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ZOEY FOOLS AROUND

PART ONE


 

Zoey Passmore

Here’s the question: Love. What is it? Absolute and unshakable? Eternal and undying? Faithful and true?

Oh, really?

Have you ever been to a dance? Ever seen the way a guy will look right over his girlfriend’s shoulder while he’s slow dancing with her and give some other girl the eye?

Ever kind of thought about your boyfriend’s best friend, or even his brother? Don’t lie. You know you have.

So what’s love? Something that lasts a week or a month and that’s all you can expect? Or is it just that some loves have a short shelf life? You know, like yogurt: after a week or two they go bad.

And how do you recognize the other kind of love, the kind that isn’t like yogurt? The kind that is more like . . . I don’t know, like peanut butter, that lasts forever and always tastes good?

Okay, maybe not peanut butter. But you get the idea.

So, getting back to the point, what’s love? I guess no one can ever be totally sure, and after all, I am just seventeen. Cut me some slack; I can’t be expected to know everything. I finally understand the War of 1812, and that’s hard enough without having to worry about defining love in a hundred words or less.

Still, I have learned some things about love, especially lately. And I know a lot more about it now than I did, say . . .

. . . two years ago.

 

TWO YEARS AGO

“JAKE. JAKE. JAKE! WOULD YOU . . . would you stop it? Jake, I’m serious. Look, stop it, get your hands . . . I’m getting pissed off now. I’m serious; stop it right now.” Zoey Passmore slapped her boyfriend’s hand away, a startlingly loud sound that made several passersby turn and stare in amusement.

“Jeez,” Jake said, looking wounded and rubbing the back of his hand.

“It’s my ice cream. You ate yours and you’ve already eaten half of mine.” She held it up as evidence. “I’m down to the waffle. You pig.”

“The waffle?”

“You know, the waffle cone. What do you call it?”

“The cone,” he said, shrugging his big shoulders and staring at her as if she’d said something utterly idiotic.

“What? What are you staring at me for?”

“It’s not called the waffle. It’s the cone. Ice cream cone.” He shook his head. “Man, you think you know somebody.”

“Well, I’m a complex, mysterious woman.” She licked a big dollop of the chocolate ice cream.

“That’s so sexy the way you do that,” Jake said.

“Oh, shut up.” She glanced around self-consciously, wondering if anyone else had heard him. The crowd on the narrow, cobblestoned street was mostly tourists, people in big, bright shorts and golf shirts, old people and couples dragging small children through the souvenir and fudge shops that lined Exchange Street. Still, here and there were familiar faces, some of Chatham Island’s three hundred full-time residents.

“Sorry,” Jake said without any hint of remorse. “I’m just feeling good today.”

Zoey softened, letting a smile form on her lips. It had been two months since Jake had felt good. “What do you want to do today?”

He leered comically, an expression that seemed out of place on his serious face. “Same thing I want to do every day.”

Zoey sighed. Yes, Jake was getting back to normal, for better or worse. “Okay, if you want to go watch sports on TV . . .”

“You know what I meant.”

“Yes, but I’m ignoring you.” She dodged around a stroller and rejoined him, reaching for his hand. “Why are you feeling good today, anyway?”

Instantly his innocent, happy expression changed. His smile grew cold. “Today’s the day Lucas goes off to jail.”

She felt her own face stiffen. “Are you sure?”

He nodded. “Of course I’m sure. I thought we might get lucky and run into him. I’d enjoy seeing him go. Just like I’ll enjoy thinking of him locked up.”

Zoey released her grip on his hand. “You shouldn’t talk that way,” she said softly.

“Why not? He deserves it. He killed my brother.”

“I just don’t think it’s right. What happened to Wade was terrible, but still, what’s happening to Lucas isn’t something to be happy about.”

“Is to me,” he said darkly.

A cute ten-year-old girl came running up, a tornado of knobby knees and silken brown hair. “Jake!” she yelled.

“Hi, Holly,” Zoey said.

“Jake, Dad said you’re supposed to help him take Mr. Geiger’s boat out of the water.”

“Oh, crap. I forgot.” Jake winced and looked at Zoey apologetically. “I told my dad I’d help out down at the marina today.”

“Great, so you just eat my ice cream and take off?” Zoey asked.

Jake leaned close and kissed her lightly on the mouth. “I knew you’d understand. Sorry. But come over tonight, okay?”

“I’ll check my calender,” Zoey called after his retreating back.

She wandered on through the crowd, feeling the sunshine of the brief Maine summer on her shoulders. This strange, tragic summer was finally close to an end.

She walked past all the familiar shops, following the gentle downhill slope toward the dock. There, in the wider spaces, the crowd was less dense. She could see a line in front of her parents’ restaurant and hesitated, unsure what to do. If she went anywhere near the place, she’d get drafted into working. Of course, she could use the money. Sophomore year was about to start, and she needed to replace her now dorky freshman clothes.

But it was just too nice a day to bus tables.

She ate some more of her ice cream, biting off chunks of waffle. Yes, waffle, she thought defiantly.

The crowd opened up suddenly, and to her surprise she found herself staring at a guy, standing alone, leaning against a pole by the ferry gate. His blond hair tossed and fretted in the breeze. There were people all around, but it seemed as if a force field surrounded him, leaving him utterly separate and apart.

Lucas.

The image leapt at her, a picture of loneliness. He was gazing with sad, despairing eyes at the bright town, seeking to memorize every image, seeking to hold on.

The ferry whistle shrieked and she saw him flinch, a strange and telling action. No islander raised to the sound of that whistle ever reacted. Yet Lucas had flinched as if he’d been stung.

Were his eyes filled with tears? She couldn’t be sure from this distance. Was he searching the crowd for a particular face, hoping that someone, anyone, would come to say good-bye?

