quieter voice. “You work hard, kid. You have plans and you have a girlfriend here who is probably too damned good for you. And there was some provocation. So you’re going to walk away from this one.”

“Thank you,” Christopher said in a whisper.

“Don’t thank me,” Sergeant Winokur said sarcastically. “I want a nice, clean case when we bust the rest of these punks. I don’t want the jury having to deal with you playing vigilante. Now if you’d been found with a firearm, I wouldn’t have much choice but to bust you and pretty much flush your life down the toilet. Do you follow me?”

“No . . . I . . .”

“What I’m saying is, that river is surprisingly deep way out in the middle.”

Christopher nodded, comprehension penetrating his confusion. The sergeant gave him a long, thoughtful look. Then he turned his back deliberately and began to walk back toward the flashing blue lights.

“Thanks,” Christopher called out after him. “I won’t . . . you know.”

There was no response. Christopher realized Aisha was still there, almost holding him up while his legs felt watery, his knees threatened to buckle. He felt weak as a newborn.

Aisha stepped away, waiting.

Christopher drew back his arm and found that he still possessed a reservoir of strength. The gun flew invisibly through the night. Seconds later there was a splash far out in the river.

“Let’s go home,” Aisha said.

“We can’t do this, Lucas,” Claire said a little breathlessly. “Not that I don’t want to, but I think maybe it’s a little far to take payback.”

Lucas stopped his hand where it was but didn’t pull it away. For a fleeting moment Claire wondered if he would stop. She had let things go way too far.

His voice was challenging. “That’s all this is to you? Payback?”

“Oh, come on, Lucas, what is it to you?”

“It’s . . . ” He began cursing. He snatched his hand away, breaking contact.

Claire laughed. She used the button to raise her seat and began refastening everything Lucas had done such a good job of unfastening.

“You’re cold, you know that?” Lucas demanded, sliding back across the seat.

“Uh-huh. I’m cold, but you’ve suddenly fallen madly in love with me, right? It isn’t just that you’re horny and you’re mad at Zoey for refusing you. Or that you’re worried about that long, very long hug between her and Jake? It isn’t that you’re thinking, ‘well, I get laid, plus I get to pay Zoey back’?”

A semblance of humor returned to Lucas’s features. “As revenge goes, it would be pretty effective.”

“You and me. Could either of us have come up with a better way to piss off Jake and Zoey?”

Lucas laughed unwillingly, unable to resist the truth. “Still,” he said ruefully, “it’s not like I was just faking it.”

“No, me neither,” Claire admitted.

“You haven’t exactly turned into a gorgon.”

“We could definitely be dangerous together,” Claire admitted. “But you’re still in love with Zoey.”

He shrugged and looked away.

“I think Jake is, too, at least partly.”

Great, now she was feeling sorry for herself. Well, why not? Benjamin had obviously gotten over her a lot more completely than she’d ever expected. The level of affection between him and Nina was nauseating. And Lucas, and maybe even Jake, carried torches for Little Zoey Pureheart.

What did Jake feel for Zoey? What, if anything, did he feel for Claire? What, if anything, did anyone ever really feel for Claire?

Claire stole a glance at Lucas. Already the look of charged excitement was fading, replaced by a sober, worried expression. That worry was sure to grow. In a few minutes it would begin to occur to him that Claire now held his relationship with Zoey in the palm of her hand.

Claire turned the key in the ignition.

 

Claire

We all live on Chatham Island. Not a large island; in fact, it’s small even by Maine island standards. Some maps don’t even show it. It only has three hundred or so year-round residents. We get a lot more people in the summer, but the real, hard-core island population is just three hundred. North Harbor, which we jokingly refer to as our town, is really only a town when the tourists are in. Once September rolls around it starts to empty out, and by late October it’s reduced to a few active businesses, a small grocery store that’s only open a few hours a day, one year-round restaurant and bar, Passmores’, which belongs to Zoey and Benjamin’s parents, a hardware store, and an automatic teller machine.

All of which is swell. Weymouth, which is a nice little full-service city, is just a half-hour ferry ride away, and from there we can always drive down to Portland or even Boston. But on a day-in, day-out basis I live on the island. And this can be a problem, because there is no natural camouflage in a community this small. There’s none of that automatic invisibility you get in a real city, where no one knows anyone else and people on the street avoid making eye contact with each other. In a real city you can do what you want and be what you want, and if you don’t like what you were last week, you can just change to something new.

