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Sunny & Skye YA Novels, Book 2

Sunny & Skye: After the Fireflies

Mimi Hart



Chapter One — The Last First Morning

Sunny

The lake house smells like lemon cleaner and old wood and the cinnamon Mimi puts in the coffee even though it’s June and nobody needs cinnamon in June.

I stood in the doorway of my room — my room since I was four years old, the one with the slanted ceiling and the window that looks down the cove path — and I did the math I’d been avoiding since graduation. Ten weeks. Ten weeks of mornings, and then a dorm room with a stranger’s posters on the other wall, and a dining hall, and a life I had chosen on purpose and wanted, actually wanted, and still.

“You’re doing the face,” Skye said from the hallway.

“What face?”

“The this is my last everything face. You’ve done it four times since breakfast.” She had a mug in each hand, because Skye believes hydration is a group project. Fifteen years old and already running a small, chaotic government. Her curls were doing whatever they wanted. She handed me the blue mug. Blue is hers. The heart mug is mine. Some laws of the universe even a summer can’t change.

“I am not doing a face.”

“You named the car ride up here ‘the last first drive.’ Out loud. To the whole car.”

“Ash started it.”

“Ash is nine.”

“Ash is a poet and you know it.”

She flopped onto my bed — on top of the duffel I hadn’t unpacked, which was a statement about unpacking — and looked around the room like she was taking inventory for a museum. “Mimi says lunch is at one and if we’re late she’s feeding our shares to the gulls.”

“Mimi has never once fed anything to the gulls. She has a whole speech about the gulls.”

“She’s rehearsing the speech. Daisy asked her to.”

Downstairs, the house was doing its first-day symphony. Daisy, eight years old and constitutionally incapable of an indoor voice before noon, was explaining something about a frog to someone who turned out to be the refrigerator. Ash was building something out of couch cushions and pure confidence. Pop had the radio on in the kitchen, the old one that only gets two stations and the weather, and Mimi was conducting all of it with a wooden spoon.

This is the part I have to describe right, because it’s the part I keep trying to memorize. The screen door with the tear Pop fixes every spring and re-tears by accident every fall. The hooks by the door where four generations of wet swimsuits have hung. The photograph wall in the hall — me at six with no front teeth holding a fish like it owed me money, Skye at three asleep in a laundry basket, Mom and Aunt Kelly as teenagers with their arms around each other’s shoulders and the lake doing its sparkle behind them, Pop young and grinning next to a man with the same grin who I only know from pictures and a carving in a rock.

Uncle Robbie. Well. Great-uncle Robbie. Just Robbie, in this house.

“Sun,” Skye said, quieter. “Come down to the cove before lunch. I want to show you something.”

“You want to show me the cove? Skye. I’ve seen the cove.”

“Not this year, you haven’t.”

She was right, in the annoying way she’s right about most things: exactly correct and smug about the taxonomy of it. So I followed her out the screen door, down the porch steps, and onto the path.

The cove path starts at the corner of the porch and winds down through the pines to the water, past the big stone — the wide, flat rock at the third bend where somebody, sixty-some years ago, carved two sets of initials into the gray face of it. D.H. + R.H. Dan Hart and Robbie Hart, brothers, best friends, co-conspirators of every story Pop tells twice. We used to press our palms to the carving when we were little, like it was a switch that turned the magic on. Ash still does. Daisy does it with both hands and her whole heart, which is how Daisy does everything.

The path was the same as always and then, suddenly, not.

“When did this happen?” I said.

The lantern post at the second bend — the tall cedar post with the crossbar where a lantern used to hang, back before my memory starts — was leaning. Not picturesquely. Really leaning, the way a tired person leans, its base rotted soft where the ground stays wet. The lantern itself was long gone. What was left was the hook, rusted to the color of old pennies.

