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FOR THE MONSTERS

YOU COULDN’T DROWN




♦ CHAPTER 1 ♦

This is the truth he lives with under his skin, how the ocean has left salted thumbprints all up his throat and marked him for drowning.

Jonathan Covey wears it well, this obsession the sea has with him. It’s as if he has drowned already, water swollen up against the sharp confines of his ribs, and he is simply waiting for the day when he will let the ocean lick up what’s left of him. He will be nothing but bones curled under its salt-strewn tongue, towed down deep where everything is cold and dark and quiet, no fight in him because he never wanted to be that kind of person.

The kind cored by violence.

This is why he’s so upset about the blood ribboning between his fingers, staining the crevices of his shaking palms in a spill of cherry red. There’s so much of it. His nosebleeds are always bad, but this one seems never-ending, his mouth numb against the rising bruise. His fault, of course. It always is.

He lowers himself onto his stomach on the floating dock nestled between the tall pilings underneath his house, ignoring the stacks of tackle boxes and nets that he’s meant to be loading into his father’s fishing trawler. His face hovers inches from the water and the ocean laps against his lips in an open-mouthed kiss, licking away the blood with a tenderness he finds nowhere else. This will cleanse him, will make him forget.

He and the ocean have a history of salt and blood and brine together, and when the tide breathes out, Jonathan feels it in his lungs. It has always been this way between them: a love story, but the wrong kind.

“I need you,” he whispers to the sea, “to fix my life.”

Not that the ocean has any interest in fixing the lives of boys on forgotten islands of coarse grass and crowberry thirty miles off the Maine coastline, who learn to map out storms and eat superstition with a spoon and have a body riddled with scars from swimming too close to the sharp edges of rocky shorelines. Kelcarrow is all Jonathan has ever known, and sometimes he can’t breathe around that fact.

What he needs to do is peel off his skin like a crustacean and turn into something that would survive on the mainland, in college, anywhere but here. But the conversation about going to college is over, his bloody face the closing statement, and he is again left swallowing acidic bile. He hasn’t told his friends the truth yet. He thought he’d have a solution before summer ended, but a taut urgency is growing up his throat, the pitch tuned higher and higher each day in a soundless scream: You’re running out of time, they’ll leave without you, you need more timetimeTIMETIME—

Tonight. He’ll tell them tonight when he sneaks out to meet them at the ruins.

Rae and Ellis, the two halves of his heart.

Also the two people he’s been avoiding.

Jonathan finishes scrubbing blood from his hands and pushes stiffly to his feet, his ribs creaking under new bruises. He has fed a little more of himself to the sea and in return he feels slightly calmer, the jittery electricity sparking up his spine dialing down as he lets the soft rocking of the dock center him. This is where he always goes when he’s upset, though right now he must pretend he’s out here to do chores. Tackle boxes need to be checked. Nets sorted. Lobster traps stacked on the trawler’s deck. His duties as a fisherman’s son.

This is all he’ll ever be: a boy who smells of salt and the sea, his head full of sand, his cuffed grimy jeans and mucky T-shirt so ingrained with the smell of fish guts that it will never come out in the wash.

He wipes his nose, smearing blood up his cheekbone, and starts working on the tackle. Already the cold curl of fall is in the air, the sky folded over with rain clouds and the wind turning the waves choppy as the sun sinks toward the horizon. The sea is an indigo gone black, and he wishes he could swim away from all of this.

Behind him, the rusted back door hinges creak, and Jonathan’s shoulders stiffen as boots thump down the ancient, splintery staircase. A shadow falls over where he crouches on the dock. When his father’s hand comes up, Jonathan flinches, his head tucked low and his fingers splayed out on the rough boards like he’s a swimmer about to launch off the diving block.

escape escape escape—

His father rumples Jonathan’s dark, sweaty hair.

Jonathan stays perfectly still.

“You nearly finished up here? I need to head out before I lose the tide. Left some money in the tin for you to get groceries, but you’ll need to pick up a few jobs at the dockyards while I’m gone to keep your grandfather stocked up on those expensive toffees he likes.”

“Okay,” Jonathan says so softly it barely comes out.

