
  
    [image: We Don’t Lie Anymore]
  


  
    
      we don’t lie anymore

      THE ANYMORE DUET: BOOK TWO

    

    
      
        JULIE JOHNSON

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: JOHNSON INK, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2022 Julie Johnson

        All Rights Reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever, including Internet usage, without written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations included in critical articles and reviews.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and events are fictitious in every regard. Any similarities to actual events and persons, living or dead, are purely coincidental. Any trademarks, product names, or named features are only used for reference, and are assumed to be property of their respective owners.

      

        

      
        No generative artificial intelligence (AI) was used in the writing of this work. The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training AI technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        2. ARCHER

      

      
        3. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        4. ARCHER

      

      
        5. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        6. ARCHER

      

      
        7. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        8. ARCHER

      

      
        9. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        10. ARCHER

      

      
        11. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        12. ARCHER

      

      
        13. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        14. ARCHER

      

      
        15. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        16. ARCHER

      

      
        17. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        18. ARCHER

      

      
        19. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        20. ARCHER

      

      
        21. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        22. ARCHER

      

      
        23. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        24. ARCHER

      

      
        25. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        26. ARCHER

      

      
        27. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        28. ARCHER

      

      
        29. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        30. ARCHER

      

      
        31. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        32. ARCHER

      

      
        33. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        34. ARCHER

      

      
        35. JOSEPHINE

      

      
        36. ARCHER

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Playlist

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Julie Johnson

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        You should’ve known better.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I have blisters on my feet from

        dancing alone with your ghost.

      

      

      

      
        
        Tyler Knott Gregson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            josephine

          

        

      

    

    
      The sprawling stone estate looms before me, a foreboding shadow growing ever-larger as the town car rolls slowly up the circular driveway. I close my eyes and focus on the sound — tires crunching against imported pea stone — trying to breathe around the sudden lump lodged in my throat.

      I’m home.

      A year away should’ve been enough to fade the painful memories stitched into the fabric of this place. But as the chauffeur helps me out of the back seat and carries my bags up the steps to the imposing front entrance of Cormorant House, I realize no amount of time will ever be enough. Not a year, not a decade, not a lifespan.

      The scars here run far too deep.

      “Will you be okay all alone in this drafty old place, miss?” my driver asks, a crease of fatherly concern marring his brow as he glances around.

      My gaze follows his, taking in the familiar grounds. Weeping willows stir in the breeze, their branches heavy with early summer leaves. impeccably trimmed topiaries stand guard along the driveway perimeter, verdant sentinels in the night. The lawn is bathed in pale silver moonlight as it slopes downward toward the sea. Even from this distance, I can hear the waves crashing against the rocks, a melancholy metronome.

      It’s beautiful, but cold.

      Colorless.

      Like the dark wood of a grim fairy tale.

      I take a bracing breath and turn back to the driver. “I’ll be fine.”

      “If you say so.” He whistles lowly. “Awful dark out here on the cliffside, that’s all. Though I guess you’re used to it, if you grew up here…” His cheeks redden slightly. “Sorry. Listen to me, prattling on like a fool. You must be exhausted after that long flight. I’ll get going, now. Unless you want me to carry your bags inside for you…”

      “No, I’ll manage just fine.”

      “You sure? On the phone, Mr. Beaufort was rather insistent that I get you settled in safely⁠—”

      “And so you have.” Smiling through pressed lips, I reach into my black leather YSL clutch and extract a crisp fifty-dollar bill. “Thank you.”

      His head incants in a respectful nod before he pockets the tip and walks back down the steps to the town car. I wait until his taillights disappear at the far end of the driveway before I punch in the front door access code and step into the vaulted foyer. My footsteps rap a sharp staccato against the marble floors. The wheels of my suitcase sing an ominous refrain in the darkness.

      This house has always felt haunted to me, though rarely more so than in this moment, surrounded by furniture draped in white sheets, shadows pressing close at every window pane. Ghosts seem to linger around each corner — not the result of paranormal activity, but fragments of my own painful memories, hiding in plain sight.

      A life I once lived.

      A girl I used to be.

      Leaving my luggage by the door, I move from room to room flipping switches, flooding the vacant mansion with light. Dust plumes in the air as I yank the coverings off the furniture, exposing a collection of fine-crafted antiques. Form has always taken priority over function here at Cormorant House — a sofa you admire from afar but rarely feel comfortable actually sitting on, a Persian rug so ornate you tread across with self-conscious lightness, porcelain teacups far too fragile to sip absentmindedly. There is no homey atmosphere, no comforting ambiance. Just a pervasive emptiness, creeping over your skin with clammy fingers.

      The only warmth this place ever possessed was borrowed from the caretaker couple that lived in the small cottage at the edge of the property. Flora and Miguel Reyes — my personal space heater in the corner of an ice castle. In retrospect, I probably should’ve known better than to pin my survival on something so easily unplugged and relocated. I should’ve realized the people I once saw as surrogate parents were under no obligation to stay with me forever.

      Still…

      They could’ve at least said goodbye.

      I’d be lying if I said it didn’t sting, even after all these months. The glossed-over explanation my mother gave last summer did little to assuage my curiosity — or soothe my hurt feelings.

      Miguel took a job opportunity back in Puerto Rico, Blair informed me blithely, barely looking up from her newspaper. They’re already gone. Packed up and left Cormorant House last month. Oh, don’t look so sour, darling. It’s all for the best. Now, eat your frittata before it gets cold. We have a meeting with the VALENT marketing team in twenty minutes.

      I knew coming back here wouldn’t be the same without the Reyeses. I thought I could handle it. But standing in the empty kitchen without Flora’s gentle humming to fill the void, without a quick wink from Miguel to spur a laugh… I realize the severity of my miscalculations. The gloom is all-encompassing; my solitude razor-sharp. It seems to cut at my ribcage with each breath.

      Turning on the sink faucet, I gather my long fall of blonde hair out of my face, lean forward, and chug water straight from the tap, quenching my thirst in desperate gulps. If my mother were here, she’d be positively scandalized by my lack of decorum. Though, likely not as scandalized as she’ll be when she learns I’ve left Switzerland — and my internship — without warning.

