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Content Advisory

This story explores dark psychological territory, including self-­harm, bullying, and suicide. These experiences are portrayed with emotional realism and may be triggering for some readers. If you are struggling, please seek support. You are not alone.









prologue

I churn frantically beneath the freezing, coal-­black water. I can’t see anything. I can’t even tell which way is up.

A sharp pain blooms at the top of my lungs, spreading downwards and inwards. My terror is so intense I’m unable to think. I’m trapped underwater in the dark and there’s no way out and I can’t breathe I can’t breathe I can’t breathe.

Reality hits me like a freight train.

I’m drowning.

And it’s not the peaceful death of urban legend. It’s a gurgling, shocking, brutal, pitiless fight for every single second of life.

My elbow slams into something hard as I thrash. I gasp in pain, swallowing a lungful of oily water. For the briefest moment I stop moving – and in that split second, I experience a fleeting sensation of buoyancy.

Air rises.

Air rises!

My lungs burn unbearably as I kick in the direction instinct tells me is up, and suddenly my head breaks the surface and I suck in a deep breath of foetid air, coughing and choking as I vomit the water I’ve swallowed.



I grope in the claustrophobic blackness above my head. I’m still trapped, caught beneath something cold and smooth to the touch: the boat hull.

There’s air, yes: eight inches of air. But the water is rapidly rising as the boat fills; those eight inches have already shrunk to six. I have minutes, perhaps only seconds, to find a way out—

And then I’m yanked back below the surface.

The hand around my ankle belongs to someone I love, someone who until this moment I thought I’d give my life to protect. Someone whose desperate fight for survival is threatening mine.

I kick out hard, again and again and again.

And the hand lets go.









Now

14 days before the murders

Chapter 01

quinn

Small towns are good at hiding big secrets.

Quinn Wilde throws her laptop charger into her backpack and then checks her phone to see how close her Uber driver is: six minutes away.

She double-­locks the door to her fourth-­floor walk-­up and heads to the stairwell. She’s not good with steps. Losing her right eye in an IED blast in Syria five years ago threw off her spatial awareness, but the apartment was a pandemic bargain she couldn’t turn down. It’s not like she’s here that often anyway; she’s on the road for the news network INN most of the year.

Quinn arrives at the kerb just as the Uber driver pulls up. ‘JFK,’ she says, opening the rear door with her good arm and tossing her backpack in.

It’s only a forty-­five-­minute flight north from New York City to Vermont. She’ll be in the Green Mountain State by nightfall.



She settles into the back of the Uber. She could really use a drink.

She’s three years sober: she could always really use a drink.

Quinn runs a tongue around the few teeth the IED left her. She forgot to floss again; her mouth feels like the bottom of a birdcage. She reaches into her jacket for her pack of Gauloises Reds – imported at eye-­watering cost from France – and lights up. When the driver objects, she tosses a hundred-­dollar bill onto the front seat and cracks open the window.

Her cameraman, Phil, is waiting for her at the airport. She spots his rangy frame and Tintin tuft of copper hair from halfway across Terminal 4.

He hands her a twenty as they join the line for TSA PreCheck. ‘You called it,’ he says.

Quinn pockets the money. ‘You know it.’

‘Where are we staying?’

‘Stowebury Inn, same as last time.’

‘Fuck,’ he says.

‘Fuck is right,’ Quinn says.

Stowebury is the kind of picturesque, sleepy New England town used on the cover of travel magazines: all covered bridges and red barns and white church spires. Nestled on the shore of Lake Champlain, it has a population of fewer than eighteen hundred people; its fire service is manned by volunteers, its police chief greeted in the street by his first name. The town’s chief industry is tourism: boaters in summer, leaf peepers in autumn, and skiers and snowboarders in winter.

She and Phil made their first visit to Stowebury fifteen months ago. Before then, like most Brits, Quinn couldn’t have found Vermont – a tiny rural state tucked away in the Northeastern corner of the US next to Canada, with almost as many cows as people – on a map. She wasn’t alone: no one on the news desk in London had known where it was either.



Everyone knows where it is now.

Quinn had been less than thrilled when she was first assigned the story last June: she was a senior war correspondent, not a local news hack. But there’d been no one free to go from INN’s Washington Bureau, and she’d been killing time in New York between Ukraine and Gaza rotations, so she’d done the news desk a solid and headed off to Vermont. She’d assumed the story would be routine, done and dusted in a couple of days – tragic for those involved, of course, but not meaningful on any macro scale. It’s the sort of thing that INN might revisit to mark the one-­year anniversary if enough people had died, but beyond that it’d be forgotten by the next news cycle.

She’d been in Stowebury less than a day before she’d realised the story was far from routine. There’d been a maggot in that pretty peach of a town, rotting it from the inside out.

Twenty-­one teenagers dead.

One missing. Another in a coma.

And no one in Stowebury would talk about what’d happened.

Almost half of the high school’s graduating class had been wiped out overnight – but not one single person would speak about the disaster to the media. In Quinn’s experience, grieving relatives and friends always spoke to the press, if only to demand answers or pay tribute to those they’d lost.

The local police chief had refused to comment or even provide factual updates on the number of dead. The mayor had passed middle-­of-­the-­night emergency legislation prohibiting journalists from coming within a hundred feet of the school. The fire marshal had threatened to punch Phil’s lights out when he’d tried to film B-­roll footage by the lake.



Later, a National Transportation Safety Board inquiry – delegated to an “independent” team drawn from experts, all of whom the mayor and police chief seemed to know – declined to publish their results, citing the ongoing civil lawsuits. A year on, the anniversary memorial service at Stowebury High School had been closed to all but immediate family.

The whole thing had been fishier than a mermaid’s ass. Quinn had known it was only a matter of time before the other shoe dropped.

A small town doesn’t run on a twenty-­four-­hour news cycle.