Skye kept walking. I followed. Post after post. There were more than I remembered ever noticing: they march down the path at intervals, taller than Pop, cedar gone silver-gray, each one with a crossbar and an iron hook. Some stood straight but bare. Some listed. One, near the bottom, had fallen entirely and lay in the ferns like it had decided to take a nap sometime in 2009 and never got up.

“The lantern walk,” Skye said. “Mimi told me about it last summer, when you were at orientation. Every Saturday night, all summer, they’d light them. The whole path, all the way down to the water. People would come from town just to walk it. It was the thing.” She stopped at the fallen post. “Nobody’s lit it in — Mimi said years. Decades, probably. The lanterns are gone, or in the boathouse attic, or nobody knows. The posts rotted and nobody — ” She shrugged, and the shrug was doing a lot of work. “Nobody fixed it. It just stopped.”

Fireflies were starting in the shade under the pines, even though it was barely past eleven. Early ones, practicing. When Skye and I were little — when I was twelve and she was six and the whole world was this house — we believed the path did something at night. We’d sneak down with jars, solemn as scientists, and map the fireflies, and I drew a map in a notebook with a legend and a scale, like the lake was a country and we were its royal cartographers.

“Why are you showing me this?” I asked, and my voice came out smaller than I meant it to.

“Because,” Skye said, “the festival committee is doing the end-of-summer festival on the last Saturday of August, like always, and the whole thing is here this year — the town moved it to the cove field because the rec center roof is being fixed. And I kept thinking about the path. And about you.” She kicked the fallen post gently, like checking if it was asleep. “You keep calling things ‘the last first’ whatever. Last first drive. Last first morning. It’s bumming everybody out, Sunny. Especially you.”

“I am not bummed out.”

“You organized your closet by emotional category yesterday.”

“That is a normal organizational system.”

“There’s a box labeled ‘things I am not ready to feel about.’ It’s a big box.”

I sat down on the big stone, on the warm part, the part the sun gets. The carving was under my left hand. D.H. + R.H. Two brothers who built a path of lights down to the water, and then life did what life does — Robbie moved to the city, Pop stayed, and the story I’ve heard a hundred times says they called every Sunday and visited every summer and none of it ended. It just changed shape.

“The festival’s ten weeks away,” I said slowly.

“I know.”

“It hasn’t been lit in decades. The posts are rotted, the lanterns are missing, the committee has a budget of about eleven dollars — ”

“Twelve. There’s a bake sale fund.”

“We would have to rebuild cedar posts. And source — what, thirty lanterns? And get the town to actually — ” I stopped, because Skye was smiling the smile she gets when she’s already won and is waiting for me to arrive at the same location.

“How many posts?” I asked.

“Fourteen,” she said. “I counted. Fourteen dark lanterns, one path, one festival.” She sat down next to me on the stone and bumped my shoulder with hers. “We have all summer, Sunny. What if this is the thing? Not the last-first-whatever. Just — the thing we do. We light the path. And at the end of August, the whole town walks down to the water in the light we made, and then you go do your big life, and the path stays here, lit, for whoever comes down it next.”

Under the pines, the fireflies kept practicing — small, uncertain sparks, testing the dark.

“Pop would have to help,” I said. “He and Robbie built it. He knows how the posts were set.”

“He’s been waiting sixty years for somebody to ask,” Skye said. “Probably. Mimi basically said so, in Mimi language. She said, ‘Your grandfather walks past that path every morning like it’s a sentence he never finished.’”

“Mimi said that?”

“Mimi is a poet and you know it.”

I laughed, and it surprised me, the laugh — it came out clean, not like the careful ones I’d been doing since the graduation caps came down in the school gym and everybody cheered and I stood there holding my diploma like a permission slip I hadn’t signed yet.

Ten weeks. I could count the days, or I could fill them with something heavy enough to need a crew and a budget and a spreadsheet — something that would still be standing on the path in September, when I was three hours away learning the names of buildings.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay. Let’s light the path.”