      I didn’t have much choice in the matter. If I’d informed my parents of my plan to return to Manchester-by-the-Sea, they would’ve done everything in their power to talk me out of it. To keep me in Geneva for another summer, working beside them at their organization, VALENT. I know exactly how persuasive they can be — given the chance, they might’ve successfully convinced me to push off my acceptance to Brown University yet again, in favor of a second gap year.

      But I can’t let that happen.

      I won’t.

      It’s not that the past twelve months haven’t been good. Occasionally even great. Geneva is a gorgeous city full of history, culture, international business, art… and, most unexpectedly, love. Working with Vincent and Blair at VALENT, for the first time in my life I’ve actually felt like I’m earning their affection. They’ve paid me more attention in the past year than in the eighteen that came before. Combined.

      But as good as things are, as happy as I tell myself I am… in the back of my mind, a stubborn little voice nags at me — wondering how I found myself so far from home, so far from everything I thought I wanted; whispering in the small hours of the night that this new life isn’t one I would’ve chosen for myself, given the chance.

      What about college?

      What about fashion design?

      What about your big dreams to start your own label someday?

      Left unanswered, those questions have grown from a subdued buzz to a screaming roar that wakes me, gasping, out of sound sleep. The sudden claustrophobia of my circumstances has begun to weigh on me so heavily, some days it’s difficult to breathe. To laugh. To do anything at all, except go through the motions like a robot on autopilot.

      I need a break from it all — the board meetings and family dinners, the crushing weight of expectation on my shoulders. I need some space to sort out my own desires without thinking about what anyone else wants for me, and from me.

      Not my parents.

      Not the VALENT board of directors.

      Not Oliver.

      As if he’s heard my thoughts, my cellphone begins to buzz in the depths of my clutch bag. I pull it out, staring at the name OLIVER BEAUFORT flashing over his picture on my screen — sandy blond hair, dark blue eyes, well-groomed beard. For a moment, I contemplate letting him ring through to voicemail.

      He’ll worry if you don’t answer, I chide myself, connecting the call with a terse finger-tap. Don’t be selfish, Jo.

      “Hi.”

      “Hey, darlin.’” His warm, faintly accented voice blasts into my ear canal. “Home safe, then?”

      “Standing in my kitchen as we speak.”

      “How was the flight?”

      “Long. Uneventful.” I lean back against the edge of the countertop. “I slept almost the entire way.”

      “I still wish you’d taken the jet. Absolute nonsense to fly commercial like a commoner when your parents own a Gulfstream, if you ask me.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I don’t want to fight about this again, Ollie.”

      “Fine, fine.” He sighs deeply, no doubt remembering the massive row we got into about this very topic before my departure. “I won’t open a can of worms. I only want the best for you.”

      “I know you do.”

      “You sound tired, darlin.’” He pauses. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “Of course. It’s just… being home after all this time away. It’s an adjustment.”

      “I bet. Everything as you remember?”

      “A bit dustier, but I’ll manage.”

      “I thought you had staff on the property to deal with the upkeep?”

      “We used to. They’re…” I struggle to keep my voice steady as Flora and Miguel’s faces flash inside my mind. “They’re gone. They left.”

      “I didn’t realize that. I don’t like the thought of you being there all alone.”

      “I have a state-of-the-art security system, Ollie. That’s all I need.”

      “Is that so? A security system won’t keep you warm at night.”

      “Are you flirting with me, Mr. Beaufort?”

      “Always.” I can hear the smile in his voice. “You should get some rest. It must be late there.”

      I glance at the grandfather clock in the hall off the kitchen. Ornate gold hands inch slowly around its face, marking each passing second with an audible tick.

      “Nearly two.”

      “Mmm.” I hear the muffled sounds of keys jangling, a door swinging shut. I picture him locking the deadbolt of his luxurious apartment in Eaux-Vives, stepping out onto the quay that runs along the lake. Strands of his blonde hair catching the morning sunlight as he takes a sip of his coffee. “It’s not quite eight here, but I’m already on my way into the office. I’m meeting with your father in twenty minutes. You know how he feels about tardiness.”

      “I do, unfortunately.”

      “He’ll be in fine form today, seeing as his one and only daughter has effectively fled the country under the cover of darkness. I assume by now they know that you’re gone?”

      “I left a note.”

      He snorts. “Blair must be apoplectic. Should make for a lovely work atmosphere.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m a big boy. I can handle whatever fallout your parents throw at me. You know I fully support you taking some time for yourself.” He pauses. “Not that I’d object if you changed your mind and came back…”

      I glance up at the ceiling, studying the decorative crown moulding. It, like the rest of the house, dates back nearly two hundred years. “I told you, I need a little time to figure out my next steps.”

      “How much time?”

      “I’m driving down to Providence later this week to meet with an academic advisor at Brown and discuss my options. After that, I’ll have a clearer picture of the future.”

      “A future that still involves me, I hope?”

      I press my eyes closed. “Ollie…”

      “Okay, okay, I’ll stop pushing. I miss you, that’s all.”

      “I’ve been gone less than a day.”

      He’s silent for a long beat. So long, I think maybe our connection has cut out. Finally, in a quiet voice, he says, “I just… I want to make sure I didn’t scare you away the other night… with the key thing…”

      He trails off, clearly nervous. It’s uncharacteristic of him. Oliver Beaufort is one of the most articulate men I’ve ever met. In the ten months I’ve known him, he’s never once been at a loss for words — not the warm autumn afternoon we first met in a VALENT conference room, not the cloudy November evening he asked me to dinner after a late marketing meeting, not on New Year’s Eve when he told me he’d fallen in love with me as fireworks exploded in a star-studded sky, the Swiss Alps providing a dramatic, snow-capped backdrop.

      To hear him like this — fumbling for the right thing to say to me — stirs an uncomfortable amount of guilt inside my stomach. Silence blasts over the line, broken only by the background noise on his end — tourists laughing in the park, a tram screeching to a halt, the sharp beep of a taxi horn. I tell myself to say something, anything, to reassure him.

      Of course my future involves you.

      Of course I’m in love with you.