You can’t do that on an island where everyone knows you and your family and where you live and probably what you had for breakfast. It places some limitations on you. Because, see, if you start trouble with another islander, it never entirely goes away. And likewise, if you fall in love with another islander, that never entirely goes away, either.

I live on an island where I have gone out with three of the four guys my age. Anywhere else it would be no big deal. But imagine you have one boyfriend now, and two ex-boyfriends, and every morning and again every afternoon, you find yourself on a ferry with them. And one of the ex-boyfriends is now going out with your sister, and another is now going out with one of your friends, and that friend used to go out with the guy you are now seeing. You can’t develop a healthy hatred for your ex and just put him out of your life, because you’re going to be seeing him every single day. So relationships never seem to completely die.

It tends to make you cautious in some ways.





THREE


CLAIRE AND LUCAS CAUGHT THE nine o’clock, the last ferry back to the island, steaming away from the still-bright neon glow of Weymouth’s restaurants and bars toward the darkened island, visible only as a few distant pinpricks of light.

Claire was surprised and a little disturbed to see Aisha and Christopher sharing the nearly empty deck. They were sitting toward the front, holding each other in a way that reminded Claire of the TV pictures of refugees. Something had gone wrong with those two on the mainland tonight, but whatever it was, Claire was pretty certain she didn’t want to hear about it just now. At the moment she felt annoyed with herself, unsettled, and perilously emotional.

“Should we go back downstairs?” Lucas wondered in a whisper.

“Aisha saw us,” Claire said. “It would look even more suspicious if we went below, or if we split up and sat on opposite sides of the boat. I mean, maybe we just both happened to be on the mainland for perfectly innocent reasons. That’s how we should act, anyway.”

“Cool. Besides, it’s not like what we did was that big a deal,” Lucas said.

“Yeah, you’re right, Lucas. No big deal at all. You have half my clothes off and your tongue down my throat. No big deal.” Jerk. She’d been planning to reassure him, but he was grinding on her nerves now. At least, something was grinding on her nerves. Probably just the after-effects of a strange week and a stranger evening.

Lucas looked around as if he was worried someone might have overheard. “Okay,” he said in a low, urgent voice. “It was a big deal.”

Claire rolled her eyes. “You know, your half of the human race is so pathetic sometimes.”

“My half?”

“The male half. An hour ago you were all over me; now you’re scared silly that Zoey will find out. You wanted to get laid so you could walk around all smug thinking, ‘well, I guess I showed Zoey.’ Except that one way or the other you don’t want Zoey to really find out. Your hormones and your heart seem like maybe they’re a little out of sync.”

“You were in that car, too,” Lucas pointed out. “You know, I’m not stupid, Claire. You enjoyed our little drive in the country as much as I did.”

Claire shrugged in a show of nonchalance. “I enjoyed kissing you.”

“Thanks, I guess.”

“But it’s like saying I enjoy ice cream or a nice hot bath. Physical pleasure is kind of thin and insubstantial and temporary, isn’t it?”

Lucas looked thoughtful. “Yeah. I guess it’s a bad idea to have a relationship that’s purely physical. I mean, I guess.”

“I don’t know if it’s good or bad,” Claire said impatiently. “But it’s not going to happen. Not with me.”

Lucas grinned. “What are you, Claire, some kind of secret romantic? You’re holding out for true love and Mr. Perfect? Somehow I can’t picture you that way. I always thought you were too . . . you know, too tough. I sort of pictured that when you decided to have sex, you’d just point at some good-looking guy and say ‘Hey, you, come here.’ ”

“That’s what you think?” Claire asked. “Is that really what you think about me?”

“Don’t get bent, Claire, I was mostly kidding.”

“Yeah, well, grow up,” Claire said disparagingly. Of course it was what Lucas thought. It was what everyone thought. Claire could always take care of herself. Claire didn’t need anyone. It’s what Jake thought, too.

“I’m trying to grow up,” Lucas muttered.

Claire resisted the urge to say more. The last thing she should do was open her heart to Lucas, of all people. But his neat caricature of her burned. Possibly because there was an element of truth to it. “You know what I think, Lucas? I think sex is easy. Any monkey, any cow, any pair of insects can have sex. Love is what’s difficult.”