Abel Covey gives a fond laugh, scrubs his knuckles harder across his son’s skull, and then climbs into his trawler. He’s whistling, his faded ball cap pushed back, his flannel shirt taut across broad, muscled shoulders. They look nothing alike, father and son. Jonathan wears all the Covey traits wrong: He’s slim with his dark hair curling under his ears, his mouth soft, his eyes a burnt-button black, and there’s something supple and liquid about the way he slips into the sea and swims as if he was made for fins and selkie skins. He’s just like his mother. But his father is all golden hair with a broad build, his hands chapped from hard labor and eyes in a permanent squint from the horizon, and he always wears heavy boots and an old leather belt threaded through denim loops. He has a loud laugh and a charming smile, and the entire island respects this hardworking family man who is part of the bedrock of Kelcarrow.

Jonathan remains taut where he crouches, his eyes tracking his father as he moves about the trawler and whistles a jaunty sea shanty as he checks the winches. After he sails out, there will be at least a week without him.

Maybe this time the sea will smash the boat to smithereens and he’ll never come back.

Please.

“Have you checked the lobster traps yet, kiddo?” his father calls over his shoulder.

“I’ll do it now.” Jonathan starts to force himself to his feet, but his father waves him off.

“I’ve got it. You finish up there.”

They are in Act III of the play now, the finale curated for the neighbors’ viewing pleasure. It never ceases to make Jonathan feel like his brain has been pulped and he’s going insane. It’s the way his father says kiddo. As if his son’s fresh blood isn’t flecked across the wallpaper upstairs. But out here they can be seen, can be heard, and his father enjoys being liked.

The neighbors are close, this side of the Kelcarrow cliffs lined with cottages all the way up to the peak. They stand on stilts with their back halves propped up on barnacle-crusted pilings while the fronts cling to the cliffs with white-tipped fingers. Most have fishing boats moored under the houses, but not many of his neighbors still work the ocean these days. Kelcarrow is a graveyard of the elderly, retired fishermen and crusty old sea captains, and the cottages are all decrepit to match. The Covey house is the very last in the line, all gray stone and slate, and when storms hit, salt spray crests against the back of the house to lick off another roof tile with a shrieking crack.

One day the whole thing will pitch backward into the sea, and Jonathan has so very few feelings about that. Let it fall. It will be prettier sunken among the waves with coral grown through the wallpaper in a shock of unprecedented color.

“What you need to understand,” his father says from the trawler, his voice deep and comfortable, “is that selfishness is an ugly trait. It disappoints me that I see it in you. Your grandfather needs care. He needs you, and if you refuse and I have to stay home, then how will I provide for this family? I want to give you the best possible life and that means keeping food in the pantry and clothes on your back. But you have to pull your weight, too. That’s the meaning of family.”

Jonathan stands, his numb hands tangled uselessly in nets as his stomach hollows out. Selfish. When his days are crammed with a thousand chores to keep the house running and his grandfather calm while Abel Covey is off fishing. He is literally never home, though Jonathan doesn’t complain, because he prefers it this way.

What he needs to do is keep his mouth shut and just let his father sail away, but there’s safety out here where the neighbors can hear. Old Mr. O’Brien is on his own decrepit trawler moored under his house, trudging in and out of the cabin as he tinkers with his engine. He exchanges a friendly wave with Jonathan’s father before he descends into the oily bowels of his boat.

Jonathan is just desperate enough to try again.

“Can I just—just retake my exams?” It comes out cracked through the middle.

His father pauses and leans an elbow on the trawler’s side, watching his son with neutral interest, much like one would watch a fish speared through the middle but still flopping around the deck.

“There’s no point,” he says calmly, “since you were too goddamn stupid to get a good grade the first time. You’re not smart, Jonathan. I don’t want you to embarrass yourself again, and quite frankly I can’t afford more pointless school or tutor fees for you.” He gives the rail a pleased clap as if he enjoys delivering reality like this. “You’re not leaving Kelcarrow or my house. Try it and you’ll end up like your mother. That’s a promise, kiddo.”

Shame burns all the way to the tips of Jonathan’s ears, and it takes a long second to see past the hot red blur. If he punched a fist down his throat right now, all he’d drag up out of his core would be black sludge and deadened rot. He is so full of dead things.

It’s true, anyway, how this is all Jonathan’s fault. He did so poorly in his exams that he didn’t get into college and now he’s wasted all summer trying to bring it up, because he knew how this would play out. Questioning his father is disrespectful. Asking for things is selfish.

You’ll end up like your mother.

He crushes the heels of his palms into his eyes for a second and tries to breathe.