      Of course I’ll be back soon.

      For whatever reason, my stubborn mouth refuses to form the words.

      “Josephine,” he murmurs into the receiver. His slight Southern twang, a remnant from his upbringing in North Carolina, tugs at each vowel. “Running away from your responsibilities for a little while is fine. I get it. So long as you’re not running away from me.”

      “I told you, I just need some time.” My teeth grind together. “This isn’t about you — or us. It’s about me.”

      “Okay, darlin.’ Whatever you say.” There’s another long beat of silence. “Call me tomorrow, after you’ve gotten some rest.”

      “I will.”

      “I love you.”

      I force my teeth to unclench. “You too.”

      Only after I’ve disconnected the call do I realize my hands are curled into fists at my sides, so tight my knuckles have gone white.
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      I chase the dawn out to sea, already well beyond the outer reaches of Gloucester Harbor by the time the sun makes an appearance on the eastern horizon. The ocean’s surface is stained red as blood; the western sky still blanketed by a dense gray cloud cover.  We chug northward along the craggy Cape Ann coast, headed toward Rockport and Ipswich. The steady hum of the boat engine buzzes between my ears.

      Most people ashore are still sound asleep in their beds, but I’ve been awake for hours — loading barrels of fresh bait from the supply docks, refueling the diesel tank, repairing a few busted traps. The Ebenezer — the mustard yellow lobster boat rumbling beneath me — is older than I am, and her age is apparent in every fiberglass crack and paint-chipped plank. Even after all these months, I haven’t fully sorted out her many idiosyncrasies.

      “Put a little speed on, kid,” a gruff voice orders from my left. “I’m not paying you to take me on a cocktail cruise.”

      “Wasn’t aware you were paying me at all, seeing as my last two checks mysteriously got lost in the mail,” I mutter under my breath. My left hand tightens its grip on the wooden steering wheel as my right punches the throttle into higher gear.

      “What was that?” Tommy growls.

      “Nothing.”

      “Hmph.” He settles into the lofted seat on the port side of the wheelhouse, glaring through the salt-stained glass at the stretch of Atlantic ahead of us. “Got a big haul today. A hundred traps to check. No time to waste.”

      “I know.”

      “Glad to hear something permeates that thick skull of yours.”

      I mash my teeth together, trying not to snap at my boss. Not that he doesn’t deserve it. Tommy Mahoney is as curmudgeonly as they come. A lifelong lobsterman, he’s been catching sea-bugs longer than I’ve been on this earth. I wouldn’t be surprised to learn his veins run with briny ocean water instead of blood. He’s not quite sixty but after decades of grueling work, his body is that of a much older man — his back curved in a perpetual hunch, hands arthritic from overuse, hair white as salt.

      You take from the sea, she takes back.

      Tommy treats me like an imbecile half the time and ignores me completely the other half. I try not to take it personally. He’s equally unpleasant to everyone who crosses his path. Most captains prefer to work with a stern-man — a grunt worker to order around, passing on the tricks of the trade in exchange for a menial wage. Hauling as a two-person team lightens the load; makes the backbreaking task of checking traps somewhat easier to bear.

      Not Tommy Mahoney.

      Word on the dock is that he’s always toiled solo rather than subject himself to the pain of human company. He took me on last fall only out of pure necessity, when he finally found himself unable to keep up with the demands of the job. Most of the time we exist in grudging silence, carrying out our respective tasks without exchanging more than the most basic of words.

      Slow up on the throttle.

      Buoy off the port side.

      This trap needs fresh bait.

      Gulping from a warm thermos of coffee, my breath fogs the air. This early in the day, it’s still cold out on the water — even in June. Lobstering does not favor night-owls. My alarm goes off at 4AM. I’m at the dock long before the sun has begun to creep over the horizon. Despite the dismal hour, Gloucester Harbor is a ceaseless hive of activity, especially in the summer months. As one of the busiest commercial fishing ports in Massachusetts, it’s home base for hundreds of lobstermen.

      Our comrades.

      Our competition.

      After all, lobsters are a limited commodity. There are only so many buyers willing to purchase at market price, and so many bib-wearing tourists willing to pay it. Some days the Atlantic coastline feels more like the Wild West — a lawless land of maritime desperados staking claims to tracts of sea.

      Alongside us, a handful of familiar boats motor out the channel, each eventually branching off toward their favored fishing spots. A massive offshore trawler emits a foul cloud of exhaust as it chugs for the horizon, headed for deeper waters, its dragger-nets coiled at the ready on dual booms. Back at port, the first ferry of the day rumbles to life with a throaty roar, a lion shaking awake after a deep sleep.

      We’re circling the coast of Straistmouth Island when I spot one of the Ebenezer’s buoys — solid black with a mustard yellow X on either side — bobbing off the starboard bow. Every working vessel uses a unique paint pattern to distinguish their buoys from others. A blue-collar coat-of-arms, so to speak.

      I gradually ease up on our throttle and feel the boat slow in response. Wordlessly, Tommy takes my place behind the wheel. I pretend not to notice the stiffness in his hands as he adjusts his grip; the slight wince he looses as he settles his hunched frame into the captain’s chair. Chugging the last sip of coffee from my thermos, I grab a pair of thick neoprene gloves from the gear box. Lobsters are feisty; you don’t want to be caught on the wrong side of their crusher claws. And let’s face it, after the accident last summer, my hands have enough damage already. The last thing I need is another broken bone.

      Tommy steers us slowly beside the black and yellow buoy. Leaning over the rail, I use a long gaff hook to grab the submerged line and tug it aboard. My hands move on autopilot, feeding the saturated line into the electric pulley, flipping the switch to reel it in. The engine moans, straining to bring the string of traps up from the bottom. It doesn’t take long — most of our traps are laid in the rocky shallows, about twenty or thirty feet down, where lobsters are plentiful.

      When the yellow cage breaks the surface, I switch off the pulley and bend to drag it aboard. Inside my glove, my right hand spasms a bit at the effort. I power through the familiar pain with a grunt. Seawater streams onto my rubber boots, splashes onto the bib of my waterproof pants. Overhead, gulls circle the air with throaty cries, their beady marble eyes fixed on us, waiting for the right moment to swoop down and claim any tossed scraps of bait.