A false hope. No one on Chatham Island would break the isolation that had been imposed on the boy who’d brought tragedy to the island. His father, hard-faced and grim, stood on the bow of the ferry, waiting to escort his son.

Zoey eased closer, moving in dreamlike slowness. Lucas’s gaze at last focused on her, his attempt at a smile crumbling, his attempt to hide his tears failing, too.

“Hi, Lucas,” she said, lowering her eyes to the ground.

“Hey, Zoey,” he said without expression.

She stood there, an arm’s length away, not knowing what else to say. He said nothing, only brushed surreptitiously at his eyes. She stared at the remnants of her ice-cream cone. Then she looked up.

She had never looked into sadder eyes.

She reached out with her free hand and gripped his arm. “Look, take care of yourself, okay?”

Lucas looked as if her kind words might destroy his last reserves of control. He nodded.

Zoey started to turn away, but some unseen force stopped her. She stepped forward, paused, then with infinite gentleness kissed his lips.

He stared at her uncomprehendingly.

She gulped hard, flustered and amazed at what she’d done.

“I . . . I just thought someone should say good-bye.”

The ferry whistle shrieked again. The final warning.

“I have to go,” he said.

“I know,” she answered.

“Thank you,” he said.

“Here.” She held out the last of her ice-cream cone. “You may not get any ice cream for a while. . . .”

He smiled sadly as he accepted her gift. “I guess not.”

“There’s not much left,” she apologized.

He stared at her long and hard. She felt his eyes move from her long yellow braid, to her bare, tanned arms, to her freckled nose . . . and settle on her eyes.

“That’s okay. The waffle’s my favorite part,” he said before he turned away.

 


YOUTH DIES IN DRUNK
DRIVING ACCIDENT

BY LISA SOO

Special to the Weymouth Times

CHATHAM ISLAND—In many ways it is becoming all too common a story. On the evening of June 27, tragedy touched the lives of three Chatham Island youths, leaving one dead, one injured, and one, apparently, directly responsible.

Wade McRoyan, 18, was killed when the car he was in struck a tree along Coast Road on Chatham Island. A second passenger, Claire Geiger, 15, suffered a mild concussion and a broken wrist, along with contusions and abrasions. Ms. Geiger is the daughter of Burke Geiger, president of Mid-Maine Bank of Weymouth. The third occupant of the car, Lucas Cabral, 16, was uninjured. Police say Cabral was able to pull the injured parties from the car and seek assistance.

Police also say Mr. Cabral has admitted to being the driver of the car. The officer on the scene administered a Breathalyzer test, which showed Cabral to be legally intoxicated. Ms. Geiger was tested at Weymouth hospital, and the deceased was later tested by the medical examiner. Both were found to have blood alcohol levels well above the legal limit for adults.

This is not the first such accident to occur in the greater Weymouth area, but it has hit especially hard in the small Chatham Island community of 300 permanent residents. There has never been a fatal automobile accident on the island, which has few roads.

Police will bring charges of drunken driving and vehicular manslaughter against Lucas Cabral. Contacted by telephone, Cabral refused comment.

Burke Geiger stated that his daughter is in good condition and is not expected to suffer permanent injury. “She’s going to be fine, thank God,” he said. “This whole thing is such an utterly senseless tragedy. My heart goes out to the McRoyans, whom I know well. I can only imagine the pain they must be feeling.”

As to the accused Lucas Cabral, Geiger would only say, “I hope that young man will learn from this very sad episode.”







ONE


“FIVE DAYS, FIVE LOUSY DAYS. Not a month or several months or a year, no, not even a full week. Five days.” Nina Geiger drew deeply on her cigarette and exhaled clear, pure Maine sea air. “Five. Tomorrow it will be down to four. The next day—”

“I’m guessing three?” Zoey said.

“Two.”

“One.”

“Then . . .”

“Blastoff?” Zoey suggested.

“School,” Nina said, crumpling the unlit cigarette in her hand and tossing it toward the trash can. She was allergic to smoke, but the cigarette went with a certain image she liked, so she smoked without lighting. The cigarette missed the trash and landed on the chipped gray-painted steel deck of the ferry. The bay breeze blew it in little circles.

“Better get that. Skipper Too will throw you overboard for messing up his boat,” Zoey said. Skipper Too, who was really named Tom Clement, was the captain of the Minnow, which was actually called the Island Breeze. Gilligan’s Island reruns were always popular on the island.

Nina looked defiant for a moment, then leaned forward to retrieve the cigarette. She was wearing black fishnet stockings, thigh-highs that were artfully ripped in several places. Over them she wore baggy army shorts. She had on a brown leather jacket that clashed with her black Doc Marten boots.

“So you’re looking forward to school?” Zoey asked, deliberately provocative.

“Just like I look forward to my period every month. Like I look forward to going to the dentist to have my molars drilled.” Nina pulled a second cigarette from her pack of Lucky Strikes and popped it in the corner of her darkly lipsticked mouth.

Zoey waited. There was bound to be a third example.

“Like I look forward to finding out the milk has gone sour after I’ve already taken a swallow.”

“The three-part comic tautology rule,” Zoey said.

“You remember that?”

“Nina’s First Rule,” Zoey said. “Funny examples work best in threes.”

“Going from least funny to most funny,” Nina added. She sighed. “At least you’re going to be a senior.”

“Yeah, you’ll just be a lowly junior. Whereas I will have all the glory and power associated with being a senior.” She shot her friend a sidelong look.

The breeze freshened, caught the bow spray, and flung it against Zoey in a fine, cold mist. She grimaced and zipped up the front of her red fleece L.L. Bean jacket. She wore khaki shorts, white running shoes, and a white cotton blouse. It was just right for the warm day ashore in Weymouth, but the twenty-five-minute ferry ride to Chatham Island always had the potential to grow cold, even on a bright, late summer day.