A small town never forgets.

Quinn stares out of the window now as the aircraft starts its descent over the flaming russet and gold and ochre of Vermont’s Green Mountain range in autumn. What they know about this picture-­perfect town is a drop, and what they don’t know is an ocean.

She’s out of her seat the moment the seatbelt sign is switched off, pulling up the Uber app on her phone as Phil opens the overhead locker above them. Events are moving fast; they have to stay ahead of the curve.

She’s been waiting fifteen months for a crack in this story.

And now it’s about to blow wide open.









Then

8 days before the accident

Chapter 02

amy

‘Teenagers and water,’ Kate said. ‘I’m just not sure it’s a good mix.’

Amy glanced at each of the four other prom committee members sitting around the conference table. Michael Behr, the school bursar, refused to meet her eye, but she knew better than to expect support from that quarter. He’d been after her job since she’d been promoted to Principal of Stowebury High School over his head four years ago.

Small-­town politics.

Small-­town minds.

Amy turned back to Kate. She wasn’t just Amy’s administrative assistant at the school: she’d been her best friend since kindergarten. Kate always had Amy’s back. So if she had qualms, Amy needed to listen.

Jesse Spencer, the Mayor of Stowebury and the school’s part-­time football coach – and Amy’s brother-­in-­law, because, yes, this was small-­town Vermont – tossed a baseball back and forth between his meaty hands, his trademark tic.



‘Disagree,’ he said dismissively. ‘It’ll be a helluva lot easier to police the kids in a confined space like the Lady. We can check them for liquor and weed when they board, and they won’t be able to sneak anything past us once we’ve left the marina. There’ll be plenty of adults to keep an eye on them. Mac wouldn’t have suggested it if he didn’t think it was safe.’

‘I realise hiring the Lady would be very lucrative for MacGill’s Marina,’ Mary Lou Renner said, throwing Amy a pointed look: Amy’s husband, MacGill Smith, owned the boatyard. ‘Bookings must be very thin on the ground if he has a Saturday night in June free at this late notice. But Kate’s right: we can’t put personal interests before student safety.’

‘That’s not what I said at all!’ Kate exclaimed.

Amy chose not to rise to the bait. Mary Lou prided herself on being what she called a straight-­talking Vermonter – for which read offensively rude – but the woman was the parent liaison on the committee, which meant Amy had to suck it up if she wanted to achieve anything today.

‘I’d like to know why Chad Givens denied us a permit in the first place,’ Mary Lou added. ‘We’ve held prom in the school gym since 1929 and the fire marshal’s never refused us permission before.’

Amy sighed. They’d been going round in circles for hours now, and she had a thousand other things she needed to be doing.

‘As Kate has explained,’ she said, ‘a number of new fire codes were brought in after the town hall meeting in March. Unfortunately, the previous exemptions were removed, which means the school is no longer grandfathered in. The sprinkler system needs replacing, and that’s not a quick—’

‘Why are we only just hearing about it now?’



Because I’m already doing the jobs of three people, Amy wanted to say. In addition to her role as principal, she taught a full slate of English classes and was in the middle of a capital campaign to raise funds for their sports facilities. Yes, she’d dropped the ball on the town fire codes, but Mac was offering them all a way out so that the prom could go ahead, if she could just get the committee to see reason.

‘We are where we are, Mary Lou,’ Kate said. ‘There’s no point going back over old ground. The question is what we do now.’

‘Well, I think it’s too much of a risk to have prom on a boat,’ Mary Lou said. ‘I don’t want my daughter out on the lake in the middle of the night. It’s too dangerous. You know what teenagers are like. And I’m sure I won’t be the only parent who’s unhappy with the idea.’

‘We all have children who’ll be graduating,’ Jesse said testily. ‘My son Finn will be on that boat. So will Amy’s son, Nicky, and Kate’s daughter, Maggie. None of us want to put our kids in danger, for fuck’s sake.’

‘Please don’t cuss,’ Mary Lou said, looking pained.

Jesse thwacked his baseball onto the table and sat forward. ‘Anyone got any better ideas?’ he demanded, his gaze travelling around the conference table. ‘Prom’s in eight days. Fire marshal says the gym’s not up to code, and there’s no way we can get things fixed in time. Seems to me Mac’s offer is the only option on the table.’ He leaned back and picked up his ball again. ‘Come on, the kids’ll love it. A sunset cruise on the lake? Are you kidding?’

It was hard to argue with that. The Lady of Champlain was the queen of the marina: eighty-­five feet long, forty-­six tons, with an upper and lower deck and a full bar, though that’d be off limits for prom, of course.



Mary Lou was right about one thing: it was unusual for the Lady not to be booked on a summer weekend.

‘It’s not an ideal solution,’ Kate said reluctantly. ‘But does anyone have any better suggestions?’

‘What about insurance?’ Michael objected.

‘The Lady is licensed to carry ninety-­eight passengers and crew,’ Amy said, squashing the idea before it took root. ‘That’s more than enough capacity. She passed her last inspection with flying colours. And Jesse’s right: it’ll be much easier to police the students in a confined space. We won’t have to worry about gatecrashers from other schools or kids disappearing off into the bushes to get drunk or get laid.’

‘We can email everyone new permission forms for the change of venue,’ Kate added.

Amy threw her a grateful smile, recognising an olive branch when she saw one. If Kate got behind the idea, the others would fall in line.

‘I suppose it’s settled, then,’ Mary Lou said.

‘All those in favour?’ Kate said, raising her hand.

Amy and Jesse followed suit. Mary Lou voted against; true to form, Michael refused to commit to either side and abstained.

‘On your head be it,’ Mary Lou said, pushing back her chair.

Amy turned in surprise as her office manager Susan – never Sue – entered the conference room without knocking. Susan was a reliable, capable woman in her mid-­fifties who’d ruled the school halls with a rod of iron for twenty years without ever needing to raise her voice above a genteel murmur.