“You’re embarrassing yourself,” his father says. “If you’re going to cry over this, we’re in for a longer talk when I get back home. Really got to toughen you up, don’t we? Now loosen my mooring lines so I can get going. And make sure you get up bright and early Monday morning to clean the house. You’ll have plenty of time for chores now that those kids you waste your time with are leaving the island.” He starts whistling again.

It’s cheerful mockery, as if he is enjoying his son’s pain, feasting on it. Dread will own Jonathan as he waits for his father’s return, for the promised talk that will mean contempt laid out across his skin in an array of vibrant bruises.

Already, he feels sick, his stomach full of glass shards.

Jonathan stares at the dock boards, splinters sticking up to catch on the hard skin of his bare soles, and his eyes lock on a massive iron hook at the end of a chain. It’s meant to be attached to one of the nets before being fastened to the winches. The hook is heavy, bigger than his hand, rust flaking off the edges.

He imagines holding it.

He would leap the rail, nimble and light, onto the trawler, and come up behind his father and wait for him to glance over his shoulder with unbothered curiosity.

The skull is softest at the temple.

One hit. One second. That’s all it would take and Jonathan would be free. He would no longer hurt. He would be safe.

It plays out in such vivid detail in his mind that he’s horrified at himself for even thinking it, for the way violence coats his throat and leaves his fingers tingling like they’ve been shot through with frost. He is the kind of boy who tucks strawberry flowers into his pockets and spends hours folded into rocky nooks on blustery days with binoculars borrowed from Rae in hopes he’ll see a leviathan out on the waves. He is not made of cruel things, and he never will be.

A nauseating, heavy pulse oozes up his throat.

He’s dizzy.

He blinks hard, suddenly sweaty and sick, and kneels to unfasten the mooring lines. They flop into the water as the boat starts to drift out, though one of the ropes snags against the underside of the dock. He thrusts his hand into the water to yank it free, and he doesn’t know why he’s trembling or why he again whispers, “Ocean, I said fix my life. Please.” Because better to beg the sea than start crying.

No more demands or scathing admonishments follow from his father as the trawler eases away from the dock, and Jonathan escapes back upstairs. His father will fish for a week, maybe two. Until then, Jonathan can breathe.

It’s quiet inside, the cottage haunted only by the loud ticking of a clock. He sniffs hard, wiping at his face and inspecting the smudges of fresh blood on his fingertips as he stands in the worn-out kitchen. He needs to wash his hands. Again. Get the blood off.

The entire cottage is small, the rooms pressed firmly together and filled with decades of Covey history, everything layered with the persistent smell of fish from his father’s raincoat and boots still hung up in the narrow entrance hall. Old floral couches sag in the living room, and the kitchen linoleum is yellowed and curling at the edges. He knows each notch and divot in the shrunken floorboards personally, knows each creaking step that leads up to the attic. It should be cozy, this old fisherman’s cottage perched on the cliffs, but every time he stands in the midst of the crowded rooms, he can’t breathe.

In the hallway, blood flecks the ancient floral wallpaper, but at least the dense pattern eats the evidence. No one will notice. Not that anyone but Coveys are allowed inside this house, a rule slotted in place by his father to give his ailing wife some peace to recover.

She used to fling open the massive porthole window in the living room and stand on the sill, swaying as she screamed about how much she wanted to leave this godforsaken rock, the wind teasing ribbons from her dress and snatching them away to twist in the gale. She is always sad and Jonathan turned out just like her.

No one outside the family knows this about her. The Coveys are good at minding their own business, and Jonathan doesn’t think he’d survive if he let any of their secrets slip.

When he looks at his hands, they’re shaking, blood still rimming his nails. He needs to get it together. Focus on this instead: the hours between him and midnight, between him and seeing Rae and Ellis. It’s almost dusk. Just a little longer.

The walls shrink around his shoulders and his ribs bend inward under the weight of his suffocation. So. He might be having a panic attack.

“Just figure it out,” he hisses to himself, and slams cupboards as he attempts to make a feeble dinner for his grandfather.

When he glances out the window, only the tail end of his father’s trawler is visible as it drifts slowly toward the horizon. Good. Freedom is here. With his father gone, Jonathan owns the house, makes the rules, can stretch to his full height instead of whittling himself down as small as possible. Sure, he will need to scrub the salt-crusted windows, mop the floors, fit rags under the doors so the wind will stop screaming through the cracks, but he has plenty of time for all the cleaning before his father gets back.