She bent over to rummage in her ferry bag, a stretch net affair that no islander would dream of traveling without. It was loaded with college-ruled notebook paper, yellow plastic pencils, soft-grip pens, and a three-ring binder decorated with abstract pink triangular designs. It also held the items that had been on her father’s list: a dozen bulbs of garlic, an annoyingly heavy bag of eggplant, and a glass jar of saffron. Finally, concealed beneath everything else, Zoey found the cookies.

“Want one?” she asked.

“What are they?”

“Fig Newtons.”

“Fig Newtons suck.”

Zoey glared at Nina. “Five more days,” she said. “And by the way, junior girls play a lot of basketball.”

Nina shivered. “Don’t be cruel just because I don’t like your taste in cookies.”

“Lots of dribbling and running.” Zoey opened the cookies and popped one in her mouth. “Basketball separates the dorks from the near-dorks.”

“At least I won’t be the one showering with Claire,” Nina said slyly, reaching into Zoey’s bag for a Fig Newton. “She separates the melons from the lemons.”

“I don’t let your sister bother me anymore,” Zoey said. “It’s stupid to be annoyed at someone just because they have a perfect body and once compared you to the Great Plains. While doing an oral report in front of the class.”

“That was years ago,” Nina said. “You’re not the Great Plains anymore. Of course, you’re not the Rocky Mountains, either.”

“Jake thinks I’m perfect,” Zoey said. She looked ahead toward Chatham Island, drawing closer now. From this point, she knew it would take exactly six minutes to round the breakwater, slow down into the enclosed harbor, sidle up to the town dock, and tie off the ferry. She’d taken the trip a few million times during her ten years on the island. She also knew that as they rounded the breakwater she’d be able to look up the ridge and see Jake’s house. He might even be on the balcony, using his dad’s telescope to watch them come in.

“You know, these aren’t horrible,” Nina said thoughtfully as she chewed on a cookie. “You just have to get past the fact that they’re all mushy. I like crisp.”

The ferry rounded the concrete breakwater and brought the island’s only town into view across the calm, gray water. North Harbor was a cluster of red brick, painted wood, and weathered gray-shingle buildings. Shabby-looking wooden lobster traps piled five deep lined the docks around several high-bowed, rough-looking fishing boats with names like Santo Cristo and Santa Maria.

The highest point in the town was the needle-sharp church spire. But behind the town, the green and pine-wooded ridge rose higher still, forming a barrier to the growth of North Harbor. A few buildings peered out through the trees on the slope, quaint inns that catered to the warm weather tourists.

“Why exactly do you hate school, anyway?” Zoey asked. “When we were little, you liked it better than I did.”

Nina sucked on her unlit cigarette. “I was young and unformed then. That was before I realized that school is specifically designed to crush the spirits of people like me.”

“It’s designed to crush everyone’s spirits, Nina. Don’t take it so personally. I told Mrs. Bonnard—you’ll have her this year for English—I told her I wanted to write romance novels when I grew up, and she said the people who wrote those kinds of things were literary whores. I had to use a bicycle pump to reinflate my dreams.”

Nina smiled. “Better to be a literary whore than a literal whore.”

“Oh, that’s deep. Tell that to Mrs. Bonnard when you see her. You didn’t think the bicycle-pump line was funny?”

“I smiled. What am I supposed to do, laugh till I pee?”

Zoey looked up the east slope of the ridge and made out Jake’s cedar-sided house. Sure enough, there was a tiny figure standing on the balcony outside his parents’ bedroom, no bigger than a fly from this distance. Zoey fought a sudden impulse to aim a rude gesture in his direction. Which would have been inexcusable, she knew. It was just that sometimes it got on her nerves, thinking how ever present Jake could be in her life.

Most of the time, though, it was nice knowing he was always there for her.

She grimaced, confused by the contradiction. Well, consistency was the hobgoblin of little minds. Someone famous had said that. Someone famous who knew what a hobgoblin was.

She let her gaze travel left. She could barely make out the brass weather vane her father had put on their house. Just a few yards up the slope something caught her eye. A guy, far too distant to recognize, standing on the Cabrals’ deck.

She glanced at the dock. No, Mr. Cabral’s boat was still out at sea. So who was that on the deck? She felt a shiver skate down her spine. Not Lucas. It couldn’t be. Lucas was in jail. Or Youth Authority, or whatever they called it.

The thought touched her with gloom. It had been some time since she’d thought of Lucas Cabral. His was not a name that came up very often. Unconsciously she touched her lips, remembering that single, strange, inexplicable kiss almost two years ago. Then she thrust the memory out of her mind.

She looked back at the Cabral house, but the light had shifted just enough so that the deck was hidden in glare. Well, it was probably nothing, anyway.

Zoey said a casual good-bye to Nina at the dock. Nina’s house was at the northern end of town, overlooking the lighthouse.

Zoey turned right and crossed the paved open square that served as a parking and dropoff area for the ferry and McRoyans’ Marina. It was mostly empty, dotted here and there with island cars—rusted, pathetic wrecks without license plates. North Harbor was only six or eight blocks long, and all of Chatham Island was no more than three miles long, with roads over less than half of that, so people didn’t see much need for expensive luxury cars. Real cars were kept on the mainland in a covered lot for trips to the mall, south to Portland, or even to Boston.

Passmores’, her parents’ restaurant, was only a few feet away, facing Dock Street. Its tiny, three-table outdoor café had one table occupied. She went down the alley to the back door, pausing to stick the lid onto an overflowing trash bin.

The door was open, and she stepped into the cramped stainless-steel kitchen area. A large aluminum stock pot bubbled on the stove, and the dishwasher roared, sending up clouds of steam.