“Sex doesn’t seem to be all that easy for me,” Lucas said wryly. “At least, not with Zoey. And even the love part . . . I mean, you’re right, I do love her. But I feel like that’s never enough for her.”

“Zoey’s an idealist,” Claire said. “Zoey doesn’t just believe in love, she believes it has to be perfect love. It has to be cosmic and flawless and unquestioning. See, people have always loved Zoey. Everyone loves Zoey. It’s easy for her, so she’s not interested in anything flawed or uncertain, where one person maybe cares about someone and yet that person doesn’t always show it the way she should. Zoey would never understand what it’s like to be afraid that—” She stopped herself cold. She had been twisting her fingers together in agitation. She had been on the edge of saying far too much.

Lucas waited. Then, in a newly gentle voice, he asked, “What doesn’t she understand, Claire?”

What it’s like to be afraid that no one will ever love her, Claire answered the question silently. But aloud she said, “Forget it, Lucas. Forget it, and forget this night ever happened. You can relax. I won’t tell Zoey anything.”

Lucas said good night to Claire at the ferry landing. She ignored him. She had raised her invisible shield and dismissed him as no longer being of any interest.

He wondered what it was that Claire had been looking for tonight.

He knew what he had been looking for, and now that the warm glow had worn off, that feeling was being replaced by a certain amount of disgust with himself. He had not been handling things well lately. First flying off the handle when Zoey had said no to . . . to moving their relationship to a new level. Then somehow (he wasn’t sure exactly how) failing to make up with her, then probably overreacting to what was probably an innocent hug between Zoey and Jake, and now this exciting but definitely unacceptable make-out session with Claire.

God, it had been hot.

But wrong. Very wrong. Definitely wrong, and he was a pig.

Besides, it hadn’t helped in the end. He didn’t love Claire, he loved Zoey. He was trapped, unable to escape. He loved Zoey. If he lost her, he wouldn’t know what to do with himself. And yet at the same time, they had reached an impasse. He wanted to move their physical relationship forward, she didn’t. Neither was prepared to give in. At least, he wasn’t for long. And neither wanted the relationship to end. At least, he didn’t.

He walked from the ferry through the silent streets alone. He had to pass Zoey’s house on the way to his. He ought to stop by; it was only nine thirty and she wouldn’t be in bed yet. Unless she would somehow guess what he’d been up to. Had Claire been wearing perfume that Zoey might recognize? What a disaster that would be.

So maybe it would be stupid to stop by Zoey’s house. Besides, why should he crawl to her? She was the one who gave him that “I don’t know” response when he’d asked her if she still loved him. She was the one who’d been treating him like crap lately.

Lately, as in ever since he’d told Zoey it was do what he wanted or forget it. Ever since he’d trotted out that pathetic “Hey, look, if you won’t, then there are lots of girls who will” line, sounding like some old, gold-chain-wearing, hey-baby-what’s-your-sign bar lizard. He winced at the memory. Yeah, ever since he’d been a stupid, hormone-deranged jerk, she’d treated him like crap. And now he’d added to the mess by going behind her back and trying to get Claire to sleep with him. So now he could feel ten times as guilty, plus, he’d managed to get Claire pissed, too. Wonderful. He was certainly handling his love life well. Yes, he was a regular genius when it came to romance. Another week or two and he’d be about ready to join a monastery.

Maybe if he just went to Zoey, threw himself at her feet, and said “I confess, I’m scum, please forgive me and take me back.” Maybe that would work.

Because, despite everything, he couldn’t conceive of life without Zoey.

So he would crawl. He wouldn’t confess everything; that would just be stupid, but he would crawl, beg, whine, plead, and if all else failed, squeeze out a few tears.

He turned the corner onto Camden and walked with renewed determination toward her house. “Zoey, I’m a jerk but I love you so please forgive me and take me back and tell me you love me too because otherwise—”

He came to a stop on the dark street. Otherwise what? he asked himself. Could she have really meant it when she said she didn’t know if she still loved him? The pain of that thought pierced his heart.