His real problem has solidified hard and cold in his gut. The way he needs to tell Rae and Ellis the truth. There are just over two weeks left of summer. Then college starts. His chest already feels blown apart like someone’s shot a cannonball through his rib cage.

The cupboards yield nothing dinner-worthy, so he arranges some of the brown butter cookies he made yesterday on two plates, ignoring the way his hands still shake, and hurries to the narrow staircase at the far back of the cottage. He takes the steps two at a time, slowing for the heavy oak door at the top. The brass knob stares at him, key in the lock. The bottom of the door has been modified, a two-inch gap cut like a mail slot at the base, just tall enough to fit a bowl, a tray, a plate of cookies.

Gently, he lays the plate on the floor and hesitates before pushing it halfway in.

“Are you hungry?” he whispers.

Outside the wind howls and hurls itself harder against the walls.

It takes a minute, maybe two, and then the plate begins to drag with a low scrape, scrape until it vanishes into the pitch-dark.

Relieved, Jonathan heads back downstairs, feeling lighter as he leaps off the last step. The sound of the sea outside haunts him all the way through the house as he takes the other plate straight to the living room, where his grandfather hunches in his recliner before the ancient box of a TV, the screen shifting to another wave of static. Jonathan smacks the side and the snow clears.

Nothing has been updated since his grandfather was a child, and sometimes Jonathan feels like they’re trapped in a vintage photograph, awash in sepia and the smell of mothballs, dust stuffed down their throats like taxidermy corpses. It doesn’t help ground his grandfather in the present. He no longer writes his sea fable encyclopedia, the one he’s been working on for decades, and he’s starting to forget all his old stories.

Jonathan snaps a plastic tray onto each arm of his grandfather’s recliner and arranges the plate of cookies on top with a flourish. The old man wears a tattered cardigan, his hair a wiry bristle brush of white and wrinkles melting down his face like wax. He peers at the plate with disdain, white-capped eyebrows pulled together in glowering judgment. “What is this?”

“Brown butter cookies,” Jonathan says.

The effect is immediate. His grandfather’s brow smooths and an almost childlike delight crosses his face as he reaches for one. “Oh. I haven’t had these in years. My mother baked these for me when I was a child. This is—this is—” But his focus is lost as he bites into one with a happy noise of approval.

The important thing to understand is that his grandfather isn’t angry all the time—he’s scared. He so often has no idea what’s going on, where he is, who he’s talking to.

A small, sad smile tugs at Jonathan’s mouth, but he won’t remind his grandfather that he makes these cookies for him every week. It’s better not to correct the fantasies. He read up about dementia while sprawled in Rae’s beanbag during one of his usual campouts on her floor, distracted once again from studying for biology. No one else cares for his grandfather these days, so it’s up to Jonathan to figure it out.

Everything is up to him, really. His grandfather’s care, the cooking, the laundry, scrubbing the floors, upkeeping the ancient cottage. His family is an anchor strapped to his back, his spine splintering under the weight, all his fingers cut off at the knucklebone so he cannot unpick the bindings.

“Be sure to tithe these to the sea,” his grandfather says gruffly, crumbs patterning the front of his cardigan. “Didn’t I tell you that’s the rule? We take and we give back and the sea lets us live a bit longer. You see how careful I am, hmm? Warding it off with sage and salt. You remember all the names of the ocean, don’t you? It’s important you don’t forget.”

There are always random herbs or chalk runes scattered about the cottage, but at least it helps with the dank smell of mothballs and mold.

“I remember.” Jonathan tries to sound reassuring. “Want me to heat up some water bottles for your bed?”

“It’s still early.” His grandfather peers up at him with a little too much clarity. “Sneaking off into the night, are we? Meeting up with that girl.”

Jonathan groans. “No. It’s not like that with Rae.”

His grandfather makes a hrmph noise. “Better a girl built of soil than one from the sea. A selkie is only as pretty as the first kiss. After that everything begins to rot, including you, from the inside out.” He settles back to his cookies. “Is the moon full? That’s when they come out, you know, to sit on the rocks and flirt with the foolish.”

Jonathan loves his grandfather’s stories—ghost ships and sirens and finfolk and krakens and unholy gods of the deep—but right now he wants to escape this house. He wants to run along the cliffs and stop feeling like a bird pinned down with both wings cut off, his fists full of his own pulled feathers, bloody at the root.