Her father had his back to the door, his hair tied back in a ponytail. He was chopping parsley in quick, decisive strokes, pausing every now and again to shovel the parsley into a pile and take a swallow from a sweating bottle of beer.

“Hey, Dad,” Zoey called out.

Her father half turned to look at her. The front of his white apron was stained green and brown. He wore wooden clogs on his feet and a Grateful Dead T-shirt. The mocking, laughing blue eyes were the model for her own. People who saw them together always pointed it out, though the rest of her, the unruly blond hair, the smile that rose more on one side than the other, even the ears that seemed to stick out just a little, were straight from her mother.

“You get my eggplant?” her father asked.

She held up her ferry bag as evidence and began to empty it on the counter. “These were the smallest they had.”

“They’ll do. You hungry?”

“No thanks,” Zoey said. “I ate some cookies on the boat. Is Mom here yet?”

Her father stopped chopping and wiped off the knives. “Yeah, we’re both stuck here tonight. Christopher had something or other to do, so I gave him the night off. Your mom’s in front, but I wouldn’t go out there unless you want to get roped into stocking the bar. Plus she’s pissed at me, so she’s in a bad mood.”

“Thanks for the warning. What are you guys fighting about?”

“I have no idea. She said something about getting fat, I said no, you’re not, aside from your butt maybe, you’re the same as you always were, and suddenly she’s mad. You’re a woman, why don’t you explain it?”

Zoey shook her head. “I think I’ll stay out of it. I guess I’m going over to Jake’s house, if you guys are going to be here.”

Her father eyed her pile of school supplies. “So, are you looking forward to starting school again?”

“Kind of,” Zoey said. “I mean, I’ll be a senior.”

“Well, you’re lucky. I hated school myself. About the only part I liked was cutting classes to go get stoned with my friends.” He winced in embarrassment. “You don’t do stuff like that, do you?”

“This isn’t the eighties anymore, Dad.”

“Nineties. Give me a break. I’m not that old.” He gave her a comically menacing look. “I could still send you out to count bottles with your mom.”

Zoey went over and gave him a quick peck on his stubbled cheek. He smelled of fresh parsley and beer. “I’m out of here.”

She walked along Dock Street, swinging her much lighter ferry bag. To her right was Town Beach, a narrow strand dotted with driftwood and seaweed that the tourists avoided, preferring the broader beaches along the western shore of the island.

It wasn’t yet five o’clock, Zoey realized, but the sun was already weakening, sliding down toward the low brown-and-gray skyline of Weymouth and turning it into a flat, dark cutout.

No wonder Nina was feeling that sense of impending doom—the days were already growing shorter. Soon the daily routine would involve freezing, predawn ferry rides to school, huddling below in boots and parkas and earmuffs. And return trips in the afternoon would take place with blazing sunsets at their backs.

The island seemed unnaturally quiet, as it often did after a trip to Weymouth. Weymouth was a busy little city, full of rattling delivery vans and gasping buses, music escaping from shop doors and car windows. North Harbor, by contrast, was a place of long silences, broken occasionally by barking dogs, screeching gulls, and the many soft sounds of the water.

Across the harbor, through the masts of the sailboats in the marina, Zoey saw the ferry pulling away, heading toward the two outer islands, Penobscot and Allworthy.

How many trips had she taken on that ferry? Thousands? Tens of thousands? No, not ten thousand. Not that many. Of course, if she lived out the rest of her life here, then it would pass ten thousand eventually.

Not that that was going to happen. She was going to college in California, either UCLA or USC or UC San Diego. Anything involving the letter C. She planned to apply to all three and she’d probably be accepted at all three, if she could get the loans and grants worked out.

UCLA would be perfect. Year-round sun, year-round warmth, everybody in convertibles. Lined winter jeans that made you look ten pounds heavier would be a thing of the past. She’d go to classes all week, go to Disneyland or the beach on the weekends. Get a tan. Get two tans. Meet some guy who looked like Liam Hemsworth, only nicer. Fall totally in love and end up having to write Jake a terribly sad letter telling him it was over.

“My dearest Jake,” she said aloud to an audience of gulls perched on the seawall. “My darling Jake. Dearest Jake. Dear Jake. Jake. I would do anything to avoid writing you this letter, because I know it will cause you great pain, and that is the last thing I want. You have always been kind and honorable with me, and I know your fondest hope has been that we would wed. Alas, that is not to be.

“Alas?” Zoey laughed out loud. “Right. Try sadly. Sadly. Yes. Sadly, Jake, that is not to be. Who can predict the human heart? Who knew I would meet the youngest member of One Direction while in Hollywood? Who could have foreseen that we would fall deeply, hopelessly in love? Who could have guessed that our wedding would be invaded by photographers from TMZ?

“Who knew I would suffer from strange delusions about Hollywood boy toys?” she asked herself. “Who knew I’d end up talking to myself?”

A vehicle rattled down the road, a familiar rust-red pickup truck. It braked beside her and Jake stuck his head out of the window. “Hey, babe. I spotted you on the boat with Ninny.”

Zoey crossed over and kissed him quickly on the lips. “Funny, I was just thinking about you.”

“I’m always thinking about you. Jump in.”

Zoey went around, reached through the passenger side window, and used the interior handle to open the door. The outside handle didn’t work. She climbed up onto the high bench seat. Jake kissed her again, longer this time. He had great lips for kissing, Zoey had decided. Not too full, but not thin, either. And whenever he kissed her, even if it was just a peck on the cheek, he always closed his dark gray eyes slowly, as if he were falling into a dream. And, of course, he had a major bod, too, all muscle-y and tan, with tic-tac-toe abs and a hard rear that made watching him at football practice a major spectator sport.

Not that Zoey cared much about such superficial things.

His only possible failing was that he wore his dark brown hair fairly short. She would have liked to be able to run her fingers through it.