      “How’d we do?” Tommy calls, dropping the boat into idle and walking back to join me at the stern. “Any keepers?”

      “A handful.”

      Popping the top of the trap open, I lean forward to examine the contents. Several opportunistic crabs cling to the sides; I toss them back into the waves. Eight lobsters scurry along the bottom, serrated claws clicking at the air. An empty bait bag hangs limply at the back of the trap’s parlor. With practiced ease, I check each lobster for size and sex, making sure they’re legal. Keepers get their claws banded before being tossed into the aerator tank; shorts and shedders are released back to the wild, to live another day.

      The last bug in the trap is a female — thousands of tiny black eggs coat her underside.

      “Berries,” Tommy barks gruffly, leaning over my shoulder. “Toss her back.”

      “I was planning on it,” I say, annoyed. Even after months as his stern-man, he still treats me like I know nothing — just some dumb kid, reckless enough to scrub a pregnant female and get his license revoked.

      Tommy scowls. “Don’t back-talk me, boy.”

      “Don’t micromanage me, old man.”

      “This is my boat. How ‘bout you show a little respect?”

      “How ‘bout you earn it?”

      His jaw tightens. “Watch yourself. Or I’ll find myself another deck-hand to help.”

      “Good luck finding someone willing to put up with your crap.”

      We glare at each other as we trade barbs, but there’s no heat behind the exchange. No emotion at all. It’s almost perfunctory, as arguments go. Just another part of our daily routine.

      Haul buoys.

      Band claws.

      Reload bait bags.

      Bicker.

      Despite our frequent clashes, deep down, I doubt either of us is capable of mustering the proper enthusiasm for a real fight. Frankly, mustering enthusiasm for anything these days seems an impossible feat. The apathy inside me is an unrelenting tide, strong enough to blot out everything else — joy, rage, fear, hope. Those emotions are the faintest of undercurrents, too weak to stir the ice water inside my chest cavity where a warm heart used to pound.

      A loaded beat of silence stills the air. Tommy’s dark gray eyes narrow on mine before he throws up his hands and turns away with a martyred sigh.

      “Just reload the bait bag, will you? We’ve got more traps to pull and the day’s wasting.”

      I turn to do as he says. The brief flicker of annoyance his words inspired has already slipped away like a stone beneath the ocean’s surface. In its place, I feel nothing at all. Nothing but numb. But that’s just fine, as far as I’m concerned.

      Numb is better than broken.
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      I make eye contact with the bartender over the rim of my glass as I drain its contents, signaling for another. The whiskey barely burns going down.

      “Slow down, kid,” Harvey says, eyeing me sharply as he pours two fingers of Jack Daniels into my empty glass. “I don’t want to have to cut you off again.”

      I grunt out an acknowledgment, already lifting the fresh pour to my lips. Harvey just shakes his head and walks away. He knows by now that any lecture will only fall on deaf ears. Not that he’s wrong to judge me. It’s my third refill. Deep down, somewhere beneath the buzz of Jack in my veins, I’m aware my drinking is probably a bit excessive for a Tuesday night — or any night — though I’d be lying if I said it was a rare occurrence. I’m one of Harvey’s best customers. Almost every afternoon, as soon as I’ve finished my shift on The Ebenezer, I find my way to his bar.

      Biddy’s, a dark ramshackle dive on the fringes of the commercial docks, is the kind of place people go to disappear. Tourists don’t come here. Hell, locals don’t come here. The patrons are exclusively lobstermen and long-haul fisherman, reeking of mackerel, hands rough with calluses, half of them still wearing their rubber boots as they slug down cheap domestic beers and razz each other with the same jabs they’ve been trading for decades.

      Tommy brought me here after my first shift. Sat me down on a weathered wooden stool, shoved a whiskey into my hands, then drained his own in one long sip. With no more than a nod to the barkeep, he slammed down a twenty-dollar bill to cover the tab and left me behind to drink alone. His version of bonding, I suppose.

      Tommy never came back here after that first night, but that hasn’t stopped me from showing up on my own. I’m certain the owner, Harvey, knows I’m underage, but Biddy’s seems to operate on a strict don’t-ask-don’t-tell policy. In the six months I’ve been drinking at his bar, he’s never asked for ID or hesitated to pour me a dram. To him, I’m just another dock-rat seeking liquid oblivion after a long day on the water.

      “Hey,” a beer-laced voice interjects from my left. Its owner is a ruddy-cheeked man in faded flannel. He’s holding a Bud Lite that I very much doubt is his first. Or fifth. “You look familiar, kid. I know you from somewhere?”

      Here we go.

      “Doubtful,” I say flatly.

      “No, no, I’m sure of it.” The man peers closer at my face, trying to get a better look at me. “Wait, I know! You’re that hotshot pitcher, aren’t you? From Exeter Academy.”

      “You’re mistaken,” I mutter around a mouthful of whiskey.

      The man is undeterred. “My son plays for Gloucester High. He’s total shit — boy can barely catch a ball — but I try to make it to all his games. Boring, mostly. Not that Exeter-Gloucester game last season, though. The way you threw… Never seen anything like it! Thought I was watching the next Roger Clemens.”

      Something is beginning to bubble up inside me, fierce enough to disturb the deep waters of indifference I’ve been drowning in for the past year. Something that makes my pulse pick up speed, the breath catch in my throat. It’s been so long since I’ve felt anything at all, it takes me a moment to name the emotion.

      Rage.

      Pure, undiluted. It ripples outward from my chest into my limbs. My fingers tighten around my glass, clenching so hard I’m worried it might shatter as I lift it to my lips and drain the rest of its contents in one large gulp.

      “So what happened, huh?” The man is still peering at me, oblivious to the sudden anger stirring my blood. “You playing college ball, now?”

      I cough as the alcohol slams into my stomach, eyes stinging. Setting the empty glass on the bar, I push back my stool and lurch to my feet. With a farewell nod to Harvey, I toss down a few bills and turn for the door.

      “Hey! Where are you going, kid?”

