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NINA WON’T TELL

PART ONE




 



Zoey Passmore

Who do I think is sexy? That’s easy. I mean, Lucas, obviously. I almost slept with him, so I guess that tells you something.

Of course, the circumstances were pretty unusual. His dad was going to kick him out of the house and ship him off to Texas, which, in case geography isn’t your best subject, is a long way from Maine. Anyway, we were at that point where you think, Oh my God, am I actually going to do this? Then Claire showed up and straightened everything out with Lucas’s dad and well, the moment was past.

I’m grateful to Claire for her timing. Definitely. At least I think I am.

I’m pretty sure that Lucas isn’t.

Still, I have to be honest and say yes, I think Lucas is sexy. Very sexy. Of course, so is Liam Hemsworth, and I’m not going to sleep with him anytime soon, either.

Claire Geiger

Hmm. That’s a more complicated question than it sounds. There are lots of guys who are definitely very good-looking who I don’t find sexy. Liam Hemsworth comes to mind. Or Dylan O’Brien and Jesse Williams. I mean, pretty, yes. But sexy? On the other hand, there’s someone like Zayn Malik. Not handsome, but kind of sexy.

Ideally, you want a guy who combines both. Lucas was both. He was my boyfriend a long time ago. Benjamin was both, too. He was my boyfriend until very recently. Jake? Hmm. Jake. He’s different. Not as cute as Benjamin, not as obviously sexy as Lucas.

Still, I’m strangely attracted to him. Maybe because he’s decided to blow me off. Maybe because he doesn’t want anything to do with me. Maybe I just like a challenge. Maybe that’s what I think is sexy.

Aisha Gray

You hear some people talk about chemistry. Like there’s some automatic, out-of-control thing involving pheromones and hormones that just happens between two people. Blame it all on the ’mones. But I think that’s too easy. That’s all just an excuse for people who don’t want to take responsibility for their own feelings.

Personally, I think what’s sexy is a guy who shares your interests and who treats you with respect. He has to be smart and have a good sense of humor. And be ambitious.

All of which describes Christopher. Which is why it was sensible and reasonable for me to finally go out with him even though I didn’t want to at first. See, I already knew he would treat me with respect and that he had a sense of humor and was smart and ambitious. What I had to find out was if he shared my same interests.

Sure enough, as we rode the ferry home from our first date, we discovered we had a shared interest in making out. We shared this interest to the point where other passengers were covering their kids’ eyes. I’d have been embarrassed except that I knew I could just blame it all on the ’mones.

Nina Geiger

Sexy? I’ll tell you who’s sexy. Cam from Modern Family. Yeah, the pudgy guy. Oh, yes. I’d love to have a poster of him wearing nothing but briefs and a smile. Hey, hey, bay-beee.

Okay, I wasn’t being serious about that. I don’t think that guy is sexy. No. No, it’s Paul Shaffer who gets me hot.

Still kidding.

You want the truth? The truth is, look, I don’t think that way. I don’t think of guys as being sexy.

Now, girls . . .

Sorry. Okay, I’ll be totally honest. Totally honest I really, really like Benjamin. We went out on one date. As least I think it was a date. He thinks I was his chauffeur for the evening. I’m surprised he didn’t try to give me a tip at the end of the night.

I guess this means he doesn’t think of me as exactly sexy, either. Which is fine. I don’t care about that stuff; not that I’m a prude or anything. Really. It’s just that what I feel for Benjamin is more spiritual. I think more in terms of us being, I don’t know, like together in a kind of, you know . . . I’m not explaining this well, am I? Never mind. Next question.





ONE


THE WHISTLE SHRIEKED, OBLITERATING EVERY other sound. The ferry strained and vibrated and churned the dark water to a cheerier blue-green. It pulled back from the dock, turning clumsily away from the already failing sun, and pointed its blunt nose across the cold, oily chop toward the island.

Nina Geiger pulled the red-and-white pack of Lucky Strikes from her purse, extracted one cigarette, and popped it in the corner of her mouth. She drew deeply on it and exhaled contentedly.

The young man on the bench behind her leaned forward over her shoulder. “Do you need a light?” A yellow plastic lighter was in his hand.

“No thanks, I don’t smoke,” Nina said, speaking around the cigarette. She turned to Zoey Passmore, a willowy blonde seated beside her. “The guy’s trying to kill me,” Nina said with mock outrage.

Zoey refused to look up from her book. Nina bent forward and looked past Zoey to Aisha Gray. “What’s with Zoey?”

“Studying,” Aisha said with a shrug. Her eyes were closed and her head tilted back to savor the cool breeze on her face. Her mass of black curls floated and bounced like something alive.