“Where are we going?” Zoey asked. “I was heading to your house.”

Jake shrugged. “I’ve been home all day. I’m tired of home. I thought we could drive down island and watch the sunset.”

“You mean park and make out?”

He grinned. “If we go to my house, my mom will force you to help her make dinner. She’s making that scallop thing and those apple things for dessert.”

“If I wanted to cook, I could have stayed and helped my dad,” Zoey said. “On the other hand, your mom makes great apple things.”

“Your dad’s still down at the restaurant?” Jake asked.

Zoey made a face. She hadn’t meant to mention that. “Yes. That Christopher guy bailed.”

“So you’re saying there are no parental units at your house?” Jake asked. “It’s all ours?”

“Benjamin’s home,” Zoey pointed out.

“His room’s downstairs,” Jake argued.

“He has supernatural hearing,” Zoey said.

“Right. Just because he’s blind does not mean he has any better hearing than anyone else. He told me so.”

“That’s just what he wants you to believe.”

“So we’ll be quiet.”

“Jake, is making out all you ever think of?”

“No. I also think about what should come next, after making out.”

Zoey sighed. “You need to broaden your horizons.”

“You’re right,” he said testily. “And I’d like to broaden them with you. I mean, Zo, we’ve been going out for three, almost four years. We’ll be seniors this year.”

“I suddenly have a great desire to be home, watching TV by myself,” Zoey said. She opened the truck door.

“Oh, come on, Zo,” Jake complained. “Peace. All right?”

Zoey closed the door again. “Okay. Let’s go to my house and watch some tube or something.” She shot him a sarcastic look. “I think Dr. Phil’s doing ‘Guys Who Think of Nothing But Sex.’”

 

Zoey

My romantic life started when I was just thirteen years old. At the time I had long, knobby legs, no chest at all, and stringy blond hair done in a style so awful I’ve tried to destroy every last photograph ever taken of me in those days. Oh, sure, a person with a keen eye and unusual perception might have looked at me and thought, Well, there’s potential there somewhere. But I’m telling you, when I would just stand there in front of the full-length mirror in my bedroom, stand there in all my pink, well-scrubbed glory, the image that always came to my mind was of a stick figure. Stick body. Stick arms. Stick legs. A circle for a head. A circle with bad hair.

Jake was my pal in those days. We’d known each other since I moved to the island with my family back when I was seven. We used to play catch, Jake and me, with my best friend, Nina, looking on disapprovingly. And we’d hike up the ridge. And we’d, all of us, Jake and me and everyone, take the ferry into town and buy ice cream and hang at the mall and just generally waste time.

I thought about boys in those days, sure. But I guess it didn’t really occur to me that Jake was a boy. Jake was Jake. So you see, it came as a major surprise to me. We were walking up the trail along the ridge one afternoon, the whole gang. Jake and I were well out in front of the others, so we stopped to wait for them by a stream flowing with melting snow. I bent over to take a drink, and when I straightened back up, he kissed me. Kind of clumsy, kind of hurried, and we both blushed and looked away and were glad when the others caught up.

Jake’s been my boyfriend since that day. Everyone says we’re great together, the perfect couple, and I guess we are. He’s a very nice guy. The kind of guy whose arms, wrapped tight around you, make you feel small and protected.

And I really like his parents.





TWO


“BENJAMIN? ARE YOU HOME?” ZOEY knocked lightly on the door to her brother’s room.

“Yeah. Come in.”

Zoey opened the door and stepped inside. Her brother was sitting in gloom, his feet propped up on his antique rolltop desk, his fingers tracing the tiny bumps of a Braille book. Zoey reached automatically for the light switch. Benjamin turned to look back over his shoulder, aiming his sunglasses in her direction. He had worked hard to maintain the habit of looking at the person he was speaking to.

“Jake with you?”

“He’s in the family room, channel surfing.”

Benjamin nodded. “What’s up with you?”

“Dad’s working the dinner shift tonight,” Zoey said.

“Yeah, I know. Nina’s coming over later to read for me. She just called.” He reached with perfect precision for one of the built-in shelves of his desk and pulled out a book. He held it up backward for her to see.

Zoey sighed. This was one of Benjamin’s running jokes. Like the way he’d decorated his room with maps and posters but had turned half of them upside down. He lived for the times when someone new visited the house and he could point to some upside-down poster of kittens playing with yarn and go on proudly about how much he loved that particular Matisse print. It was a test of character, he said. People who got the joke were all right. People who froze up or played along out of pity were hopeless.

Benjamin laughed and turned the book so she could read the cover. The Plague, by Albert Camus. “It’s on the suggested list for this year.”

“Great,” Zoey said. “Nina was already depressed on the boat. That should send her over the edge.”

“Nina is always depressed,” Benjamin said. “It comes from living in the same house with Claire.”

Zoey shook her head. “No one’s forcing you to go out with Claire.”

Benjamin shrugged. “I hear she’s great looking. And she has a nice speaking voice.”

Zoey turned off the light and went back out into the front entryway, then down the hall to the family room. Jake was sprawled on the shabby brown couch, a throw pillow under his head, watching Dateline. When he saw her, he muted the TV. “Hi. How’s Benjamin?”

“Nina’s coming over in a little while to read to him,” Zoey said.

Jake groaned. “Great. Your brother and Ninny. So much for time alone.”

“You shouldn’t call her that. She’s my best friend.”

“How about when she calls me Joke?”

Zoey sat on the couch. Jake put his head in her lap and she stroked his cheek, looking down at him affectionately. “That’s different. You’re just my boyfriend.”

“I think she started it,” Jake said. “Back when I was in, like, fourth grade. She was in third.”

“Since fourth grade. You ever think maybe we’re all falling into a rut here?” Zoey said.