Skye whooped so loud that Daisy heard it from the porch and whooped back without knowing why, which is the Daisy way, and somewhere above us Pop’s radio crackled the weather — fair, all week, fair — and I pressed my palm flat to the carved initials on the stone, the way I did when I was six and solemn about magic.

D.H. + R.H.

Two brothers. One path. Some sentences you don’t finish; you just keep walking them.

“Fourteen lanterns,” I said. “Let’s go make a list.”


Chapter Two — Fourteen Dark Lanterns

Skye

Here’s a secret about being the one who stays: everybody rehearses their goodbye at you.

Sunny’s been rehearsing since May. She doesn’t know she’s doing it. She’ll be buttering toast and she’ll say, “Next summer you’ll have to make the toast,” in this brave, bright voice, like she’s handing me a family sword. Mom does it too — different flavor. When Sunny’s at school, you and I will finally have time for that pottery class. Aunt Sammy does it. Mimi, who never rehearses anything, does it worst of all, because hers are quiet. She taught me how to make her pie crust in June. June. Mimi has had a policy about that pie crust since before I was born. You learn it when you’re ready, she always said, which we all understood to mean never, it dies with me, take it up with God. And then one Tuesday in June she just — rolled up her sleeves and said, “Come here, Skye-girl. Watch my hands.”

Because Sunny is leaving, the whole family is quietly rearranging itself around the hole, and my job — I have decided, I have assigned it to myself, I am excellent at it — my job is to be fine.

I am so fine. I am fine in a way that takes a lot of maintenance.

So when I counted the lantern posts, I wasn’t just counting. One, at the porch corner, straight, bare, fine. Two, leaning, base gone soft. Three, four, five — the run through the tall pines, straight-ish, hooks rusted, one crossbar split like a wishbone. Six, where the path bends toward the stone. Seven, eight, nine, along the wet dip where the spring crosses under the path in spring and the ground never fully dries. Ten — I had to push through ferns. Eleven. Twelve, with a bird’s nest in the crossbar join, abandoned, last year’s. Thirteen, leaning toward the water like it was listening. Fourteen, at the bottom, where the path opens out onto the cove shore — and fourteen wasn’t standing at all. Fourteen was lying in the ferns with mushrooms growing out of its base, dignified as a fallen king.

Fourteen lanterns. I wrote it in my notebook, and then, because I’m me, I wrote the other list under it. The real list. The one I don’t show anybody.

Things that will be different after August: 1. Breakfast (Sunny makes the eggs. Nobody else salts them right. Ash will riot.) 2. The room next to mine will be a guest room. A GUEST room. She’ll come home at Thanksgiving and be a GUEST in the room where she used to braid my hair. 3. Mom will have one kid at home and she’ll look at me like I’m the whole exhibit. 4. Somebody else will have to know where everything is. Sunny knows where everything is. She’s the index of this entire family. I don’t know where the good scissors are. I have never known. It’s been Sunny, my whole life, saying “top drawer, under the seed packets” like a librarian of the universe. 5. The lake house will be the same, which is the worst one, because she won’t be in it.

I stared at that list for a long time, sitting on the fallen post, and then I wrote a sixth thing and underlined it twice:

6. Unless we build something that stays.

Pop found me down there an hour later. He doesn’t announce himself, Pop. Seventy-nine years old and still moves like the woods owe him quiet. He had his coffee in the tin mug and he stood looking at number fourteen for a while, the mushrooms and all.

“Your great-uncle Robbie set that post,” he said. “Summer we were eighteen. He set it in a hurry because there was a dance in town that night and your Mimi — well. She wasn’t your Mimi yet. She was a girl in a yellow dress and I was trying very hard to be a man who had his priorities straight, and Robbie was no help at all. He dug that hole in eleven minutes. Said, ‘Dan, a lantern at the bottom of the path is for the walk home. It has to be the strongest one. A man should be able to find his way home by it.’” Pop nudged the rotted base with his boot. “Eleven minutes. Stood for sixty years, though. There’s a sermon in that somewhere.”