She would never interrupt a meeting unless it was an emergency.






		
			

			Chapter 03

			iris

			Iris picked up her nephew’s painting. The slender enamel bangles on her arms clinked as she held it out at arm’s length.

			Nicky had an eye, that much was certain. He got that from her, of course, not his mother. Iris’s sister Amy was many things – hardworking, determined, articulate – but she didn’t have an artistic bone in her body. Nicky’s work had so much style and energy: his composition was perfect, and Iris couldn’t fault his use of colour.

			But the content of his painting disturbed her.

			Even for Nicky, this was dark.

			Her nephew had never been particularly outgoing or sunny, unlike Iris’s own son, Finn. The boys had been born only six days apart, but you’d never know they were even related. Nicky was quiet, introspective, a bit of a loner; the only person he was really close to was his girlfriend, Kate Walker’s daughter, Maggie. Finn, on the other hand, was the life and soul of the party, everybody’s buddy. He had the kind of good looks and easy confidence that might have inspired envy if he hadn’t been so nice with it; her son drew people towards him like a human magnet. Nicky included: the two boys were closer than most brothers. Iris wouldn’t have blamed her nephew if he’d hated Finn, but Nicky was her son’s biggest cheerleader.

			

			Outwardly, at least.

			This painting suggested something more complex was at work.

			Iris understood how ambivalent Nicky’s feelings towards his cousin must be. She knew what it was like to grow up in the shadow of someone you loved.

			She had two healthy kids and a happy marriage to one of the most successful men in Stowebury – she didn’t need a job teaching art at the local high school; she did it because she wanted to – but to Amy she’d always be the fuck-­up who’d needed her big sister to step in and rescue her.

			She put down Nicky’s painting, censoring her self-­doubt. She hadn’t had an episode in a decade and a half, not since before Rose was born. Maybe if she stopped viewing herself as less than, Amy would too.

			Her teaching assistant, Caitlin, joined her. ‘That’s a bit creepy.’

			‘I was just thinking the same thing.’

			‘Something going on we should know about?’

			‘I’m not sure. I’d like to take a look at some of his other work.’

			Caitlin turned to a wooden rack of student portfolios beside the window, tilting her head so she could read the names. ‘Sanders . . . Scott . . .’

			‘He’s Nicky Gray Smith, but he goes by Gray,’ Iris said.

			

			‘Got it. Here you go.’

			Iris undid the string holding his portfolio together and fanned Nicky’s artwork across the desk, looping her long red hair up in a loose knot to keep it out of the way. They were unquestionably some of the best paintings and drawings she’d seen from any of her students in a decade of teaching. But it was obvious how the mood of his work had changed since the beginning of the school year. The lake views and idyllic Vermont landscapes had given way to bleak mountains peopled with shadowy, indistinct figures, the paintings pregnant with an ominous sense of threat.

			‘Well, it’s a tough time, your senior year,’ Caitlin said. ‘A lot of changes going on. It’s good Nicky’s expressing himself through his art. Better than keeping it all bottled up.’

			Caitlin was twenty-­three, still full of chirpy optimism and Hallmark wisdom. At her age, Iris had been a single mother with a two-­year-­old son and a stay at a psychiatric facility behind her.

			Iris gathered the artwork together as Caitlin left to clean up the kiln room. Maybe the girl was right, and she was reading too much into things. But she made a mental note to talk to Amy when they had dinner with their mother, Helen, tonight, as they did every Friday.

			She’d have to time her moment carefully, though.

			Iris had given up trying to work out why her mother and Amy seemed to be in a state of perpetual war. Amy had been five when Iris was born, and the rules of engagement between her mother and her sister had already been well established. According to their father, Amy had been only four when she’d refused to answer to the “old lady” name her mother had given her – Jean – and adopted the middle name chosen by Dad instead. Their mother had carried on calling her Jean, even when Amy had made the name change legal on her eighteenth birthday. Amy retaliated by calling their mother “Helen” instead of Mom. The stand-­off told you everything you needed to know about their relationship.

			

			And yet when their mother, crippled by arthritis and diabetes, had been unable to manage in her own home after their father’s death thirteen years ago, it’d been Amy who’d invited Helen to live with them. Mac had built the in-­law apartment over their garage himself, in a bid to keep his mother-­in-­law as self-­sufficient as possible. In an orgy of masochism, Amy now hosted a family dinner – conscientiously low-­carb, because of her mother – with Helen every Friday night without fail. Iris knew the only reason Mom attended was to make Amy miserable.

			Iris was slotting Nicky’s portfolio back into place by the window when a flash of something red outside suddenly caught her eye.

			She peered through the glass for a better look. The art studio was in a separate building from the rest of the school, tucked away on the edge of the grounds above the winding road leading up to the main building. It had once been a hunting lodge, donated to the school by an alum looking for a tax deduction.

			She wasn’t wrong: that was her brother-­in-­law’s red pickup parked in the lay-­by near the Stowebury Country Store, MacGill’s Marina clearly emblazoned on its side. And neatly pulled in alongside him, facing the other way, was the fire marshal’s distinctive black-­and-­yellow truck.

			

			Iris frowned. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but there was something about the scene that felt off. What were Mac and the fire marshal so earnestly discussing through their rolled-­down windows, like drug dealers in a scene from a Netflix crime show?

			She didn’t wonder for long.

			Chad’s truck suddenly burst into life as he activated his emergency lights. Seconds later, the vehicle roared out of the lay-­by, accelerating so fast it was all but obscured by a cloud of dust.

			He was headed right towards the school.

		


	




Chapter 04

amy

Amy leaned out of the school’s attic window, her eyes fixed on the teenage boy perched at the end of the ridge next to the weathervane. She tried not to think about the hundred-­foot drop onto hard cement that was just one wrong step away.