      I ignore the man’s slurred calls as I step outside, into the alley. Warm early evening air envelops me, thick with humidity. Squinting against the sudden brightness, I make my way down the docks toward town, trying to calm the storm inside me with each step. But the rage will not quiet — not as I climb the stairs to my crappy harborside apartment. Not as I flop down onto a creaky metal frame and listen to the sound of my neighbors screaming through the floorboards. Not as I stare at the ugly mess of my right wrist, angry red scars crisscrossing the flesh like the outlets of a river delta.

      I press my eyes closed to shut out the sight. But the damage lingers even in the darkness. It swims beneath my skin, poison in my bloodstream. Some nights, I find myself wishing that poison was strong enough to put me out of my misery; to release me from the pathetic existence I eke out day after day after day.

      I’m not suicidal.

      I don’t seek out death with any sort of real intention.

      But that’s not to say I wouldn’t welcome it with open arms.

      What use is living on when all your dreams have died?
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      The buzz of the outer gate wakes me with a start.

      Blinking, I groan as midday sunshine slants straight into my eyes through the window of my childhood bedroom. After a night of tossing and turning, I feel as if I slept only seconds before my rude awakening. Not nearly enough to stave off the jet-lag still infusing my limbs with lead. My bodily clock is six hours out of sync.

      The gate alarm sounds again — an insistent buzz, demanding entry.

      Who the hell is at my door? I can’t help wondering as I push back my duvet with a frustrated shove. No one even knows I’m back on this continent.

      Yawning wide, I slide out of bed and make my way downstairs. The dust is so thick on the floors, I leave a trail of footprints all the way to the atrium, like bare feet in fresh snow. I’ll have to do something about the filthy state of this place once I’m thoroughly caffeinated.

      When I reach the front door, I toggle on the exterior gate camera. An unfamiliar woman with gray hair pulled back in a neat bun is staring at me through the fisheye lens. I know she can’t see me, but her shrewd gaze makes my spine straighten regardless. I tug the bottom hem of my oversized sleep shirt a bit more firmly over my exposed butt-cheeks before I activate the intercom.

      “Um. Yes?”

      Her throat clears. “Miss Valentine, I presume?”

      “Can I help you with something?”

      “My name is Mrs. Agatha Weatherby Granger. I’ve been hired on by your parents as the new housekeeper at Cormorant House.”

      I recoil.

      Housekeeper?

      Babysitter is more like it. I should’ve known Blair and Vincent wouldn’t respect my need for independence. I wonder how long after they realized I’d left Geneva they started sending inquiries to potential staff. Mere seconds, probably.

      “I’ve been waiting here for some time now,” the woman informs me primly. “I was beginning to think the buzzer was broken.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear it. I was still asleep.”

      “It’s past noon.” She sounds positively aghast at the thought.

      “Right…” My lips press together. “I’m a bit jet-lagged. I didn’t get in until late last night.”

      To this, she says nothing. She doesn’t need to — her disapproval is so thick, it requires no words.

      “Look,” I say trying to keep my voice free of exasperation. “I appreciate you driving all the way out here, but it seems there’s been a mistake. I’m not in need of a housekeeper at this time.”

      Mrs. Agatha Weatherby Granger’s flat expression never so much as flickers. “With all due respect, I was not hired by you, Miss Valentine. Now, I would very much appreciate it if you would do me the dignity of admitting me inside, so we may discuss the particulars of this new arrangement in a more civilized manner.”

      I sigh.

      God damn my parents and their insufferable need to manage every facet of my life.

      Recognizing this is a fight I’m not likely to win, I jam my finger against the access button to allow Mrs. Granger’s compact tan sedan through the outer gates. I rub my bleary eyes as I lean back against a nearby ceiling column. Only when the cool marble presses against my bare thighs do I remember that I’m not wearing pants — which is probably not the first impression I want to make on the frigidly proper housekeeper heading up the circular drive at alarming speed.

      In a stroke of luck — or post-travel laziness — my suitcases are still sitting in the atrium where I left them. I quickly root through the topmost duffle, grabbing the first pair of jeans my hands land on. I barely have the waist buttoned when a knock sounds at the front door. Three sharp, no-nonsense raps in quick succession.

      “Mrs. Granger,” I say breathlessly, yanking the heavy oak door inward with one hand, brushing frizzy blonde flyaways out of my face with the other. “Please come in.”

      She steps inside — kitten heels clicking against the floor, purse held before her like a shield. Her lips are pursed in disapproval as her eyes sweep the space, lingering on the dusty piles of sheets I pulled off the furniture and summarily discarded last night. Her thin neck cranes to examine the crystal chandelier hanging overhead, its grandeur somewhat dimmed by millions of dust motes caught in sunbeams streaming through the overhead skylights.

      After a heavy stretch of silence, those shrewd eyes make their way to me. My rumpled t-shirt, messy bed-head, and bare feet are all evaluated with the same stiff-upper-lip she showed the house.

      “It seems you are, in fact, in need of a housekeeper, Miss Valentine,” Mrs. Granger says slowly, as though speaking to a child. “Your former help left things in quite a state.”

      “No one has lived here in over a year. There was no need to keep full-time staff.”

      “Mmm. Thankfully the exterior grounds are in much better shape than inside. Your parents hired a landscaping company to care for the lawn and flowerbeds in your absence. As I understand it, the pool, tennis courts, and docks are being maintained once per week by a local man from the boating community — at least, until a more permanent arrangement can be made.” The way she says boating community makes it sound like a backwater slum, unfit for association with Cormorant House.

      “Great,” I say tiredly. My head is beginning to pound. Once again, Blair and Vincent have snapped their fingers and set my world to proper order. My voice drops to a low grumble. “God forbid I ever do anything myself.”

      “What was that, Miss Valentine?”

      “Nothing.” I pinch the bridge of my nose with two fingers, trying to pull my thoughts into focus. “Do you have any luggage?”

      “Luggage?”