“Why did it stop?” I asked. “The walk. Mimi said people used to come from town.”

Pop was quiet long enough that the jays started up again in the pines.

“Things stop the way things stop,” he said. “One summer Robbie couldn’t come — a job. Then a summer I was working double shifts and the lanterns needed oil and two of them cracked. Then your grandmother’s mother was sick a whole August. Nobody ever decided to stop, Skye-girl. That’s the thing nobody tells you. Things you love mostly don’t end with a bang. They end with a later that never comes.” He drank his coffee. “I walked past that fallen post for — oh — twenty years saying later.”

I thought about my list. About a guest room. About being the index of the family whether I wanted the job or not.

“Pop,” I said, “what would it take? To light it again?”

He looked down the path — at the posts standing in the pine shade like a sentence trailing off — and then he looked at me, and I saw the exact moment it stopped being a hypothetical question for him.

“Work,” he said. “Cedar. Hands. More hands than this family’s got, probably. And a reason for the town to care.” He almost smiled. “You got a reason in mind, Skye-girl?”

“The end-of-summer festival,” I said. “It’s at the cove field this year. Last Saturday of August. The whole town, walking down to the water at dusk, through the lights.”

“That’s a reason,” Pop said slowly. “That’s a good reason.”

“Sunny said yes already,” I told him. “This morning. On the stone.”

“Did she.”

“She did the face first. Then she said yes.”

Pop laughed into his coffee, and then he did something Pop almost never does — he reached out and put his hand flat against the nearest standing post, number thirteen, the listener, like you put a hand on the shoulder of an old friend you’re about to ask a favor of.

“Fourteen lanterns,” he said. “Well. Your great-uncle set the last one in eleven minutes.” He pushed off the post and started back up the path toward the house, slower than he used to, steady as weather. “Let’s see what the two of you can do with a whole summer.”

That night, after dinner, after the dishes and the frog report (Daisy) and the couch-cushion architecture critique (Ash, who rates his own work “STRUCTURALLY PERFECT” in a voice that should not fit in a nine-year-old), I went up to my room and took out the notebook again.

I crossed out item six. Not because it was wrong. Because it wasn’t a fear anymore — it was a plan now, and plans go on a different page.

On the new page, I wrote:

THE LANTERN WALK — RESTORATION HEADQUARTERS (S. HART) - 14 posts. Survey: 3 rotted (2, 9, 14), 1 fallen (14), 1 split crossbar (5), all hooks rusted, 0 lanterns accounted for. - Lanterns: CHECK BOATHOUSE ATTIC (Mimi thinks maybe some survived). - Cedar: ask Mr. Lindqvist at the hardware store what posts cost. DO NOT have a heart attack in the store. - Festival committee: Sunny handles (she has a binder personality and a graduation speech voice). - Volunteers: everyone we know. Everyone anyone knows. - Deadline: last Saturday of August, dusk.

And at the bottom, in smaller writing, not a plan and not a fear, just a fact I was keeping where I could see it:

She’s leaving. That’s real. But the path doesn’t go where she goes — the path stays, and stays lit, and that’s real too. We get both. If we build it, we get both.

Then I went down the hall and knocked on the door of the room that is not, whatever anyone says, a guest room.

“Sunny,” I said. “Boathouse attic. Tomorrow. We’re hunting lanterns.”

She opened the door in her pajamas with a toothbrush in her mouth and the big not-ready-to-feel box open on her bed — I saw a winter scarf, a paper crane, a rock shaped like a potato that we’d fought over in 2019 — and she said, through toothpaste, with the organizational energy of a general:

“Already on the list.”


Chapter Three — The Committee

Sunny

The boathouse attic yielded: four lanterns.