She called out to the boy again. ‘Raylan!’

He didn’t even glance in her direction.

She watched as he pulled his knees a little way in towards him, his feet flat against the steep pitch of the roof, and took a small plastic pouch from his back pocket. He calmly rolled an old-­fashioned joint as if he was sitting in the back seat of his car, rather than a hundred feet above the ground.

‘Raylan, please! Come back in!’

He finally looked up and gave her a warm smile as he licked the edges of his Rizla paper. ‘Hey. It’s all cool, Ms G.’

Amy knew it was all very far from being cool. Raylan was stoned out of his mind. If she couldn’t persuade him to come back in, there was a high likelihood he’d slip and fall five floors to his death.



She heard the sound of sirens in the distance. She knew that even when the fire crew got to the school, their ladders wouldn’t reach this high.

She’d always had a good relationship with Raylan. He was easy to like: he was a good-­looking kid in a classic, James T. Kirk kind of way, like a young Chris Pine, and he had a laid-­back, easy charm: too laid-­back, too easy. He skated when he should be held to account.

If Raylan wouldn’t listen to her, she doubted he’d listen to the fire marshal.

She was going to have to go out and get him.

If she stopped to think about it, she’d freeze.

She climbed out of the window onto the roof, trying not to picture the drop below her, and started inching along the guttering towards Raylan, her palms slick with terror.

When she finally reached him, she turned around and backed up the steep roof on her ass so she could sit next to him on the ridge. The building seemed to sway beneath her. Dark spots danced before her eyes, and she willed herself not to faint.

‘You’re not going to fall, are you, Ms G?’

Her mouth was too dry to speak. She fastened her gaze instead on the hazy mountain range on the other side of Lake Champlain, the way she did when she was fighting seasickness on the ferry to New York. The lake was one of the largest lakes in North America, a hundred miles long and nearly fifteen miles across at its widest point, bordered by the states of New York and Vermont, and the Canadian province of Quebec. It sometimes felt like living by the ocean.



She and Raylan sat in silence for a few moments. Seagulls circled raucously above them. Amy could hear the wind and the rapid beat of her own heart.

‘So, what’re we doing up here, Raylan?’ she managed finally.

He exhaled a long stream of smoke and stubbed out his blunt on the slates between them. ‘Shit’s blowin’ up out there, Ms G.’

‘You’ll be done with this town in a few weeks,’ she said. ‘Amherst, right?’

Raylan Adams was one of the brightest students she’d ever taught. Amherst College, one of the premier liberal arts schools in the Northeast, had contacted him and asked him to apply.

He shrugged. ‘It’s a scam, man. You can’t get a job without a degree, then you gotta work for the man the rest of your life to pay for it.’

Amy wanted to contradict him, but he had a point. A quarter of a million bucks for a four-­year degree, with no guarantee of a job at the end of it. She didn’t blame the kids for becoming disillusioned.

‘How old are you, Raylan?’ Amy asked. ‘Eighteen?’

‘Nineteen.’

‘Nineteen,’ Amy said wistfully.

Below them, the fire engine swung into the parking lot. Half the school had come outside to watch the drama, despite Amy’s instructions to the staff to keep the kids inside. Amy recognised her husband’s red Ford pickup as it screamed in behind the fire marshal’s truck.

What was Mac doing here?

Looking down was a mistake. She felt giddy again and gripped the ridgeline either side of her. One wrong move.



‘Raylan,’ Amy said. ‘How about we both go back inside now?’

‘I’m kinda cool here.’

‘I can’t go back in until you do,’ she said. ‘And I’d really like to go in while I’m still buzzed from passive smoking.’

He looked at her and gave a lazy smile. ‘OK, Ms G. Sure.’

She couldn’t quite feel her feet as she edged back along the slates; she wasn’t sure if it was adrenaline or the weed.

The white faces of her colleagues peered out of the window looking onto the roof. Jesse threw her a rope, but she was too afraid of losing her nerve even to look where it had fallen on the slates, much less reach for it. She couldn’t quite believe it when she reached the safety of the window and climbed inside, still alive, still in one piece, her relief reflected on the faces of her staff.

She turned back to Raylan, just a couple of feet away, and reached through the window to help him inside.

And then he slipped.

Amy instinctively flung herself towards him as he tumbled down the slates, catching hold of his left arm with both hands. Jesse just had time to grab her legs as she was sucked back out of the window by the boy’s weight.

Seconds later, the guttering below Raylan’s feet gave way. Amy felt sick as she heard it smack onto the parking lot a hundred feet below.

Amy was five-­foot-­seven and reasonably fit and strong for a woman in her early forties, but Raylan was six-­foot-­two, a dead weight, like a sleeping bag filled with wet sand.

She could already feel the teenager slipping from her grasp. Her arms felt like they were being yanked out of their sockets. She was upside down: the blood was rushing to her head, and it was difficult to breathe. Her hair was in her eyes, and she couldn’t see anything. She prayed for both their sakes that Jesse had a good grip on her legs.



A rope slapped against her back; someone had coiled it back in and thrown it out to them. It dangled limply on the slates a few feet away.

‘Raylan,’ she cried. ‘Grab the rope!’

Raylan jerked and twisted as he reached for it with his free hand, adrenaline snapping him out of his high, but it was too far away. Someone pulled the rope back in and tried again; it landed closer this time.

Her hands slipped from Raylan’s forearm to his wrist. She couldn’t hold him much longer—

And the next split second he was gone.






		
			

			Chapter 05

			iris

			Iris tore out of the art building and ran across the playing field towards the parking lot, fighting the urge to throw up. It was all very well Kate calling from the main school and begging her to come and talk her sister down from the ledge – literally down from the ledge – but since when had Amy paid any attention to anything she had to say?