Jake looked up at her. “Me and Ninny?”

“All of us. You, me, Benjamin, Nina, Aisha. Even Claire. My parents, your parents.”

“See? This is the way you get when you’ve been talking to Nina. That’s why I rag on her. She has the power to destroy a romantic mood from clear across town.”

“It’s not Nina. It’s just this feeling of things going on the same way forever and ever.”

“You have the end-of-summer blues, that’s all.” Jake raised the volume on the TV.

Zoey pushed his head off her lap and stood up. She walked over to the window restlessly and looked out at the backyard. It was already growing dark. She stood watching as the color faded from the daylilies in the failing light.

The backyard ended in scrub brush at the base of the ridge. The ridge rose sharply from that point, broken granite boulders and gnarled, stubby trees brightened in the warm seasons by dustings of wildflowers. A few houses were propped on the slope where Climbing Way began its ascent along the ridge. Lights were flickering on in their windows, and curtains were being drawn.

She looked up toward the Cabral home, just above hers on the ridge, remembering the impression she’d had on the ferry that someone was up there.

A movement in the shadow caught her eye. She stared. A dark figure stood there, leaning against the railing, his face red and shadowed in the slanting rays of the setting sun.

“Oh, my God,” Zoey said, pulling back from the window. She felt her heart pounding.

“What?” Jake asked, looking at her upside down from the couch.

“There’s someone up at the Cabrals’ house.” Zoey pressed her hand over her heart. “I think it may be Lucas.”

Jake froze for a moment, then with sudden speed and grace he was beside her. He leaned against the window and looked up the hill, his eyes intense. “I can’t see him very clearly.”

“It’s probably just someone visiting them.”

The figure on the deck moved, and for a moment he was clearly outlined in profile before turning away and disappearing.

Jake stepped away from the window. His lips were drawn back in a snarl. There was an ugly light in his eyes. “It’s him. It’s Lucas. He’s back.”

Claire Geiger paced slowly around the rails of the widow’s walk, pausing from time to time to look in one direction or another before resuming her regular pacing.

The night was cool, and where she was, high atop the three-story house, the breeze was stiff, bringing with it the smells of salt and seaweed and, occasionally, the faint but unmistakable scents of the roses and fringed gentians in the garden below.

Down in the front yard she could make out a shadowy shape closing the gate and trotting toward the front door. Her sister, Nina.

As Claire leaned over the railing to call down to her, she heard the front door close. Too late. She stayed there for a moment, leaning out into space, her long black hair falling forward, before pulling back.

The rail was just barely waist high, and she sometimes worried that she might fall off, sliding helplessly down the pitched roof, careening between the dormered windows and landing on the hard ground below. Sometimes she wondered if those sorts of worries were secret hopes.

The lighthouse, a squat whitewashed tower on a granite islet, blinked and swept its beam over the corrugated black water. Warmer lights from the rooms below spilled out into the front yard, casting shadows among the bushes and trees. As she paced left, she saw the blinking light on the end of the breakwater, the harsh blue-white lights at the ferry landing, the pinpoints of light shining from the portholes of the boats in the marina. Beyond that were the brighter lights of Weymouth, projecting rippling beams and reflections on the mirror of water. Streetlights blazed, car headlights winked and disappeared.

Another quarter turn and she was gazing out over the town proper, dozens of lights in curtained windows, a green warning light atop the church steeple, floating, disconnected lights poking through the trees on the ridge.

She wasn’t sure if she had always been so fascinated by light. She suspected it had begun when she started going out with Benjamin. Being around a blind person made you think about being blind yourself, and somehow that made every color seem more vivid, every light seem brighter.

Right at her feet, a square of buttery light suddenly appeared. Nina’s face stared up at her from Claire’s room below.

“You up there?” Nina called out.

“Yes,” Claire said.

“You coming down?”

“I wasn’t planning on it. Not just yet.”

Nina climbed the ladder, but kept her head below the opening. She had a fear of heights, at least of wide-open areas like the widow’s walk.

Claire stood looking down at her sister’s upturned face, so like her own—the same wide Geiger mouth they’d inherited from their father—and yet unique. Nina’s eyes were gray, laughing eyes, one just slightly out of alignment in a way that gave her a look of perpetual skepticism. Claire’s own eyes were dark within dark.

“How’s the weather out there?”

“Didn’t you just come in?” Claire asked. “It’s the same weather up here as it is down on the street.”

“I know. I was being droll.”

Claire nodded. Nina found it hysterical that Claire was interested in weather and planned to be a climatologist someday. “It’s getting chilly. Some high cirrus clouds to the south. You want the barometer reading?”

“Cirrus? Are you sure they’re cirrus clouds?” Nina asked mockingly.

Claire pulled her hands up into the loose sleeves of her baggy sweater and decided to let the remark pass. “So, where have you been?”

“I was supposed to be reading some novel to your boyfriend, Benjamin.”

“Don’t call him my boyfriend. We just go out sometimes. What do you mean supposed to be reading?”

Nina gave her a meaningful look. “Reality suddenly got more interesting than fiction.”

Claire inhaled the crisp air deeply. “Are you going to explain, or am I supposed to guess?”

“Think good old days.”

Claire sighed.

“Now think bad old days,” Nina said.

“Nina, you just keep getting stranger. Or are you just getting more droll?”

“Both. Thanks. That’s a cool thing to say.” Nina met her gaze for just a second. “Lucas is back.”

Claire felt her heart miss several beats. She reached for the nearest railing and gripped it tightly. “Are you sure?”

“Zoey and Jake said it was him, up at his mom and dad’s house, hanging around the deck, looking Lucas-like.”

“Jake saw him?” Claire asked sharply. “What did he do?”