“She doesn’t need to study,” Nina said to Aisha.

“Yes, she does,” Zoey muttered.

“I’m the one who needs to study,” Nina said. “Algebra. It’s only the third week of school and I’m already four weeks behind.”

“Who do you have for algebra?” Aisha asked, cracking open one eye.

“Ms. Lehr.”

“You don’t have to study for Ms. Lehr’s class,” Aisha said.

“Maybe you don’t have to study for algebra, but trust me,” Nina said, “I do. You can’t b.s. algebra. History you can b.s. English is the ultimate b.s. subject. But not math. Math is either right or wrong.”

“Aisha’s right,” Zoey said, still studying the book open on her lap. “I had her last year. You can’t get less than a B-plus in Ms. Lehr’s class.”

“Watch me,” Nina said.

Zoey looked up at last, turning amused blue eyes on her friend. “You’re not listening, Nina. Ms. Lehr is all into self-esteem. Everything is self-esteem. She took some seminar or something where they taught her that students have to have self-esteem, and you can’t have self-esteem when you’re flunking algebra, right? So she gives everyone a good grade.”

“No way.”

Aisha held up her hand as if taking an oath. “True fact.”

Nina laughed. “You’re saying I can blow every test—”

“And you’ll get a B-plus,” Zoey said. “If you want an A-plus, you have to work a little harder.”

Nina thought it over for a moment. “Wait a minute. How about if I tell Ms. Lehr that my self-esteem will be crushed unless I get an A?”

Zoey and Aisha exchanged a look.

“Damn,” Aisha said.

“Never thought of that,” Zoey admitted.

The ferry was up to top speed now, heading across the harbor with its cargo of high school students, homeward-bound shoppers loaded with bags, and early commuters hunched over folded newspapers. The trip to Chatham Island took twenty-five minutes.

Nina saw her sister, Claire, come up from the lower deck. She appeared first as a head of glossy, long black hair rising from the stairwell, then step by step revealed the body that had half the guys at Weymouth High quivering. Okay, three quarters of the guys, Nina corrected herself.

Claire glanced at Nina, then looked away, searching the deck uncertainly for a place to sit. Nina felt a momentary twinge of sympathy but suppressed it. Claire could take care of herself.

Jake McRoyan was leaning against the forward railing, looking thoughtful and distant, his big football player’s shoulders hunched forward. Zoey’s brother, Benjamin, was toward the back with his earphones on, staring sightlessly ahead through his Ray Bans and taking an occasional bite from a Snickers bar.

Poor Claire, Nina thought, without too much pity. Trying to find a safe, neutral place to sit, somewhere between her two ex-boyfriends and her sister.

Zoey nudged Nina in the side. She too had caught sight of Claire. “Come on,” Zoey said. “It won’t kill you to be nice to your sister.”

Nina made a face. Zoey was a hopelessly nice person. But then, Zoey had spent her life growing up with kind, considerate, decent Benjamin as her only sibling, while Nina had grown up under the ruthless tyranny of Perfect Claire. Ice Princess. Holder of the Record for Early Breast Development. Claire the Zit-proof. Claire of the perfect taste in clothing who had never once worn anything to school that caused large numbers of people to wince and turn away. Claire who must have sold her soul to the devil because she certainly didn’t have one that Nina had ever—

“Come on, Nina,” Zoey said in a chiding voice that Nina hated.

Nina growled at Zoey. Then she called out, “Oh, Clai-aire.”

Claire came over, looking reserved as always and a little skeptical. “Yes?”

“Would you like to join us?” Nina said, using her fingers to squeeze her mouth into a happy smile.

Claire rolled her eyes. “It’s come to this. You’re actually feeling sorry for me.”

“No, we’re not,” Zoey said quickly.

“Yes, we are,” Nina told her sister. “No one’s ever seen you looking pathetic and lost and boyfriendless before.”

Claire sat down beside Nina. “So, of course, you’re enjoying it,” she said dryly.

“No, we’re not,” Zoey said sincerely.

Aisha made a so-so gesture with her hand.

“You bet we’re enjoying it,” Nina said. “At least I was.”

“How are things between you and Jake?” Zoey asked. “I mean, we haven’t really talked since . . . since that night.”

Claire shrugged, her eyes uncharacteristically troubled. “I told him everything. He told me to get out.”

Aisha and Zoey stared at her expectantly.

“That’s it,” Claire said.

“You know, you’re quite a storyteller,” Nina said. “You really made the moment come alive.”