			She was too far away to see what was happening, but she could see the crowd of students and staff in the parking lot, their heads craned back as they stared upwards. It was a moment before she realised what was so unnatural.

			The silence.

			The band of terror tightened around her chest. What had possessed Amy to go out on the roof after Raylan Adams? Why couldn’t she have left it to the fire crew to do their job? Why did she always, always, have to play the hero?

			As if she didn’t know the answer to that question.

			She dug her fingernails hard into her palms, using the pain to hold back panic the way her therapist had taught her. She and Amy had had their moments over the years – they were sisters, with all that implied – but Iris couldn’t survive without her. Amy was the light to Iris’s shadow. Without her, Iris would be all alone in the dark.

			

			Someone was running across the playing field to meet her. Something had happened. Iris started to feel dizzy. The world spun as if she was on a carousel, a random kaleidoscope of scenes whirling around her: Amy waking her on Christmas morning, waving a plush dinosaur in her face; Amy, aged ten, smiling at Iris in the mirror as she braided her little sister’s bright red plaits; Amy on her wedding day, lit up from within—

			‘She’s OK!’ Kate was shouting as she came into view. ‘She’s safe! She’s OK!’

			Iris’s legs were suddenly unsteady, as if she’d just done a punishing session at the gym. She’d have collapsed if Kate hadn’t been there to catch her.

			‘Breathe,’ Kate said, rubbing her back. ‘They’re OK. Everyone’s fine. Jesse got a rope out to Raylan just in time. Your husband’s a goddamn hero. They’re OK,’ she said again.

			Iris was suddenly too furious to speak. She knew it was fear making her angry, but right now she just wanted to find her sister and punch her in the face.

			She straightened up and shook herself free from Kate’s supportive arm. The other woman had to jog to keep up with her as she stormed towards the school.

			Overexcited teenagers streamed by on either side of them, their amped-­up chatter rising to deafening levels as Kate and Iris entered the school lobby. And then from behind them, cutting through it all—

			

			‘Where is she?’ a voice boomed. ‘For God’s sake, will someone please tell me where I can find my wife!’

			As if Moses had raised his staff over the water, the crowd in the hall abruptly parted, revealing Amy at the end of the corridor.

			MacGill Smith pushed past Iris, almost knocking her off her feet, and swept his wife into a boa-­constricting hug. Amy was tall, but her forehead barely reached her husband’s burly shoulder as Mac tucked her head beneath his chin and covered her with kisses. His plaid flannel shirt smelled of sawdust and marine paint and the burger he’d had for lunch.

			‘I’m fine, Mac,’ Amy said, gently disentangling herself.

			‘I just saw you dangling upside down a hundred feet in the air!’

			Amy glared at a couple of students who’d stopped to gawp, and they quickly stopped smirking and moved along the corridor. ‘I told you, Mac, I’m fine.’

			Jesse emerged from the throng and slung a heavy arm around Iris’s shoulder, pulling her towards him and carelessly dropping a kiss on her freckled nose by way of greeting. ‘Man. Your wife is something else,’ he said to Mac, shaking his head.

			‘Thank God you were there, buddy. I owe you.’

			Jesse waved away his thanks. ‘Forget it.’

			Iris’s husband was a couple of years younger than Mac, taller and broader, with the sleek, well-­fed air of a man who’d clawed his way to the top of the heap and, as mayor of the town, was satisfied with the view. When Iris and Jesse had got together, eighteen months after Finn was born, he’d still been relatively new to real estate, but he’d already made his first million and was well on his way to the next. Iris would always be grateful to him for rescuing her from the mess she’d been making of her life, and gratitude was a good bedrock for love.

			

			‘Well, the drama’s over now,’ Amy said briskly. ‘I’m sorry, Mac, but there was no need for you to come rushing up here.’

			Iris shot her sister a sharp glance. Clearly Amy had no idea Mac had been meeting the fire marshal just a few minutes away from the school. Which was odd, because Mac and Amy didn’t usually keep secrets from each other.

			‘I really need to get on,’ Amy said, turning towards the direction of her office. ‘I’ve got two hundred kids to settle and a high school to run. I’ll see you at home.’

			Her tone was efficient, dismissive. She could have been discussing plans for the new parking lot layout with one of the construction crew.

			And then she threw Mac a smile so intimate the heat rose in his cheeks.

			Iris remembered the day Amy had first brought Mac home, staring up at him as if she couldn’t quite believe he was real. At eighteen, MacGill Smith was not only two years older than Amy – and two years mattered in high school – but captain of the ice-­hockey and lacrosse teams, the star of every girl’s secret fantasies. A definite ten. And Amy had been . . . Amy. Wholesome, athletic, likeable. But a six or seven at best. She’d looked exactly the same at sixteen as she did now at forty-­four: neat, shoulder-­length brown bob, clear skin, sensibly trimmed fingernails – pretty in a low-­key, girl-­next-­door way, but hardly the kind of girl to turn heads.

			But she’d turned MacGill Smith’s.

			Sixes didn’t end up with tens.

			Until they did.

			

			Mac and Amy had been one of those couples, the kind other people gave cute, smushed-­together nicknames, because they were so loved up: McAmy, everyone at school had called them.

			Quite a few girls in Stowebury had felt a pang of envy when Amy and Mac had married the summer she’d graduated from college.

			Iris was one of them.

		


	

		
			

			Chapter 06

			amy

			Amy knew she owed Mac an apology. His truck was parked in the drive when she got home from school that afternoon; he rarely came home from the marina before seven or eight at night in the summer, and it was barely four o’clock – a clear marker of how upset he was over this morning’s drama.

			If the shoe had been on the other foot and he’d been the one who’d risked his life – to save one of his passengers, say – she’d have been furious. But Mac wasn’t angry; he was disappointed and hurt, and that was a thousand times worse.