Four, out of fourteen hooks, and calling them lanterns was generous. They were the old kind — tin and glass, made to hold actual flame, back when the walk was lit with oil and patience every Saturday night. One had a crack in the glass like a river on a map. One had a family of spiders in it who had clearly signed a long-term lease. One was fine, actually — dented, rust-freckled, but fine, and when I held it up the morning light came through the glass in a way that made my whole chest do something unreasonable.

“That’s your great-grandfather’s make,” Pop said, turning the good one in his hands. “He soldered half the lanterns on this path. The Harts lit this path, Skye-girl. Remember that.” He set it down carefully. “Four’s not fourteen, though.”

“We’ll get battery candles for the rest,” I said. “New lanterns, same path. The festival crowd can’t be walking around with open flame in a pine forest anyway.”

“Practical,” Pop said, in the tone he uses for you are correct and I am grieving the romance of it. “Your Mimi’s going to say the same and I want it on record I grumbled first.”

Four lanterns and a plan went to the festival committee on Thursday night, in the back room of the library, where the committee meets under a banner that says READY, SET, SUMMER! in letters Daisy could improve on.

The end-of-summer festival committee of our town consists of: Mrs. Ferris, who has run every civic celebration since the invention of the calendar and keeps the minutes in a hand so neat it looks printed; Mrs. Okafor, who taught half the town in sixth grade and retired into volunteering like a general retiring into a larger war; Reverend Achebe, who runs the food booths and is the only person alive who can make forty volunteers feel scheduled and loved; my mother, because Mom cannot be within fifty feet of a signup sheet without signing it; and — as of this summer, in the chair marked YOUTH REPRESENTATIVE in Mrs. Ferris’s minutes — me.

I had been youth representative for exactly two meetings. I had strong feelings about the dunk tank. I had not expected to bring a capital project to the table, but Skye was sitting beside me with her notebook open to a page labeled RESTORATION HEADQUARTERS, and Skye’s notebook is a legally binding document in our family.

Mrs. Ferris called the meeting to order. We approved the minutes. We confirmed the band (the high school jazz ensemble, plus Mr. Whitaker’s accordion, “whether we ask or not, he’ll be there, so we might as well schedule him”). We confirmed the cove field as this year’s site, the rec center roof being what it was. And then Mrs. Ferris said, “Any new business?” and I stood up, and my hands were shaking only a little, and I told them about the lantern walk.

I told it the way Skye told it to me — the path, the Saturdays, the whole town walking down to the water. I told them fourteen posts, three rotted, one fallen, four lanterns surviving in the boathouse attic, and Pop — Pop, who built it, alive and willing and walking past it every morning. I told them the festival would end at dusk, and a festival that ends at dusk, at the cove, with the path dark — I said — was a story with the last page missing. Light the path, and the last page writes itself. Everybody walks home through the lights.

The room was quiet. Mrs. Okafor was smiling in the way she smiled when a kid got the answer right in 2009 and she still remembers it.

Then Mrs. Ferris, gently, in the voice of a woman who has buried a hundred beautiful ideas under arithmetic, said: “What does it cost?”

And here is where my sister, who was not technically a member of the committee and had been invited on what Mrs. Ferris called “a trial basis of silence,” stood up too, opened her notebook to the budget page, and did not have a heart attack, exactly, but read the numbers in a voice like a weather report from a small, doomed island.

“Cedar posts, eight feet, set in gravel: Mr. Lindqvist at the hardware store says forty-one dollars each, and he says we need eight new ones — six can be saved with new crossbars and treatment. Eight posts is three hundred twenty-eight. Crossbars and hardware for the six: ninety. Wire and hooks: sixty. Lanterns: we have four originals; ten new ones at eighteen dollars is one hundred eighty. Battery candles, bulk: forty-five. Paint for the festival signs: twenty. Total: seven hundred twenty-three dollars.”

Silence. The banner said READY, SET, SUMMER! very cheerfully above us all.

“The festival budget,” Mrs. Ferris said, “has two hundred dollars of discretionary funds, and one hundred forty of that is already spoken for the fireworks barge.”