      “I assumed you’d be staying on the property, in Gull Cottage…” I manage to keep my voice remarkably steady, considering the mere thought of someone besides the Reyes family living in the small staff house on the edge of our lot makes my throat constrict. “I’m happy to show you the way there, help get you settled in…”

      “Ah.” Mrs. Granger makes to set her bag on a nearby table but, seeing the film of dust coating its surface, quickly reverses course. “The offer is appreciated but unnecessary, Miss Valentine. I will not be residing in the staff quarters during my tenure at Cormorant House — unless you are objectionable. My own home is only twenty minutes away, in Beverly Farms, should you ever need my assistance outside business hours.”

      Relief floods me. “No objections here.”

      “Excellent. I will be at your disposal from breakfast until dinnertime on weekdays. If you need me on weekends, you need merely inform me with three days’ notice.”

      “I’m certain I won’t need you on weekends. In fact, I won’t need much help during the week, either.”

      “Yet you shall have it.” Her eyes narrow — a pointed contradiction to her polite expression. “Given your proclivity for late-rising, I’m certain our paths will barely cross.”

      I bite back a less-than-polite response. My smile feels rigid on my face, more grimace than grin, but I maintain it anyway. Blair and Vincent drilled the importance of good manners into me from the time I could hold my head upright.

      Mrs. Granger walks in a slow orbit around the atrium, mentally indexing every dirty surface and streaked pane. When her path crosses back to mine, she pauses only long enough to wrinkle her nose at my messy attire. “Will you be wanting coffee once you’ve dressed?”

      “More than likely.”

      “I’ll put on a pot. One would assume the kitchen is in as thorough a need of scrubbing as the foyer…”

      “One can only assume.”

      “Then I won’t dally. There’s much to be done. But never fear, Miss Valentine, I will have Cormorant House restored to its former glory in no time at all.”

      This house holds no glory, I want to tell her. Only pain.

      I don’t bother. I merely smile my rigid smile as, gripping her purse tighter, she pivots on her kitten heels and walks out of the room with the confidence of someone who’s been here a thousand times. Clearly, she doesn’t need — or want — a tour of the house. I stand alone for a moment after her footsteps have faded out of range, as caught in my own thoughts as the dust motes suspended in sunbeams all around me.

      Agatha Weatherby Granger is no Flora Reyes, that much is certain. Five minutes in her presence made it clear she’s about as maternal as a feral cat from the Gloucester fish docks. She will not fold me in her arms after a long day, or hum Spanish lullabies under her breath while she goes about her work, or make me my favorite chicken stew when I’m under the weather. She will not take one look at me and know, without words, how I’m feeling, what I’m thinking, and exactly how to fix it.

      She will not be the mother I never had.

      This feels intentional — a calculated move on Blair and Vincent’s part, overcorrecting for what I’m sure they perceive as a mistake. I can almost hear their conversation playing out inside my head.

      Josephine was far too attached to our previous help. Make sure to get someone cold as ice this time around, dear. Proper decorum must be maintained at Cormorant House.

      Blinking dust out of my eyes — not tears, surely, for I have no real reason to be crying — I turn and head upstairs to get dressed for the day.
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      Leaving Mrs. Granger to her tasks without interference, I meander down the lawn toward the ocean, my leather flip-flops smacking lightly against my soles with each step. My pace falters as I round the final bend and the boathouse comes into view. I stop dead in my tracks at the sight. It’s beautiful as ever — an architectural feat of stone hanging out over the water, housing my father’s Hinckley. But I can’t see the beauty in it anymore. All I can see are the ghosts of my past.

      Two ten-year-olds sitting side-by-side up in the rafters, legs swinging as they pick out starry constellations in the night sky.

      Those three bright ones are Orion’s Belt, Jo. Do you see them?

      Two twelve-year-olds learning to tie bowline knots with frayed dock lines.

      Pretend your rope is a rabbit, Archer. Through the hole, around the tree, back down the hole. Pull tight!

      Two seventeen-year-olds fumbling for buttons and belt buckles in the darkness, limbs shaky with lust.

      This might hurt, Jo, the boy warns softly. If it does, just tell me to stop.

      I trust you, Archer, the girl whispers back.

      God, what a lovestruck fool I was. I handed Archer Reyes everything on a silver platter — not just my body or my virginity, but my brimming, beating heart. And he happily took it all… only to disappear from my life the very next morning with no more than a halfhearted goodbye scrawled in a letter he wasn’t even man enough to give me himself.

      Before I left for Switzerland last summer, I tore that letter to shreds and dropped it into the ocean, piece by piece. Watched the waves swallow it whole, disintegrate it into pulp. I couldn’t bear to keep it — I knew if I did, I’d just wind up reading it over and over again, tracing the lopsided letters of his penmanship, seeking hidden meanings amidst his bland rejections.

      Unfortunately, destroying the note didn’t make a damn bit of difference in the end. His words are burned forever in my brain, a painful brand I cannot erase. They play across my memory in a relentless stream.

      Dear Jo, he wrote, with a stiff formality reserved for obligatory pen pals and awkward acquaintances. I thought it would be easier to put everything down on paper, so there’s no confusion.

      My pulse picks up speed, thudding dangerously fast as more words stream through my mind.

      As soon as I woke up the next morning, I realized we’d made a terrible mistake.

      I’m sure you realized it, too.

      I shake my head vigorously, trying in vain to clear it. Trying to stop the words, but they keep coming.

      I hope you know, I value our friendship so much.

      Too much to risk it with something as meaningless as a hook up.

      I close my eyes, trying to keep gathering tears at bay.

      Have a nice summer.

      My chest aches like I’ve been sucker-punched straight in the ribcage.

      Best,

      Archer

      And that was it. I haven’t heard from him since. Not a single word. No calls, no texts, no emails. Not even a damned snail-mail letter.

      His silence speaks louder than any words ever could. His absence tells me everything I need to know.

      He did not wake that morning in the aftermath of our lovemaking and feel joy. Those moments we shared in the darkness last June were not transcendent, effervescent, incandescent. To him, sleeping together was simply…

      A mistake.

      A regret.

      An error in judgment.

      I crane my head up toward the clear blue sky to keep from dissolving into a weepy mess. I told myself long ago I would waste no more grief on that boy. But, God, how can it still hurt like this? How can the pain of his absence feel as fresh as it did that morning when I woke alone in bloodied sheets, the scent of him lingering on my skin, my lips still swollen from the kisses he regretted in the cold light of day?