No, of course she still loved him. She’d just been teaching him a lesson. Like he’d been trying to teach her a lesson with Claire tonight. But underneath it all, even if she was being bitchy and he was a jerk, there was still love. Wasn’t there?

He had to find out. He started walking again, faster, determined. He had to find out because if the answer was no, then . . . well, what was he going to do then?

He looked up and saw her house, dark windows within darkness. His heart sank. Nine thirty and the whole place was dark? Since when did Zoey go to sleep this early?

Well, it wasn’t like he could knock on the door and wake everyone up.

No.

But almost no one on Chatham Island bothered to lock their doors. And he knew about the squeaky stair. Third from the top, he was pretty sure.

He stood on the Passmores’ front steps. He opened the door with painful care. Inside all was as dark as it had seemed. No TV, no stereo from Benjamin’s room, just a deep silence.

Nine thirty and they were all asleep. What was that all about?

It was possible that going up to her room would just be another stupid move after a series of stupid moves. Very possible. But his mind was churning with a potent mixture of guilt and anxiety and still more guilt. He needed to talk to Zoey and find some reassurance.

He climbed the stairs like a burglar, stepping over the third step from the top, the one that squeaked. Barely breathing, he opened Zoey’s bedroom door. Fortunately, he knew, she didn’t sleep naked or anything.

What’s fortunate about that? he asked himself wryly.

What’s fortunate, he answered his own question, is that when she jumps out of bed screaming hysterically, she’ll get over it much faster if it turns out she’s wearing clothes.

He closed the door behind him. “Zoey?” A voiceless whisper. No response.

He went to her bed and knelt beside it. She was breathing in fits and starts, restless, as if she was having a dream. If she woke up screaming, he was going to have a very interesting time explaining this to Mr. Passmore. Well, see, Mr. P., I was feeling guilty after making out with Claire, see, so I decided to sneak up here while Zoey was asleep and make sure she still loved me. Perfectly logical, Mr. Passmore.

Did Zoey’s father own a gun?

“Zoey?” A shade louder. She was heart-breakingly beautiful. Just the vision of her face, the face he loved, brought a lump to his throat. How could he have done what he tried to do with Claire? Because he was mad at Zoey? It seemed an inconceivably sleazy thing now.

He touched her hair, a tangle of shadows against the white pillow. Her forehead was damp with perspiration though the room was cold.

“What?” Clear, but uncomprehending.

“It’s me, Lucas. Don’t freak, okay?”

“Lucas?”

“Yes.”

“What are you doing here?” Not angry, just confused.

“Kind of a long story,” he whispered.

“I just had a terrible dream,” she said, weirdly alert without sounding entirely awake. “My parents were getting divorced.”

He stroked her forehead, feeling a fresh wave of tenderness toward her. “Just a dream, sweetheart.”

She drew back, making room for him beside her. He slid into the bed, kicking off his shoes and shucking his coat. He could feel her warmth in the sheets. Zoey laid her head on his chest. Lucas wished his heart wasn’t pounding so ferociously. For a while neither spoke.

“It wasn’t a dream,” Zoey said in a different voice.

“Of course it was.”

She wrapped her free arm around him, holding tight to his chest. The top of her hair, wispy blond tendrils, tickled his nose. “My dad is moving out tomorrow.”

Was this still a memory of her dream? No, she was fully awake now. “God, Zoey,” he said. “Is this . . . like, real?”

He heard her sniffle and realized she was crying. He began stroking her hair. Zoey’s parents—Mr. and Ms. Passmore—getting divorced? No way.

And yet it might explain so much more. Had Zoey known this was coming? Was this the reason she’d seemed so distant these last few days?

“How long—when did you find out?” he asked.

“I don’t remember. It’s all just kind of . . . ” The answer trailed away. “I’m very tired,” she said. “I have to be asleep now.”

“I’ll leave,” Lucas said. He started to get up.

But she didn’t relax her grip on him, and after a while he heard her deep, regular breathing and knew that she was asleep.





FOUR


NINA GEIGER LOOKED UP FROM the TV in the family room as the front door opened. She craned her neck to see, although she was pretty certain who was coming in. It wasn’t like there were a lot of alternatives. Quickly she shoved a sketch pad she’d been drawing on under one of the throw pillows.

“’Zat you?” she yelled over the sound of the TV’s laugh track, mumbling a little with the unlit Lucky Strike planted in a corner of her mouth.