“Nothing. Yet,” Nina said. “But he was definitely wired. It was a very tense scene. Jake took off right after I showed up. Zoey was halfway thinking we should go and warn Lucas. Benjamin talked her out of it, though. He said he didn’t think Jake would really do anything.”

“Warn Lucas?” Claire bit her lip. “I don’t waste a lot of sympathy on Lucas Cabral.”

“He used to be your one true love,” Nina said provocatively.

“That was a long time ago.”

“Two years.”

“I didn’t think he’d have the nerve to come back to the island,” Claire said. She looked toward the south, toward the few wan lights at the base of the ridge. One of those lights must be the Cabral house. One of those lights might be his window. He might be gazing out at this very moment, searching for her with his coolly penetrating gaze. She turned away.

Nina shrugged as well as she could while still gripping the ladder. “Where else is he going to go? I guess he’s done his time, as they say. Paid his dues. Made his amends to society.”

Claire rubbed her right wrist. A bump on the head and a broken wrist, that’s all she’d gotten from Lucas Cabral. The wrist still ached when the weather grew cold and damp.

Wade McRoyan, Jake’s brother, had died.

Claire shivered, suddenly penetrated by the cool breeze. Something deep inside her had awakened at the mention of Lucas’s name. Anger, an urgent, demanding anger. And fear? No. Why should she be afraid?

“I wonder if he’ll be going to school,” Nina said.

“I doubt he’ll stay on the island for long,” Claire replied. “I doubt he’ll feel very welcome here.”

 

Claire Geiger

I had just turned fifteen. Sweet fifteen? Maybe. I don’t know if I was ever sweet anything. I guess I wouldn’t have been in the car if I were all that sweet.

And I was in the car, that much I can be sure of. And I guess I’d been drinking, too, just like Wade and Lucas. Beer that Wade had somehow gotten hold of. We had driven down Coast Road, past the end of the paved part onto the rutted dirt road that winds back into the woods, with trees closing in all around and deer leaping into our headlights to stare.

We were feeling pretty cool. Lucas and I grabbed a couple of the beers and went deeper into the woods, intoxicated as much by each other as by the alcohol. We were massively in love. I’d have done anything for him, and I believe he’d have died for me if I’d asked him.

Wade stayed by the car, kicking back and listening to the stereo. He’d just broken up with a girl from the mainland and was a little bummed.

I guess Lucas and I made out for a while in the woods. I guess we eventually came back and collected Wade and drove back toward town. I say I guess because I don’t remember exactly. I’ve tried, and sometimes in a dream, or in one of those strange moments of clarity that come when you see a certain picture, smell a certain fragrance that triggers memory, I’ll . . . but then it’s gone.

I do know what happened later. I know they took me to the hospital with a concussion and a broken wrist. I know that Wade died. And I know that my heart broke when Lucas admitted that he had been the one driving.

Jake came to see me in the hospital. His eyes were empty, his voice barely audible. I told him how guilty I felt. He told me, No, Claire. Lucas was driving the car. Lucas had rammed that tree. Lucas had killed his brother. Lucas was guilty.

And what was I? Just another one of his victims.





THREE


THE CURTAINS WERE OPEN AND the light was on in Jake’s room. Zoey stepped onto the patio and pressed her face against the sliding glass door, searching the room for him. Not on the Soloflex machine. Not sitting at his computer. Not watching his TV.

She tried the door, but it was locked. He was probably upstairs with his parents. Zoey shrugged philosophically. She didn’t really want to walk in on the whole family at this late hour, but she felt she needed to see Jake. It had been several hours since they had seen Lucas from her family room window, time enough for Jake to calm down a little, to mellow, as he sometimes did, from anger to his own brand of silent grief and remorse.

She walked up and around the house, arriving at the front door. She knocked, and in seconds Mrs. McRoyan opened the door and squealed her usual enthusiastic welcome.

“Is Jake home?” Zoey asked. “I didn’t see him downstairs.”

Mrs. McRoyan made a puzzled face, wrinkling her blue eyes. “Should be. I can’t imagine he’d go out this late.”

A sudden worry flashed through Zoey’s mind. Had Jake gone off looking for trouble with Lucas?

“I know it’s late, but do you mind if I go see if he’s down there?” Zoey asked.

“What late?” Mrs. McRoyan protested. “I only wish you’d been here earlier. I had out the trusty Betty Crocker cookbook and was working on the apple tarte tatin, only this time I was making my own puff pastry. Would you like a piece?”

“Sounds great—like everything you make, Mrs. McRoyan. But I’m kind of full.”

“When are you going to start calling me Daisy?” She ushered Zoey inside.

“Oh, probably not till I’m at least thirty,” Zoey said. “I think I’ll just run on down—”

“Well, you know the way. But if you have time, stop back up here. No one around here appreciates the labor that goes into puff pastry. Sure, they’ll eat it, but my husband and Jake and Holly don’t understand.”

Zoey trotted down the stairs. The rec room light was off, but the door to Jake’s room was open. With a sense of foreboding, Zoey hurried forward.

Just then, the door to Jake’s bathroom opened wide. Steam billowed out. She turned and saw him facing the mirror over the sink, his face covered in shaving cream.

His face was the only thing covered.

He turned and saw her. His eyes opened wide.

“Oh oh oh, I . . . I . . .” she replied.

He slammed the door shut.

She dived toward his room. “Sorry!” she yelled.

“I just shaved my right cheek down to the bone!” he complained, his voice muffled by the door.

“I said I was sorry.” She chewed on her thumb. “I . . . I didn’t see anything.”

“What is that, an insult?”

“That’s not funny, Jake,” she chided. She heard him laughing softly.

“Look, all I have in here is a towel. Bring me some clothes.”

“What?” she asked, looking around at the room and not seeing anything that might be clothing.

“In my closet, on the hook. I think there’s a pair of sweatpants.”