His nose has started bleeding again and he wipes it with the back of his hand, not even sure how his grandfather knew he planned to sneak out tonight.

“I’m not kissing any selkies. Or girls.” Jonathan thinks it will soothe him, but his grandfather just seems more agitated.

“They’re his creatures anyway. He is a god of all wicked things within the ocean, and he loves to watch a man drown. The wishes are a trap, you see. What he wants is to take you by the throat and drag you down with him.”

“Who?” Jonathan says, distracted.

“Scorpion Deep.”

It’s not a new story, the one about Scorpion Deep, the legs of the tale so rooted in Kelcarrow that you can’t grow up here without knowing it: He is an ancient creature pulled from the darkest part of the ocean and made to sleep in the crooked arms of the island until someone dares call on him for a fabled wish. Jonathan thinks it would be nice, actually. A chance at a fantastical wish. He could use one right about now.

“Stay away from the ruins.” A raspy urgency enters his grandfather’s voice. “He’s there, you know. Don’t wake him.”

Jonathan hesitates, an unsettled nest of crabs scuttling through his ribs because he hadn’t said he was going there. “I’ll stay far away, I promise.”

His grandfather settles back grumpily in his armchair, scooping up another cookie with hands gone liver spotted and papery. “Good, good. You’re a good boy, Abel.”

Jonathan pretends it doesn’t hurt, but the name crouches on his shoulders like a haunt as he leaves his grandfather to his evening TV shows. As he crosses the hallway, Jonathan pretends again not to see the bloodstains on the wallpaper.

Behind him, he can still hear his grandfather muttering.

“Don’t trust Scorpion Deep. Nor the sea. He’ll kiss you all the way into being a monster.”




♦ CHAPTER 2 ♦

If Kelcarrow is ever to be loved, it’s on nights like this when the waves have begun a winsome song and a thick fog has rolled in off the ocean. The sky is awash with a million bright cut crystals, each sharp as the tip of a wolffish tooth. It is beautiful out here close to midnight and Jonathan almost loves it.

He shouldn’t want to leave.

He wants so desperately to leave.

A rutted dirt road leads up a steep slope to the top of the island, where a low stone fence marks the beginning of the meadow. Kelcarrow isn’t exactly big, but the disproportionate crowding of their little town clustered in the cove at the bottom of the island compared to the emptiness at the top always makes it feel unbalanced. He trudges with his hands in his pockets, his boots unlaced and his mucky sweater sleeves shoved up at the elbows, a box of cookies under his arm because if one is about to fuck up their friendships, the answer is to bring baked goods. No flashlight. He likes the way the darkness fits about his shoulders and makes him feel invisible.

It will also cover up any deepening bruises around his mouth. His father is usually methodical and doesn’t place bruises where they can show, but Jonathan asking to leave the island, to escape, really set him off today.

Nothing but crowberry and wildflowers grows up here at the end of the world, and he has no idea who this land belongs to or exactly what the ruins used to be. Ask any adult on the island and get a different story. Most people say it was a lighthouse, others say library, considering the remnants of broken shelves. But it’s a large part of the island’s history to just be … ​missing.

One thing is agreed upon and it is this: Scorpion Deep sleeps down there beneath the ruins, in a nest of bones and mussel shells and kraken teeth. Possibly every kid who has ever lived on Kelcarrow has messed around in the ruins and tried to summon Scorpion Deep for the wish. Just for fun. Just to say they tried.

Jonathan and Rae and Ellis used to attempt the ritual with an almost religious fervor when they were kids. All of them were gap-toothed and dedicated, sacrificing gull feathers and sea glass and blood from nicked thumbs. But then Ellis started up with his analytical, magic-ruining questions, Rae grew bored of the game as she always does, and Jonathan stopped wanting to mess with the idea of things pulled from the unholy depths of the sea.

He has always listened to his grandfather’s stories and understands the warnings behind the fables: the nymph kisses that turned to poison, the ribs cracked open for sirens to nest within, the eyes sucked out by a forked sea serpent’s tongue, the compulsion to dance on knives covered in barnacles, the bewitched lovers readily agreeing to drown each other.

Don’t mess with the sea unless you want it to mess with you back.

Ahead, a stone wall grows out of the night, moonlight licking at dark rocks covered in lichen and moss. It’s only waist-high and feels more performative than useful, a thing to mark a border rather than keep something out, but Jonathan noticed long ago that it’s reinforced with iron.