No answer. Which meant it was definitely Claire. Nina fumbled around on the couch cushion, under the bag of no-fat and no-flavor-either potato chips. She found the remote control and muted the sound.

“Claire. I have to talk to you.”

Claire appeared in the doorway. “Are you sure you have to?”

“Boy, you’re getting home late,” Nina said. “The coven meeting run long?”

Claire looked at her watch. “That makes five seconds of my time wasted. If you have something to say, get on with it. I’m tired.”

“Okay, look,” Nina said, trying to be conciliatory for once. “It’s something I’m allowed to tell you. I mean, Benjamin said it was okay if I told you because it’s not a secret or anything, but still you’re not supposed to run around making a big thing out of it.”

“That’s another ten seconds.”

“Benjamin and Zoey’s parents are splitting up,” Nina said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, not to get into all the gross details, but it turns out both Mr. and Ms. Passmore are a lot more interesting people than anyone ever thought,” Nina said. “Think The Young and the Restless. Think General Hospital. I mean, Chatham Island is Port Charles.”

Claire hesitated, obviously not convinced that Nina was telling the truth. She stepped into the room and, after a moment’s more hesitation, sat in the easy chair. “Okay. You got me.”

“This is totally serious,” Nina said. “I mean, I really shouldn’t be joking around, but this morning on the ferry Benjamin told me part of it, and then just a little while ago he called up sounding depressed and gave me the rest.”

“Zoey didn’t call?” Claire asked.

“No. But Benjamin and I talk about everything.” It was true, and it gave Nina a little rush of satisfaction to be able to say it.

Claire curled her lip. “I never knew Benjamin to be so open about anything. You must have dragged it out of him.”

“I guess he’s open when he has someone he can trust,” Nina said. Yes, it was a cheap shot, but then Claire had delivered a few to her over the years. Besides, a really cheap shot would have been telling Claire that Benjamin had finally said the three magic words. Throwing that in her face would be a cheap shot. It would be more fun if she saved that up for just the right moment.

“So the Passmores are separating,” Claire prompted.

“Yes. Mr. P. is supposedly moving out tomorrow. They’re going to keep the restaurant going for now, though.”

“Why is this happening?”

Nina raised a suggestive eyebrow. “In a million years you’ll never guess.”

“Mr. Passmore forgets to put the toilet seat down?” Claire suggested.

“Funny. No, no, I told you—think soap opera. And Ms. Passmore is Brooke Logan.”

Claire stared at her. “Are we talking unfaithful?”

Nina nodded. Okay, she shouldn’t be finding this juicy. After all, it was her best friend’s and her boyfriend’s parents. But Chatham Island was usually a pretty dull place and gossip like this didn’t come along every day. “And guess who the other man is?” She said “other man” in a low, dramatic voice.

“Jeez, it’s not Jake’s father, is it?”

Nina was outraged. “How did you know?”

Claire shrugged. “Mr. McRoyan’s that way. Everybody knows.”

“I didn’t. Besides, it was deeper than that. It turns out Mr. McRoyan and Ms. Passmore had a thing like nineteen years ago or something. This is back before the P’s were married. Mr. P. takes a trip to discover Europe, and Ms. P. discovers Mr. McRoyan, who must have been cuter back then unless Ms. P. just has no taste. But, whoa, then Ms. P. discovers she’s pregnant with none other than . . . our mutual friend Benjamin.”

“By Mr. McRoyan?” Claire suggested, horrified.

“Nah. Although that would have added even more juice. No, Ms. P is pregnant and Mr. P. is the daddy, so Ms. P. dumps Mr. McRoyan. Flash ahead nineteen years. Ms. P. discovers that oops, Mr. P. was discovering more than just Europe. He was also discovering a fellow American. He discovered her so much that she, this other woman, was also pregnant. In fact, she has a kid. Now Ms. P. learns this, is very pissed, decides it’s payback time, and apparently ends up doing the nasty with Mr. McRoyan just as Zoey comes home early from Vermont.”

“Payback.” Claire nodded. She smiled her rare, wintry smile. “Awfully juvenile to think that sleeping with someone is a way to pay back your boyfriend.”

“Husband.”