“I went to his room. He was asleep, so I knocked louder. He eventually woke up, and I told him the truth,” Claire said simply. “I said, ‘Hi, Jake, you know how for the last two years you blamed Lucas for crashing the car the night your brother was killed? Well, guess what? It’s all come back to me now, and it turns out I’m the one who was driving. I ran the car into that tree. Surprise!’” She shook her head. The lightness in her voice had turned to bitterness. “Then he told me he never wanted to speak to me again.” She paused, her eyes studying her hands. “Does that make the moment come alive for you?”

Nina lowered her gaze. “Sorry.”

“Yeah, so am I,” Claire said sharply. “Sorry about what happened two years ago, sorry I didn’t remember, sorry Lucas suffered. Where is he, by the way? I could grovel for him a little.”

“He’s at his parole officer’s. He still has to go until you guys get all the legal stuff cleared up,” Zoey said.

“Excellent,” Claire said. “Another thing for me to be sorry about.”

“Well,” Nina said, for lack of anything better to say.

“You know, we’re all still your friends,” Zoey said, reaching across Nina to put her hand on Claire’s arm.

“Really,” Aisha joined in. “What happened two years ago is ancient history. And just because it took you a week longer than it should have to decide to do the right thing, that’s not going to turn us against you. It’s not like we ever thought you were Joan of Arc.”

“We know how hard it was for you,” Zoey said. “And I know Lucas is cool with it.”

To Nina’s amazement, her sister actually looked touched. Claire nodded mutely and looked away. For a moment Nina was afraid Claire might actually cry. It was an unnerving possibility.

“So. All forgiven, all forgotten,” Nina said cheerily. “I guess there’s nothing left now but the big group hug.”

Claire gave her sister a dubious look.

“Anyway, we’re all friends, right?” Zoey asked hopefully. “I mean, you know, island solidarity and all.”

“I am glad you guys don’t hate me,” Claire admitted.

“I never hated you,” Aisha said. “By the time I found out what was going on, it was all over.”

“I still can’t stand you, Claire,” Nina said helpfully.

Claire smiled her rare, wintry smile. “We’re sisters, Nina. We’re not supposed to get along. Although Dad will probably want us to try, for a while at least.”

“What do you mean?” Nina asked. “He knows better.”

“You know. While Aunt Elizabeth and Uncle Mark are here.”

Nina felt her heart thud. The unlit cigarette fell from her mouth and rolled across the gray-painted steel deck. “What are you talking about?” she demanded.

“Didn’t Dad tell you? They’re doing the leaf-peeping thing through Vermont and New Hampshire, then they’re coming to stay with us for a week. What is the matter with you, are you choking?”

Nina realized her hand was clutching at the collar of her shirt. She forced herself to release her grip. “I better pick up that cig,” Nina said in a low voice. She bent over to retrieve the cigarette, but her fingers were trembling. She took a deep breath and sat back up.

“Are you okay?” Claire asked.

“Fine,” Nina said with forced cheerfulness. “Fine.”

“So,” Nina’s father said, smiling at Claire down the length of the elegantly set dinner table, “how come we never seem to see Benjamin over here for dinner anymore?”

Nina snickered and looked down at her plate. Claire shot her a dirty look.

“Benjamin and I have sort of gone our separate ways,” Claire said.

“Well. I guess I’m always the last to know,” Mr. Geiger said, grinning ruefully. Then he looked more serious. “This isn’t because of . . . that whole thing, is it?”

That whole thing. Nina turned the phrase over in her mind. That’s what the car accident and Wade McRoyan’s death, Claire’s memory blackout, Lucas’s false imprisonment, and Mr. Geiger’s attempt to cover up the truth was going to be called. That whole thing. Nicely succinct.

“No, Dad,” Claire said, sipping at her soup. “It just, uh . . . sort of happened.”

“Yeah,” said Nina, “it turns out Benjamin’s been drunk continuously for the last couple of years. He finally sobered up, realized he’d been going out with Claire this whole time, and broke up with her immediately.”

“Too bad,” Mr. Geiger said, sparing Nina no more than a distracted glance. “I always liked Ben. I admire the way he’s been able to deal with being blind. Never any whining or self-pity. Half the time you forget he can’t see.”

“I know, Dad,” Claire said impatiently. “He’s the son you never had.”

“I’m just saying he’s a hell of a young man,” Mr. Geiger persisted.

“What do you think of Jake McRoyan?” Nina asked brightly, seizing the opportunity. Claire sent her a look that would freeze lava.

Mr. Geiger shrugged. “Good kid, I guess. Stays out of trouble, from what I hear. His father’s a sensible businessman, does a good job running the marina. Why, are you seeing him?”

“No, not me,” Nina said.