Two beams of light prick holes in the gloom, one snapping back and forth like a one-lightbulb rave—which makes sense when Jonathan gets closer and sees Ellis teetering atop the wall, his arms windmilling as he regains his balance while holding a battery lantern. A small leather satchel lies hooked over his shoulders and he is, of course, wearing oxfords instead of useful hiking boots. Six years he’s been on Kelcarrow and he’s still such a city boy.

It’s hard to remember life without him, back when it was just Jonathan Covey and Rae Ridley, both of them born here and grown out of seashells and island salt. But the year they turned eleven gifted them Ellis Narrows in a sweater vest with ink-stained fingertips and a too-wide smile, come to live with his estranged father. He’d been wheeling a massive suitcase of books off the ferry and the nervous smile had slowly turned to abject despair when he realized Kelcarrow had less than a hundred residents and had no school, no bookstore, no library. Basically his own personal hell.

Rae liked him immediately and had gone to work acclimating him to island life with efficient brutality, which included getting him bitten by sea lice, experiencing his first blistering sunburn, and telling him that he could eat sea-foam. Jonathan had been gentler, leaving interesting-shaped rocks polished like gems on Ellis’s pillow until he grew brave enough to pack up his shyness and start telling him the local legends of kelpies and ghost ships. Admittedly, it took a while to start talking, but that was how it was for Jonathan. He had always wished he could unwrap words like soft candies and place them directly on their tongues so that he would be understood, he would be liked, and he would never have to open his own mouth and risk saying everything wrong.
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There is something special about the way the three of them fit together now, a carving of bone and an exchange of blood promises. After six years of running wild, they are built into one another, fused in a way that feels eternal with matching scars on their palms from a childhood pledge.

Friends forever.

Jonathan needs them.

He needs them so much it hurts.

“—which is why it comes back to cannibalism,” Ellis is saying, looking out of breath and frazzled about it. “Why is there no goddamn gate?”

Rae stands with arms folded, her olive waterproof jacket zipped up to her chin and her flashlight wedged in the crook of her elbow. “Because some of us don’t struggle to climb a three-foot wall, Ellis.”

“I’m not struggling, I just don’t like the unnecessary inconvenience.”

“But you’re doing such a good job at being a rugged explorer.”

They haven’t noticed Jonathan yet. He could be a good friend and scuff around to announce his arrival, but he has this sudden urge to make sure they remember he can be silly and light, too, that he isn’t always an oppressive void sucking at their energy.

He slips away from the road, wading through overgrown sedges and brambles until he can hoist himself up on the wall a few feet away, unseen thanks to the dark. Uneven stones make walking along the top of the wall a slight challenge, and he has to keep the cookie box from rattling, but he still moves fast until he’s close to Ellis. Then he lets out a deeply ominous “Hi.”

Ellis screams and pitches off the wall with every limb flapping.

Rae bursts out laughing.

Stuffing his hands into his pockets, Jonathan looks down at a crumpled Ellis fighting for his life against a patch of brambles.

“You are an absolute—I’m going to—” Ellis scrambles to his feet, yanking his satchel off the ground and picking up the lantern. Bits of leaves and small sticks stab at his immaculate button-down shirt, and his pants are splattered with mud. He looks murderous.

Jonathan hops off the wall and tries to help brush him off, but Ellis smacks his hand away.

“Fuck off, Covey. You’ve offended me.”

“I made cookies.” Jonathan holds out the box.

Annoyance stops steaming out of Ellis’s ears as he peers inside the box, then snatches it and stalks off.

With agile ease, Rae vaults the wall and casually punches Jonathan’s shoulder as she passes. “Be warned. He has an agenda in that satchel.”

She wears corduroy pants and mud-splattered hiking boots, her short brown hair knotted in a braid and skewered with birch twigs, likely from one of her headlong charges through the underbrush to catch the perfect angle for a photo. The strap of her idolized camera is over her shoulder despite the dark, and she looks effortlessly cool and sharp. She’s the youngest of four and even with all her older sisters grown up with families and jobs on the mainland, Rae still has the angry-viper attitude of a youngest child trying to hold her own. There is an unsaid agreement that Rae calls the shots and Ellis and Jonathan fall in line, something neither of them argue about. They like her telling them what to do.

“Why were you guys talking about, um, cannibalism?” Jonathan says.

“Oh, some unrelated tangent of Ellis’s. You don’t want to know.”