      Deep down, I know the answer to these questions. Even after all this time… all this space… all this silence… my stupid, stubborn heart refuses to let go of the hurt it’s harboring. Within me, Archer is a jagged scar that will not heal, a shard of glass straight through the fabric of my soul.

      If he were someone else — anyone else — I might be able to forget anything ever happened between us. But I do not even have the luxury of forgetting him — not without erasing parts of myself. Until last summer, our lives were so thoroughly intertwined, it’s difficult to separate the girl I was from the boy I loved; difficult to recall a single pivotal moment of my existence that did not also include him there, by my side.

      There is no Josephine Valentine without Archer Reyes.

      Bypassing the boathouse — and all the ghosts it contains — I jog down a short flight of stairs onto a private pier that extends out into a small rocky cove. My heart lightens as I catch sight of Cupid, my 20-foot red Alerion sailboat, bobbing happily at the end of the dock. It shouldn’t surprise me to see she’s been well cared for in my absence — the house may’ve fallen into dusty disrepair, but my father would never let the boats suffer a similar fate. I’m sure his Hinckley is ship-shape at its slip inside the boathouse.

      Whoever’s been caring for the boats seems to be doing a fine job — Mrs. Granger’s snide comments aside. Cupid’s dock lines are tied in neat coils. Her sails are perfectly rigged. Her wooden seats are freshly varnished. Her poppy-red paint is buffed to a lustrous shine.

      Kicking off my flip flops, I climb aboard. The boat sways lightly under my weight as I move around the narrow cockpit. My sea-legs are out of practice — it’s been a long time since I’ve been sailing — but the muscle memory of a million past days on the water eventually kicks in as I hoist the halyards and unwind the dock lines from their cleats. Taking hold of the tiller, I trim my sails until they catch the wind. Cupid picks up speed as I point her bow out of the small cove, toward open water.

      It’s a perfect summer day —  steady breeze, minimal chop. I find my spirits soaring as I chart a southward course toward Salem Sound.  The sun shimmers on the surface of the water, dazzling gold ripples so beautiful it takes my breath away. With the wind in my face and the sun warming my skin, I feel alive in a way I haven’t for far too long. Alive and free. Switzerland, for all its alpine beauty, could never quite capture my heart the way the wild Atlantic manages with such ease.

      My smile slips a bit at the thought of Geneva. I wonder how my parents are coping with my sudden departure. Likely better than Ollie, who’s left two voicemails and sent six texts this morning alone, wondering how I’m settling in. I haven’t yet dared check my email but there’s no doubt when I do, I’ll have at least one message from o.beaufort@VALENT.org in my inbox.

      It’s sweet of him, I tell myself, gripping the tiller tighter. Not the least bit smothering.

      Most girls would be overjoyed to have a handsome boyfriend so invested in their wellbeing. Most girls wouldn’t feel suffocated despite several thousand miles of distance.  Most girls wouldn’t look into the future and see two paths diverging in opposite directions — to the left, independence at Brown University; to the right, an early engagement and familial acceptance at VALENT — neither of which she can picture walking down with any sort of confidence.

      Turning into the breeze, I allow the fresh salt air to sweep those thoughts from my head. I focus on the present as I tack my way across the stretch of sea abutting Beverly. Soon enough, the Misery Islands come into view. Despite their rather unappealing name — credited to an unfortunate shipbuilder who found himself stranded there for three miserable days during a storm back in the 1620s — Great Misery and Little Misery are both quite beautiful in a wild, uninhabited sort of way. Several other sailboats have dropped anchor in the cove on the northeastern side of the larger island and taken their dinghies ashore. Day-trippers, most likely, eager to explore the hiking trails and sweeping views of Massachusetts’ craggy coast.

      Rounding the islands takes up a good chunk of my afternoon. Before I know it, the sun is beginning to tilt toward the westward horizon. As tempting as it is to stay out another few hours, Cupid isn’t equipped for overnight trips or rough seas.

      There will be more sailing days, I console myself, steering begrudgingly northward. As many as I can manage before I leave this place again.

      As I navigate past the tip of Little Misery, my eyes linger for a moment on a mustard yellow lobster boat puttering around the rocky shallows. The men aboard are too far away to see clearly — just two distant figures in orange rubber coveralls, one slightly hunched with age at the wheel, the other strong and broad-shouldered as he checks traps at the stern.

      It’s been ages since I had a lobster.

      My stomach rumbles loudly at the thought. A full day of sunshine and salt air has left me borderline ravenous. Pulling the tiller toward my chest, I duck low as the boat executes a sharp gybe, the metal boom swinging from port to starboard over my head. With the bow knifing northward, I fix my eyes toward home, allowing the fair afternoon winds to sweep me along the coast. My mind is consumed by mouth-watering visions of a steaming lobster, fresh coleslaw, and a bucketload of melted butter on the side.

      Focused as I am, I don’t see the moment the young lobsterman turns from his task and catches sight of Cupid’s poppy red hull cutting through the gentle swells. I don’t see the way his face goes pale with recognition, or how his fingers fumble with the bait-bag he’s holding. I don’t hear the whoosh of air that leaves his lungs, or realize I’ve just set in motion a sequence of events that will change both our destines forever.

      I’m far too focused on dinner.
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      She’s back.

      The words replay on a constant loop, driving everything else from my head. Since I saw Jo out sailing last week, I’ve thought of nothing else. I can’t eat, I barely sleep. Even whiskey can’t drown her out. It’s enough to drive a man mad.

      The minute I saw the small red sailboat, I knew. Even before I read the name Cupid in golden letters on the hull. Even before my eyes moved up to take in the blond hair whipping in the wind, the slim shoulders wrapped in a thin cotton sweater, the small hand so confidently steering the tiller. Even before I felt my stomach hit the deck like a lump of lead.

      She’s finally back.

      For a ludicrous moment, I wanted to go to her. To rip the wheel from Tommy’s arthritic grip, blast the throttle into full gear, and chase her across the ocean before she vanished from my line of sight. But the cold reality of my situation soon slammed into me like a sucker punch.