“Right,” Claire said, with an odd sardonic twist on the word. “Husband. Wait. This other woman was pregnant, too?”

“Give the girl a prize. It turns out Benjamin and Zoey have a half-sister.”

“A half-sister by Mr. Passmore and some other woman. You’re right, this is a soap opera,” Claire said. “What’s next? Someone’s evil twin shows up? How is Benjamin taking this? Never mind, I forgot. Benjamin would never show any kind of real emotion over something this personal.”

“He’s pretty upset,” Nina said. “He feels torn between his mom and dad, and also mad at both of them. But at the same time, he kind of looks at it as not being the end of life on this planet or anything. Mostly he worries about Zoey. She’s the one who, you know, walked in on her mom and Mr. McRoyan.”

“Benjamin told you that’s how he feels, or you’re guessing?”

“Of course he told me,” Nina said.

Claire nodded. “Okay.”

“I asked him if I should come over and be with Zoey, but he said no, everyone was exhausted.”

“I can imagine,” Claire said, sounding genuinely sympathetic.

“It’s a major bum. I really liked their parents,” Nina said.

“Liked, past tense? They’re not dying, they’re just getting divorced. Everyone does it.” Claire’s voice had caught on the word dying.

“Yeah, I know, but it sucks anyway. Especially for Zoey,” Nina said, feeling a renewed sadness. It wasn’t like anyone was dying, Claire was right. Not like dying at all. “You know Zoey,” Nina said, trying not to let her thoughts veer where they had already veered. “She lives in a dream world. She never thinks anything bad is going to happen.”

“Uh-huh. Too bad she doesn’t have the firm grip on reality you have, living there inside your happy psychotic delusion.”

The insult lay flat, without sting. Nina just nodded in acknowledgment. The details of the story might be juicy and even funny, but the effect they were having wasn’t funny at all. Zoey must feel like she really was losing her parents in a way. And that was something that neither Nina nor Claire found at all funny.

“I hope Zoey’s all right,” Nina said. “I mean, you know. I guess it’s kind of like it was when—” Damn. She shouldn’t have gotten into this. Her eyes were filling with tears.

“Zoey’ll be fine,” Claire said softly. “Benjamin, too. We survived, you know, losing um, you know, losing Mom, and . . . and, and that was worse than just being divorced.”

Nina smiled ruefully at her sister. “Yeah, you can tell we survived fine by the way both of us are crying now.” She squeezed her eyes shut and wiped the tears as they coursed down her cheeks.

“Tell Zoey and Benjamin if there’s anything our family can do—”

“I remember when people were trying to be all nice to us.”

“I know. It didn’t help. Nothing helps, I guess.”

Nina nodded agreement. “But Zoey can handle it.”

At three A.M. Christopher’s alarm went off. He hadn’t been asleep more than a couple of hours, but he woke without resentment. He had work to do. The same work he got up for every day before the sun rose. A routine. It could be grueling at times, he often wished he could work less, but this morning the routine was sweet beyond imagination. To simply be doing what he always did. To be able to slip back so gratefully into his normal life.

So damned close to destroying everything. Another pound of pressure in his right index finger and his life would have changed forever. It was frightening how easily life could be taken and thrown away. It was like walking a tightrope, high in the air above the cheering crowds one minute and the next, with a single wrong move, a long, helpless fall.

He was going to have to watch the rope more closely in the future, to concentrate more on avoiding a mistake. Like losing Aisha. That was another mistake he had very nearly made. But she had come for him, trying to rescue him like the cavalry in an old movie, showing up at the very last minute with bugles blowing, horses at full gallop.

He made himself a pot of strong French roast coffee and fried some eggs. He needed the protein energy.

Outside, it was pitch black and dead quiet. Even the surf was subdued, barely surging over the sand. He climbed on his bike. He’d definitely have to buy an island car soon. It was getting way too cold to be pedaling around at three thirty in the morning.

He collected and divided his newspapers at the ferry landing. Weymouth papers, mostly, but also Portland Press Heralds, Boston Globes, and Wall Street Journals.

His last stop was always Gray House, the bed-and-breakfast Aisha’s parents owned. It was the last stop because it involved a very tiring climb up the steep length of Climbing Way and he preferred to be rid of all unnecessary weight.

He leaned his bike against the fence and picked up
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