“Fireworks over the cove,” said Reverend Achebe, “which I support, as a man of God and a man who likes fireworks.”

“Two hundred minus one forty is sixty,” said Mrs. Ferris. “You are six hundred sixty-three dollars short, girls.”

“I know,” Skye said. “We’re not asking the committee for the money.”

Mrs. Ferris’s pen stopped. “You’re not.”

“We’re asking for the festival,” Skye said. “The last event of the night, in the program, official: the Lighting of the Lantern Walk, last Saturday of August, dusk. We’ll raise the rest. Bake sale, car wash, sponsorships — Mr. Lindqvist says if the committee blesses it he’ll do the posts at cost and put his name on a sign, which brings it down to — ” she flipped a page “ — five hundred ninety-one. Which is still a lot of money. But it’s a summer’s worth of Saturdays, and we have a town full of people who walked that path when they were kids, and Mrs. Ferris — ” My sister looked up, and Skye at fifteen has a face that could get a confession out of a statue. “Your name is in the program from the last year they lit it. Mimi showed me the photograph. You’re holding a sparkler. You’re nine.”

Mrs. Ferris was very still.

“I’d forgotten,” she said at last, “that the photograph existed.”

“You haven’t forgotten the walk, though,” Skye said. “Nobody who walked it has. That’s our whole argument, really.”

Mom reached over and put her hand over mine, under the table, out of sight. My mother has sat through six thousand school assemblies and PTA wars, and she squeezed my hand once, hard, in the way that means: she’s yours, this one, you built this, finish it.

“Motion,” said Mrs. Okafor, briskly, “that the Lighting of the Lantern Walk be added to the festival program as the closing event, and that the Hart sisters be recognized as its organizers, with the committee’s blessing and sixty dollars of seed money.” She adjusted her glasses. “And I will personally be buying a great deal of whatever you bake.”

“Second,” said Reverend Achebe.

“All in favor?” said Mrs. Ferris, and every hand went up, including, after a moment, hers. She wrote it in the minutes in her printed hand. Then she looked at Skye and me over her glasses. “Seven weeks of Saturdays, girls. Dusk on the last one. The whole town will be standing in a field watching that path. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

“Then see that it’s lit.” She closed the minute book. “And Skye Hart — the trial basis of silence is concluded. You may speak at these meetings. Heaven help us all.”

We rode home in the truck with the windows down, me and Skye and Mom, and the lake was doing its evening thing, all copper and pink, and Mom said, “Your grandfather is going to cry when you tell him. He’ll deny it. There will be pollen involved, he’ll say. But he’ll cry.”

“We need five hundred ninety-one dollars,” I said.

“We need,” said Skye, flipping her notebook open to a fresh page, the general at her maps, “a bake sale the size of a weather event. And a car wash. And—” she looked up, eyes bright with the terrible light of total commitment “—Ellis. For a poster. Nobody says no to a poster by Ellis.”

“Ellis doesn’t do posters anymore,” I said. “You know that. He quit the art show, he quit—”

“Ellis,” said Skye, “will do a poster for this.”

I thought about Ellis Turner, who has been my friend since eighth grade, who notices everything first and says about a tenth of it, who has spent this whole summer working shifts at the diner and telling everyone he’s fine, staying is fine, the community college has a great program, fine fine fine, in a voice like a door closing.

“Maybe,” I said. “Let me ask him right.”

Up ahead, the lake house windows were lit, and Pop was on the porch, and I could see Daisy in the yard turning in slow circles in the last of the light, arms out, being a lighthouse. Ash was narrating. The house looked like every summer I have ever had, and for one second the whole of it — the lit windows, Pop’s silhouette, the path somewhere dark in the pines — hit me square in the sternum.

See that it’s lit, Mrs. Ferris said.

“We will,” I said, to nobody, to the road, to the summer. “We’ll see to it.”
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