			She made herself an old-­fashioned pot of coffee – she refused to add to the oceans of plastic coffee pods already in landfill – and sifted through the post as she waited for it to percolate. She’d signed up for paperless mail with every bank, credit card and utility company they used, but the mailbox was still always filled with leaflets and unwanted magazines.

			She couldn’t put it off any longer. She dumped the magazines into the recycling tote, and went out onto the deck at the back of the house, where she found Mac leaning on the balcony with his back towards her, staring out across the blue-­green mountains, a half-­drunk beer in his hand.

			

			His shoulders stiffened as he heard her approach.

			‘You gave me one helluva scare today,’ he said, without turning around.

			‘I know. I’m sorry.’

			‘If anything had happened to you—’

			‘It was stupid. I don’t know what I was thinking—’

			‘It was beyond stupid,’ he said, swinging round abruptly. ‘But it was also fucking brave.’

			Amy felt about two inches tall. It’d be so much easier if he yelled at her.

			It hadn’t just been her life she’d risked when she’d climbed out onto that roof after Raylan Adams: what would have happened to Nicky if she’d fallen? Eighteen-­year-­old boys might think they didn’t need their mothers, but Amy knew better.

			And Iris? What about Iris?

			If Amy had got herself killed, it would’ve sent her sister straight back into the dark place she’d been in after Finn was born; and this time she might not have come back.

			Amy took her responsibilities as older sister seriously. She’d literally been there for Iris’s entire life. Their father, Bob, had worked fourteen-­ and sometimes sixteen-­hour days to keep his wife in the style to which she was determined to become accustomed, and that style hadn’t included the dull but essential minutiae of motherhood: clean school uniform, lunch money, getting to the bus stop in time.

			So it’d been left to dependable, practical, responsible – yes, boring – Amy to take care of things.

			

			She’d given Iris sensible advice about sex and boys, and picked up the pieces when Iris hadn’t taken it. She’d rescued her sister from the mess of her own making and looked after her son, Finn, when Iris couldn’t, and if she was occasionally overbearing sometimes, she knew Iris understood it stemmed from love, not malice.

			‘It wasn’t brave,’ she said. ‘It was reckless. And selfish.’

			‘Don’t be sorry. Don’t ever apologise for being who you are.’

			Now she felt even worse. MacGill Smith was a good man. He was a good husband, and a good father. She never had to worry about whether he’d come home drunk or broke or even at all. He’d never looked twice at another woman, or blown the budget at the Mohawk Casino like so many husbands in town. He deserved more consideration than she’d given him lately.

			She knew how lucky she was to still be in love with her husband after all these years; how lucky to know he was in love with her.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ she said again, her voice suddenly thick.

			‘Hey,’ he said, putting his arm around her and pulling her close. ‘Hey. Enough of that. Come on. It’s all good.’

			They stood for a moment in companionable silence, staring out across the mountains. It was a view she’d woken up to her entire life.

			A hundred feet below them, hidden by the bright acid-­green leaves of early summer, was her parents’ old house, where she and Iris had grown up. When each of his daughters had married, Bob Gray had given them the choice of a cash lump sum, or a plot of land on the same mountain ridge. Iris had taken the cash – Jesse Spencer had already been building his McMansion on the lake by then – but Amy and Mac had chosen the land where they would build their own home: twelve acres wooded with maples and beeches and silver birches overlooking the Green Mountains.

			

			The house had been a labour of love. They hadn’t been able to afford to hire a builder, so they’d done most of the work themselves.

			Mac had spent eight months just clearing trees from the site where they’d planned to build, working evenings and weekends after putting in a full day’s work at the marina scraping barnacles off the bottom of other people’s boats. They’d had no choice but to hire someone to blast through the rock ledge and pour concrete foundations, but Mac had framed the two-­storey house himself. He’d cut the sheetrock using only a handsaw, since power tools had been beyond their budget. He’d carried heavy sheets of shingles on his shoulders up and down a ladder for an entire summer to finish the roof, and shovelled out rocks one at a time to make space for a septic tank.

			It had taken them another year to save enough to pay an engineer to bore seven hundred feet into the rock to find water and put in a well. Then, while Mac had tiled the bathroom and built the kitchen cabinets, Amy had painted the house, put up curtains and varnished the bannisters.

			Mac had been in a ditch laying wire in the rain, exhausted, when Amy had gone out and handed him a pair of baby booties, her way of breaking the unexpected, but not unwelcome, news. They’d moved into their home just seven weeks before Nicky was born.

			Over the years, Mac had added the wide-­planked wrap-­around deck they stood on now, and a three-­season sunroom to make the most of the property’s southerly exposure. When Helen had no longer been able to manage – or afford – the old family home on her own after Bob’s death and had guilted Amy into letting her move in with them, Mac had built an in-­law apartment to the side of the property with its own entrance and a ramp so she hadn’t had to worry about stairs. He’d done all the work himself. He might be the boss of Stowebury Marina now, but he still liked to get his hands dirty, as evidenced by the perennial grease beneath his fingernails.

			

			Amy loved this house like a second child: she’d left instructions when she died for her ashes to be scattered beneath the paper birch outside their bedroom.

			‘I nearly forgot,’ Amy said, turning to her husband. ‘We did have one bit of good news today. The prom committee signed off on hiring the Lady.’

			‘I heard,’ Mac said. ‘Jesse told me.’

			‘It’s going to be OK, isn’t it?’ Amy said. ‘The prom, I mean. Some of the parents are a bit worried—’

			‘It’ll be fine. Enough talking about work. In fact, enough talking altogether.’

			Mac framed her face with his calloused hands. He kissed her softly on the lips, and then on the neck, and it was so unusual for them to behave like that these days, to be gentle, to be tender, like newlyweds, that Amy felt a wave of heat and longing sweep through her.