It’s true, he doesn’t want to know … ​Except he needs to. Because not knowing is not being included, and that feels like taking a fistful of stinging nettles and squeezing until blood oozes between his fingers. But he doesn’t want to be annoying, not when his crimes are growing with each second, so he says nothing as they set off down the narrow track across the meadow. He already feels like he’s being left behind. It’s hard not to notice the leftover sentences Rae and Ellis exchange that leave Jonathan on the outside, the brush of their hands in the dark or how Ellis’s palm rests against the small of her back. Jonathan swallows hard.

The world feels endless up here in the dark, with nothing before them but the flat meadow of sleeping wildflowers and, at the end of it all, a fifty-foot drop to the sea. Something about the ruins magnetizes them. Maybe it’s the mystery of the place, but more likely it’s because no one else ever comes up here, and it feels like theirs.

Ellis and Rae are still arguing casually, their lantern and flashlight beams twining together, cookie crumbs tumbling in their wake as they pass the box back and forth and throw offhand compliments to Jonathan about his baking.

But he still wonders, sometimes, if his friends actually like him.

It’s a constant dread stitched along the underside of his tender skin and he has never had the courage to bite through the sutures and face the infection. Nothing even has to happen to make him start worrying about this. He hates it, hates how pathetic and needy and desperate he feels, as if he is a thing made only of fingers, grasping after anything he can reach—their coat buttons, their curls, their glittering comet tails.

It’s just that he’s not good at anything, while Ellis is brilliant and fast and analytical, and Rae is viciously clever with her camera, her fearlessness, her passion. They debate, they compete, they soar—and it exhausts Jonathan. Sometimes he just wants to watch a movie with them and then take a nap, not sit on the couch with his brain feeling like stodgy gray soup while they argue passionately over his head about the mistranslations of Arcado-Cypriot Greek texts or critique the deepest themes of an award-winning book that can also be read back to front. When Ellis tried to lend him that book, he flat-out threw it back and left to go swimming. Respectfully, no thank you to all that work.

They are so much cleverer than him.

They will adore college; they’ll thrive there. Massive libraries. Brilliant teachers. The whole mainland to explore. New friends who will be as smart and witty and fast as they are.

One week away from Kelcarrow and they’ll have forgotten Jonathan ever existed.

It’s only a half mile to the ruins and he uses that time to hollow himself out into a crater of despair for no goddamn reason. Neither of them is even mad at him. Ellis has perked back up into his usual cheerful self and tucked the emptied cookie box into his satchel so Jonathan doesn’t have to carry it, and Rae keeps yanking Jonathan sideways so he doesn’t wade through nettles in the dark. They want him here.

but they don’t know you’re a goddamn cowardly liar yet

At least there’s no need to be quiet or cautious out here amid the emptiness. They are drunk on night air, on the adventure, as they pick their way over piles of bricks and around lone, crumbling pillars.

All that’s left of the ruins is a circular structure that looks like the base of a lighthouse. It’s perfectly round and built of white limestone, and the walls go about six feet high and end abruptly, as if something bit off the top. Rocks and brick are scattered around the grass and smothered in thorny brambles, making walking in the dark a challenge. One thing is for sure: Whoever chose to build this place next to the edge of the cliff was flirting with danger. A few more years of erosion and the rest of it is going to crumble into the sea.

Ellis plunges through the massive archway into the lighthouse first, forever enthused by the mystery of this place. Latin inscriptions run around the stone entrance, and even Ellis with his voracious appetite for research was unable to find an accurate translation. Everything about the ruins feels ancient in the way of things that do not wish to be disturbed.

“—haven’t been up here in forever,” Ellis is saying.

“It’s been a weird summer.” Rae kicks at a piece of brick. “Feels like we haven’t hung out like we usually do.”

Jonathan tenses, ready to be blamed, but they both seem nostalgic instead of annoyed as they traipse around the roofless lighthouse.

All that’s left in here are a few decrepit bookshelves, filled with spun cobwebs and grime, most of them fallen over or rotting apart. No lighthouse equipment remains, if there ever was any, and Jonathan always wonders if the top lies underwater at the bottom of the cliffs. Maybe something did bite it off.

He drags his heels through the dirt caked on the floorboards until he stands atop the lighthouse’s last secret.