      If I went to her, what the fuck would I say?

      There’s no way to make up for what I did last summer. The things I wrote in that note… the way I twisted the truth into an ugly lie designed to tear her apart…

      I shudder at the memory.

      With a few reckless words, I made her believe she meant nothing to me. That we meant nothing to me. A misguided hookup, better forgotten.

      She must think I’m a monster.

      Hell, I am a monster.

      I shattered us worse than the bones in my wrist. No amount of time or space can heal that kind of damage. And if there’s one thing I know about Josephine Valentine… the girl holds a grudge. She’ll never forgive me. Even if I try to explain, to rationalize my thought process that fateful day when my world fell apart. Even if I tell her how Blair and Vincent backed me into a corner with their threats of jail time and family ruin.

      Even if…

      Even if…

      Even if…

      Evens and ifs are nothing but a fool’s mirage, offering optimism where there is none. I find a shred of consolation in the knowledge that my parents are safe and financially secure thanks to the choices I made… but that does little to temper the agony of my own reality.

      No scholarship.

      No baseball.

      No college.

      No prospects.

      Can you really picture Josephine in that future with you? Jo’s mother Blair asked with such perfect bluntness, staring at me across a fluorescent-lit hospital room. Do you really think she’d want you like this?

      You have nothing to offer, her father told me, staring at the cold metal handcuffs on my wrists. You can’t elevate her to the heights she deserves. You will only bring her down, into a life of misery and despair. And, eventually… she will hate you for it.

      Looking at myself now — the depths to which I have fallen — I can’t help thinking they were right. The old Archer is dead and buried, his dreams with him.

      Rest in Peace, you useless fuck.

      I was once dumb enough to hope that if I simply worked hard enough, got good enough, pushed far enough… I’d finally be worthy of standing by Josephine Valentine’s side. Not only as her friend, but as her equal. As a man she’d be proud to call her husband, one day.

      That foolish hope evaporated the minute my truck flipped in that intersection.

      There is no longer any possible outcome in which our orbits intersect. She is destined for a career as CEO at one of the world’s largest global health organizations… and I’ll spend the rest of my days hauling lobster traps, until my bones wear out.

      She’s back.

      But she might as well still be halfway across the world, for all I can close the distance between us.
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      The wind whips strands of my hair into my eyes as I race down the deserted road that cuts across the marshes. I press the gas pedal harder and shift into a higher gear, grinning as the convertible picks up speed. Though I’m a relatively cautious person by nature, there’s no denying the thrill of fast driving — especially when I’m behind the wheel of my father’s vintage 1965 Porsche Cabriolet.

      The speedometer is inching past ninety when I hear the sound of sirens behind me. My eyes flicker up to the rearview mirror, widening as I see a police cruiser roll out of a camouflaging thicket of foxtails.

      Shit.

      I slam on the breaks and pull over, dust kicking up in a cloud behind me. The flashing blue and red lights never cease, even as the siren cuts off sharply and the officer steps out of his squad car. I flinch at the loud crunch of his approaching footsteps on the gravelly earth.

      Come on, Jo.

      Compose yourself.

      Hands in the ten-and-two position.

      Eyes downcast.

      Deep breath.

      And wipe that guilty look off your face.

      The officer comes to a stop beside my door. “Young lady, do you have any idea how fast you were going?”

      “Uhh…” I keep my gaze averted; I can’t quite bring myself to look at him directly. “Too fast?”

      “Damn straight.” There’s a long pause. “You privileged rich girls think you can rip down these roads in your fancy imported cars without any repercussions, huh? Putting community lives at risk for the sake of a cheap thrill?”

      “No, officer! I promise that’s not⁠—“

      “Save it.” He cuts me off sternly. “License and registration.”

      “Of course,” I murmur, fumbling for the proper documents in the convertible’s tiny glove compartment. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have been going so fast. There’s no excuse, I just⁠—”

      The sound of muffled laughter makes me go still. When my eyes fly up to the officer’s face, I’m shocked to see it’s a familiar one — my former Exeter Academy classmate Chris Tomlinson is grinning down at me, his eyes crinkled up with mirth. With the beginnings of a beard dotting his jawline, he looks older than the last time I saw him. More mature. Or maybe that’s just a side-effect of the well-starched navy blue MBTS Police Department uniform he’s wearing.

      “God, Valentine, you should see your face!” He laughs hysterically. “I really had you going there, didn’t I?”

      “Just about gave me a heart attack,” I confirm. “Thanks for that.”

      “Sorry. I couldn’t resist.” He plants a hand on his hip, above his gun holster. “You can put your license away, I’m not arresting you. Unless you’d like to head back to my place and test out my new cuffs…” His eyebrows waggle suggestively.

      “Does that line ever work on the ladies, Chris?”

      “You’d be surprised! There’s something irresistible about a man in uniform. If you only knew how the women of this town swoon when I step up to their windows…”

      “They’re just trying to flirt their way out of a ticket.”

      “Don’t ruin the fantasy, Valentine.”

      I tilt my head, contemplating him. “I didn’t know you planned on joining the force after graduation.”

      “Dad’s the Chief.” He shrugs. “Police academy attendance was basically a birthright.”

      “Right. I forgot.” My lips twist into a smile. “You always threw the rowdiest parties back in high school, but the cops mysteriously never busted them. I wonder why?”

      He grins wider. “Those were the good old days. Been ages since I threw a good old fashioned Tomlinson rager. Speaking of — I’m planning a big BBQ and bonfire for the Fourth next weekend…” His eyes twinkle in the sunshine as he stares down at me. “You should come!”

      “Oh. Um… I’m not sure I’ll still be in town. But thanks.”

      “You never were big into the party scene, even back in our Exeter days. Haven’t changed a bit, I see.” He leans forward, still grinning. “I take that back. You’re even prettier now.”

      “Are you flirting with me, Tomlinson?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      “No.”

      “Then of course I’m not flirting with you, Valentine. Gosh, can’t a man do his job without being treated like a piece of meat?”

      I roll my eyes. “My apologies, officer.”

      “Anyway, how the hell are
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