			‘I can’t imagine a world without you, Amy Gray,’ Mac said, taking her hand and leading her back inside. ‘And I hope I never have to.’

		


	

		
			

			Chapter 07

			iris

			When the final bell rang for the end of school, Iris was in no rush to get home. She waited for her ninth-­grade class to leave the art studio, chivvying the lingerers, and told her TA, Caitlin, she didn’t need to stay after school.

			‘Are you sure you don’t want me to clean up?’ Caitlin asked.

			‘I like doing it,’ Iris said, truthfully.

			Her students were supposed to tidy up after themselves, but she had yet to meet a teenager who knew how to clean a toothbrush properly, much less an expensive sable paintbrush, and anyway, she found the repetitive nature of the task soothing – especially after today.

			She set about cleaning palettes and rinsing water jars and hanging wet artwork, glad to have the peace and quiet of the studio to herself.

			Her nerves were still jangling from her sister’s escapade on the roof this morning. The adrenaline and anger that had flooded her in the immediate aftermath of the drama had faded, leaving her drained and anxious. She wasn’t yet ready to go home to Jesse, who’d waved away the heroism of his own actions with a just happened to be there carelessness, dismissing Iris’s fear and fury as an over-­reaction given the day’s happy ending.

			

			Iris laid out materials for tomorrow morning’s class – handmade deckle-­edge paper, charcoal, soft pencils, paints – her hands shaking as she poured water into the jam jars at each student’s station.

			She couldn’t get the image out of her head: Amy falling a hundred feet onto the concrete, her body splayed out like a broken doll, limbs at unnatural angles, her head split open like a ripe melon, blood and brains and bone everywhere—

			Iris sank down onto the nearest art stool, suddenly light-­headed.

			It hadn’t happened, of course; but the image was so visceral, so real. She could actually smell the blood, like liver in a butcher’s shop.

			It took her right back to the dark days after Finn’s birth, when her brain had teemed with lurid, graphic, blood-­soaked images: of her baby drowning in the bathtub, his buggy being hit by a car mounting the sidewalk, of him choking on apple, of invisible hands stabbing him, strangling him, throwing him against the wall.

			In her nightmares, the hands had belonged to her.

			‘Everything all right?’

			Iris spun around.

			‘Sorry, didn’t mean to make you jump,’ Kate said.

			‘I’m fine,’ Iris said, getting up from the stool as Kate came into the art studio. ‘You know. Just a bit—’

			

			‘Yes,’ Kate said. ‘Me too.’

			‘What possessed her?’ Iris exclaimed. ‘Raylan Adams is a great kid, but she could have been killed! How could she be so stupid?’

			‘You know Amy,’ Kate said. ‘She thinks of those kids as her own. She’d do anything to save them.’

			Iris rearranged the pencils in the jar on the desk nearest to her. ‘What she did today was incredible,’ she said, her anger suddenly fading. ‘She does have a bit of a knack of making you feel inadequate, though, doesn’t she?’

			Kate smiled ruefully. ‘Always.’

			Kate Walker had known Amy for longer than Iris herself had. They’d been best friends since the age of four; they’d gone to the same primary school together, then Stowebury High, and they’d lived together for their four years studying at the University of Vermont in Burlington. Kate had got a job back at their old high school first, working in the development office before moving into admin; a couple of years later, Amy had followed her and taken a job there teaching English. But Amy was the high-­flyer, the one with real leadership qualities, and when she’d earned her promotion to head of school, Kate had been happy to be her consigliere, her right-­hand woman, her dragon and bulldog and defender against all comers.

			Growing up, Iris had been intensely jealous of the close bond Kate and Amy had shared. The five-­year age gap between the older two girls and Iris had been a generation when they’d been young. Sixteen has nothing to say to eleven.

			Kate and Amy had done everything together: they listened to the same music, shared the same clothes, played on the same sports teams, moved in the same friendship circles, attended the same parties and sleepovers. Iris had been the unwanted little sister and third wheel, shut out of the confidences and closed circle of two.

			

			But that had all changed when Iris had got pregnant in her final year at the Rhode Island School of Design. Broke, single and terrified, she’d fled back home, and Kate and Amy had seamlessly folded her into their lives. Both women were married by then and pregnant themselves, and suddenly Iris hadn’t been outside the magic circle, but part of it.

			They’d all had their babies within a few weeks of each other: Kate’s little girl, Maggie, had grown up with Amy’s son, Nicky, and Iris’s own boy, Finn, the three children more like siblings than cousins and friends. When Iris had been in the psychiatric facility suffering from postpartum psychosis, and Amy had taken care of Finn for her, it’d been Kate who’d taken care of Amy. The women were a three-­legged stool: none of them could stand without the other two.

			When Iris had got better and come home, Kate had found her the job teaching art at the school, and Iris had felt intensely lucky and grateful to have it. Later, when she married Jesse and no longer needed the money, she’d stayed, because the school and the students had become her family, and you didn’t turn your back on family.

			Jesse had built her a studio at home in the grounds of the huge McMansion, and sometimes she even exhibited her work at the small art gallery in town; but she did it for pleasure, for therapy, to ground herself. She’d never have a career as an artist now, and she was at peace with that.

			Kate reached over the desk between them and squeezed Iris’s hand. ‘You don’t have to worry,’ she said gently. ‘Amy’s not going anywhere. She’d never leave you; you know that.’

			

			‘I’ll be fine,’ Iris said. ‘I just need a good night’s sleep, that’s all.’

			Kate knew better than to push. Iris never liked to be reminded she was vulnerable. And love made everyone vulnerable.

			Kate stood and tucked her stool neatly beneath the desk.

			‘Look, before I go, I wanted to see if you knew about prom,’ Kate said. ‘What with all the kerfuffle today, I don’t know if you heard. The fire marshal won’t back down on using the gym for prom, but Mac’s agreed to let the school hold it on the Lady of Champlain.’