No explanation makes sense about the trapdoor and no one has ever been able to get it open. It sits directly in the dead center of the circular room. No keyhole. No handle. Rusted hinges prove it actually is a trapdoor, but it’s set so tight against the floorboards they can’t wedge fingers or even crowbars in the gap to lever it up. Everyone has tried. Apparently curiosity chewed up one of Rae’s older sisters so much she hauled an electric saw over here when she was a teen with plans to cut it open. The saw broke.

“I still think it’s a bootlegger hideout.” Rae comes up behind Jonathan and they both stare at the trapdoor. “It’s probably not even deep, because you’d just hit rock. Hey, Jonathan? Speak.”

Jonathan blinks at her, feeling tired and slow. “What?”

“Nothing.” Rae brushes past him. “You’ve been silent forever, so I wanted proof of life.”

“I’m literally standing right here …?”

“Yeah, decaying.”

“Stop bickering, you two, and look.” Ellis wrestles with his crammed satchel and pulls out a glossy bottle of spiced rum, looking pleased with himself. “This is probably the last time we’ll be up here like this, so we might as well do our own farewell to Kelcarrow and childhood and all that. Time to get drunk and spill all our secrets before everything changes.” He looks straight at Jonathan as he says, “I’m sure we all have a few things to share.”

Well. Shit.

“So dramatic.” Rae’s mouth is a wry twist. “It’s still going to be the three of us in college. That’s not changing.”

Except it won’t be the three of them; it will be two.

Because it isn’t simply that Jonathan didn’t tell them the truth when acceptance letters rolled in and the others blew up the group chat with all-caps shouts of triumph. It had been so easy to type out I got in, too. He flat-out lied.

He doesn’t even know why he did it when it was destined to explode in his face.

Agony splits through Jonathan’s lungs in feathery cracks, and he almost opens his mouth, almost lets his guts unravel and spill warm and hot and bloody in their laps. But he’s scared a different confession will come out, one that shames him down to the marrow.

How sometimes he doesn’t think about running away with them, but rather of all the ways he could stop them from leaving, too.




♦ CHAPTER 3 ♦

This is how it feels to be live bait on a hook, his mouth torn open as he writhes to get free. Jonathan can’t keep lying to them, not with summer unspooling so fast he can’t catch the edges of it.

His thumbnail is in his mouth and he feels feverish and unmoored, tasting blood from a torn cuticle. Or maybe the metal on his tongue is from the dried blood still rimming his nails. He should have scrubbed his hands harder.

Ellis doesn’t seem to notice Jonathan’s inner meltdown, his attention back on the rum as he weighs the bottle in one hand. “You’re so lucky you didn’t break this when you brutalized me on that wall, Jonathan Covey. I wasn’t scared, by the way.”

“Then why’d you scream so high?” Rae says pleasantly.

Ellis narrows his eyes.

“The real question is,” she says, settling herself cross-legged in front of the trapdoor, “will your dad notice you stole that?”

“Er, probably not. Plus, what’s he going to do about it? I’m about to be a feather in the wind, drifting merrily away from him forever.”

“Not forever,” Jonathan says. “You’ll be back for holidays and things.”

He tries to say it casually, but when he sneaks a sideways glance, Rae and Ellis are exchanging a look, something weighty and unsaid behind their eyes. They’ve always been able to do that, silent conversations that end with their sentences stitched together, their thoughts matched. They live next door to each other in town while his cottage is up on the cliffs, so it makes sense that they spend time together without him.

They are also, undoubtedly, sleeping together. Again. There was that one time last Christmas when they both pretended it wasn’t going to turn into a regular thing, but he can see the magnetic pull between their fingers, their lips, their eyes.

He’s fine with it. It doesn’t matter.

It’s fine.

Ellis folds himself down beside her and starts wrestling with the cap. “No offense to you two little Kelcarrow fish cakes, but I have no intention of returning to this dead rock where everything smells like lobster and everyone is over the age of sixty-five except for us. I’m literally going to burn all my clothes and buy a whole new wardrobe that doesn’t smell like bait.”

Jonathan can feel his panic melting out his ears.

“Well, technically our parents aren’t over sixty-five,” Rae says. “And my sisters visit and they’re not that old.”

“Semantics. Also, I was thinking,” Ellis goes on, “we should do our first year in the dorms, but then get an apartment for second year.”

Rae raises a skeptical eyebrow. “And who is going to pay for that?”

“My mom’s side of the family will take care of it.” Ellis waves a hand vaguely. “She was related to the Lennox-Halls and—well, you probably
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