She found them, a gray pair with Harvard embroidered down the leg. She tapped on his bathroom door. “Here.”

He opened the door a crack. A hand emerged and disappeared with the pants. Seconds later he came out, holding a wad of toilet paper to his right cheek.

“I just wanted to make sure you were all right,” Zoey said lamely.

“I’m not a Ken doll, if that’s what you wanted to know.”

“You know what I meant.”

“Sure,” he said breezily. “I’m bleeding profusely and I’m embarrassed. On the other hand, I had been feeling kind of sleepy and now I’m wide awake. Jeez, I just saw Psycho on TV last night. You know, butcher knives flashing in the shower? It’s amazing how high you can jump when you get that shot of adrenaline. Coach should have seen me.”

He pulled the tissue away from his face.

“I think you’ll live,” Zoey said.

“I don’t know . . .”

She put her arms around his broad bare shoulders, her hands barely meeting in back. “You want me to kiss it and make it better?”

“Actually, yes.”

They ended up on his bed, making out. After a while they ended up lying together, Jake with his back against the wall, Zoey reclining against his chest, enjoying the rise and fall of his breathing, listening to the deep rumble of his laugh as they watched Jimmy Fallon together.

At last, as she felt sleep closing in, Zoey got up, stretched, and headed for the sliding glass door. He followed her, peering out at the night over her shoulder.

“Thanks for coming over,” he said.

“I just wanted to, you know, make sure you’re okay,” she said.

He smiled gently. “I am now, Zo. To tell you the truth, I was pretty keyed up before, but then, you always have been able to make me feel great, just by being around.”

She nodded, touched by his emotional admission, so unusual for Jake. “You know what?” she asked. “You do the same for me.”

He grinned mischievously. “You could spend the night . . .”

Zoey shook her head tolerantly and sighed. “Good night, Jake.”

Zoey woke and lay in bed, listening to the music of her clock radio and warming to the fading tendrils of a dream about Jake. It was eight o’clock, earlier than she had been getting up, but she was trying to get herself back on a school-year schedule. Once school started, she would have to be down at the dock by seven forty.

As she closed her eyes again, a thought was prickling the back of her mind, demanding to be remembered. Oh, yeah. Lucas.

She snapped off the radio and climbed out of bed, twisting her Boston Bruins T-shirt around so that the logo once again faced the right way. Her room had two windows, one on the side that gave a view of the house next door and, if she craned her neck, a sliver of the Cabrals’ deck.

No sign of Lucas. Maybe he wasn’t even home. Maybe.

She moved to the second deep, dormered window where she had a built-in desk. She leaned across the cluttered desk and drew aside the curtains. The house was perched at the dead end of Camden Street, giving her a view straight down the entire five-block length of the street.

Gentle morning sunlight lit the brick and wood buildings on the left side of the street, leaving the other side in cool shadow. As usual, there was little traffic, only the occasional bicycle, the infrequent island car rattling to or from the ferry. Two blocks down, where Camden crossed the cobblestones of Exchange Street, the old woman who ran the antique store was sweeping the sidewalk in front of her building.

Zoey drew her gaze away from the window and stared at the sides of the dormer. The walls were plastered with Post-it notes—lists and reminders and appointments on the right, quotations on the left. Her current favorite was a quote from Joseph Joubert:


Imagination is the eye of the soul.



She had no idea who Joseph Joubert was, but she liked the quote just the same.

Below that was another.


A man [or a woman] can stand almost anything except a succession of ordinary days.



Goethe had said that, and it had been bothering her ever since she’d found it in a book and duly written it down on the yellow Post-it note. Maybe that was why she’d been feeling restless. Maybe her life was becoming a succession of ordinary days.

She showered and shaved her legs and put on white shorts and a short-sleeve blue-and-white-striped top. Her mother was downstairs in the kitchen with Benjamin. She was wearing a bathrobe, her faded blond hair tousled, reading the newspaper and sipping coffee. Benjamin was making himself a bowl of cereal, keeping his thumb hooked inside the bowl so he’d know when he’d added enough milk. Her father would already be down at the restaurant, cooking for the fishermen and the early morning ferry crowd.

“Good morning, everyone,” Zoey said cheerfully.

Her mother looked up from her paper and smiled wanly. “Don’t be so cheerful; my head can’t take it.”

“Hung over,” Benjamin said, walking with his cereal to the table.

“No, smart guy,” their mother said. “I just didn’t get much sleep last night.” She grinned. “Your father and I were arguing, so naturally we had to make up.”

Zoey shook her head and reached for the box of muffins on the counter. “Mom, do you think you could spare us the details? We are your kids.”

Her mother shrugged. “You do know the facts of life, don’t you? I mean, you do know where you and Benjamin came from and all?”

“Yes, of course I know. I just don’t need to think about it. You’re warping me.”

“I don’t do all that parental crap, you know that,” her mother said, waving her hand dismissively. “You want Donna Reed, go hang out with Daisy McRoyan. She likes to stay home and bake pies while her husband’s out banging everything in a skirt.”

Zoey glared at her mother. “I don’t think you should go around saying things like that. What if Jake was over here and heard you say that about his dad?”

“If Jake doesn’t know it, he’s the only one,” her mother said. She rolled her eyes. “Look, I’m sorry. I take it back. Fred McRoyan’s a saint. Everybody on this island’s a saint. We’re all just one big, happy family.” She turned the page of the newspaper.

“I’m going out,” Zoey said.

“You going over?” Benjamin asked.

“No, I was just going to head down to the circle, see if anyone’s around. See if Nina wants to do anything. You want to come? Or did you want me to pick something up for you on the mainland?”

“Nope. Just wondering,” Benjamin said. “Take it easy.”

“We could use a few hours of your time down at the restaurant later,” her mother said
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