			‘Are you serious? We’re going to let eighty kids loose on a boat?’

			‘I know. I’m not a hundred per cent about it myself, but this late in the day, we don’t have a lot of choices.’

			‘Chad Givens is an asshole,’ Iris said succinctly.

			‘I’m not going to disagree,’ Kate said. ‘But as Jesse says, at least it’ll be easy to keep an eye on the kids in a confined space.’

			‘My husband has a short memory if he really thinks that,’ Iris said. ‘Doesn’t he remember what it’s like to be a teenager? They’ll get shit on board one way or another. Weed, vodka. Kids throwing up in the bushes behind the gym is one thing, but we could lose one of them overboard if they get wasted out on the lake. Has Amy thought this through?’

			‘I’m sure she has,’ Kate said loyally, though her face told a different story. ‘And it was Mac’s idea. He’s done hundreds of events like this. He’d never have suggested it if he didn’t think it wasn’t perfectly safe, would he?’

		


	

		
			

			Deposition of Chad Givens

			Transcript in the case of Kate and David Walker against MacGill Smith and Amy Gray, pursuant to the Vermont General Court Rules.

			HAZEN So, my name is Daryl Hazen, and I represent the plaintiffs, Kate and David Walker, in this case. Can I start by asking you to please state your name for the record?

			GIVENS Chad Givens.

			HAZEN And what is it you do, Mr Givens?

			GIVENS I’m, uh, I’m the fire marshal for the town of Stowebury.

			HAZEN What are your responsibilities as fire marshal?

			GIVENS It’s my job to enforce the State Fire Safety Code. We also do licensing inspections and fire investigations. Plus, uh, I’m on fire watch.

			HAZEN The Fire Department doesn’t have a permanent force in Stowebury, correct? It’s made up of volunteers?

			GIVENS Yes.

			HAZEN Mr Givens, can you tell me why you denied a permit to Stowebury High School for their prom eight months ago?

			

			GIVENS The school gym didn’t meet code.

			HAZEN Was this situation new?

			GIVENS Not exactly. See, they used to be grandfathered in—

			HAZEN By “grandfathered” you mean exempt from a new law or regulation?

			GIVENS Yep.

			HAZEN But that had recently changed?

			GIVENS Yes. The town voted for all public buildings to be brought up to code, even when they’d previously been grandfathered in.

			HAZEN This had happened . . . [pause] . . . in March last year?

			GIVENS [Inaudible]

			HAZEN If you could say it for the tape, Mr Givens.

			GIVENS Sorry. Yes.

			HAZEN But when you inspected the school gym on June third, more than three months later, the gym still hadn’t been brought up to code, is that right?

			GIVENS We had no choice but to deny the permit.

			HAZEN No one’s blaming you for that, Mr Givens. So, even though the school had had three months to comply, that hadn’t happened, and you denied them permitting for prom?

			GIVENS Yes.

			HAZEN Can you tell us if this was a routine inspection?

			GIVENS Well, like I said, the school had had a while to bring things up to code—

			HAZEN But that wasn’t the reason you decided to carry out the inspection on June third, was it? [Pause] For the tape, Mr Givens.

			GIVENS No.

			

			HAZEN Can you tell me why you did?

			GIVENS We received a complaint about non-­compliance.

			HAZEN And who made that complaint?

			GIVENS [Inaudible]

			HAZEN May I remind you, you’re under oath?

			GIVENS [Pause] MacGill Smith.

			HAZEN MacGill Smith? The owner of MacGill’s Marina?

			GIVENS Yes.

			HAZEN So, given the school could no longer hold prom in the gym, where did they end up holding it?

			GIVENS On the Lady of Champlain.

			HAZEN The Lady of Champlain pleasure cruiser?

			GIVENS Yes.

			HAZEN And can you tell us who owned the Lady of Champlain?

			GIVENS MacGill Smith.

			HAZEN In other words, Mr Smith deliberately manipulated the situation to his financial benefit so that his pleasure cruiser would be hired by Stowebury High School for their prom?

			GIVENS I don’t know about that.

			HAZEN I think you do, Mr Givens. Because there’s another reason Mr Smith needed prom to be held on his boat, isn’t there? [Pause] A reason you and he and a number of other residents of Stowebury wanted that prom to happen on that boat.

			GIVENS [Muffled] Is he allowed to ask me that?

			HAZEN Mr Givens, twenty-­one teenagers died on that boat. I’m allowed to ask you anything.

		


	

		
			

			Now

			13 days before the murders

			Chapter 08

			amy

			I knock back the warm glass of cheap white wine sweating on the kitchen table – all I can afford these days – and pull the document towards me.

			Jean Amy Gray vs. MacGill William Smith.

			My vision swims, and not just because that was my third glass of wine.

			I once read that ninety per cent of couples divorce after the loss of their child. Even before I became a mother, it always struck me as an especially heartbreaking statistic: surely the only person on the planet who could understand the depth of your pain – the loss of your child, your particular child – would be their other parent? How could anyone else, even those similarly bereaved, understand the appalling, jagged hole your child had left?

			Iris is the only person who knows precisely what I’m going through, but we haven’t spoken since the accident fifteen months ago. I can’t talk to her: I can’t even be in the same room with her.

			

			Mac and I tried to be among that grief-­stricken ten per cent of parents who make it through. We saw counsellors, alone and together. We travelled out of state to attend a support group somewhere we wouldn’t be recognised, where our grief would be just as valid as anyone else’s. But even without knowing the truth about us, the parents of other dead children were too trapped in their own unbearable misery to find it within themselves to empathise with ours

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
		


	OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
THE SWEETEST REVENGE STARTS WITH.....






OEBPS/image/MLP_logo_final_black.png
MILP