“Nina’s only sixteen,” Claire said sweetly. “She’s not really interested in guys yet, even though every other junior in the school is.”

The barb struck home, but Nina tried to laugh it off.

Janelle, the family’s housekeeper, came in and traded the soup bowls for plates of codfish and red potatoes.

“Claire said Aunt Elizabeth is maybe coming for a visit,” Nina said suddenly, struggling to control the faint quaver in her voice.

Her father nodded as he chewed. “They’re not positive, but it looks like it. Which reminds me—Janelle?”

Janelle stopped at the door and turned. “Yes?”

“You’d better air out the two spare bedrooms and get them ready for the weekend, just in case.”

“Ayuh,” Janelle said. She was the only person Nina had ever known who actually used the classic Maine response.

“Both bedrooms?” Claire asked.

Mr. Geiger looked embarrassed. “Sometimes when people get older, they decide it’s easier to sleep in separate bedrooms. If they do come, you two will have to use my bathroom, God help me, and leave them the other bathroom.”

“Better give Aunt Elizabeth the front bedroom,” Nina suggested. “You know, it has the view of the lighthouse and all.”

Mr. Geiger shook his head. “My sister is the early riser of those two, and the back bedroom gets the early morning light. Besides, if I don’t give your uncle Mark the good room, he’ll think I’m mistreating him. He’s got it into his head that I don’t like him. He’s defensive because I’ve always made more money than he does.”

“So what?” Nina persisted. “Who cares what he thinks? I like Aunt E. better anyway. She should have the better room. After all, she’s a blood relation.”

“Who cares what room they stay in?” Claire asked, wrinkling her forehead in annoyance. “What’s the difference to you?”

“I’m just trying to be fair,” Nina said sullenly. She finished the rest of her meal and pushed away the plate. “I think I’ll pass on dessert. I have a raft of homework to do.”

Nina left the dining room and climbed the stairs to the second story. The back bedroom was just to her left. Nina opened the door and looked inside. It was nicely decorated, like all of the Geiger house, but had the sterile feel of a guest room, with no personal touches or sign that it had been occupied.

She closed the door and slowly, carefully paced off the distance from that door, around the open stairwell, down the hall to her own bedroom. Sixteen paces, maybe even seventeen.

Then Nina crossed over to the other spare bedroom and looked inside. It was a nicer room, no question about it, with two tall windows looking out over the northernmost point of the island and the little lighthouse on its rocky islet.

She turned and paced off the distance back to her own door. Eight paces in a nice straight line.

That was the difference: seventeen paces, past her father’s bedroom door, around the stairwell, past what should be Aunt E.’s room. Or if Uncle Mark got the front bedroom, it would mean just eight steps, in a nice straight line, passing nothing.

Nina ducked into her bedroom and stared for a while at the doorknob. It was the old-fashioned kind, made of clear glass, with a keyhole beneath that had been painted over dozens of times in the two-hundred-year history of the house. She had never seen a key. In all likelihood the key had been lost a century earlier.

She closed the door. He wasn’t going to come. Her father had said it was only a possibility. Fine. She was going to assume the best: he wasn’t really coming. He and Aunt Elizabeth would call up and say they just couldn’t make it. That’s the way it would be. That’s the way it had to be.





TWO


CLAIRE LEFT THE HOUSE RIGHT after dinner. She had homework to do, but she was too preoccupied by other things to concentrate.

The other things were really just one thing. One thing named Jake.

She walked along Lighthouse Road, enjoying the nice swell that was sending dramatic plumes of spray surging up and raining down noisily on the tumbled rocks of the north shore. The passing beam from the lighthouse turned a cloud of spray to silver dust before sweeping on through the dark.

Claire was disappointed in the weather. A huge high-pressure system seemed parked over New England, and it was clear as far as the eye could see. Claire liked weather, especially the extremes Maine could conjure up in fall and winter. Well, the storms would start soon enough.

She followed Lighthouse as it curved and headed south, past the island’s only tiny gas station, past the small hardware store, past the commercial dock and the bright, empty ferry landing.

She hadn’t really decided on her goal. She harbored some vague hope that she might run into Jake, and having accidentally, casually, run into him, that she might find a way to get him to talk. Talking was the necessary first step.

She spotted Zoey and Aisha sitting out in front of the Passmores’ restaurant, sipping sodas and looking bored.

Claire hesitated. They’d all kissed and made up that morning, but still, where Zoey was, Lucas couldn’t be far away. And she still wasn’t ready to make small talk with Lucas Cabral.

Claire cut discreetly up Exchange Street through the candy stores and souvenir shops that catered to the summertime tourist trade. Many were already closed down for the winter, their glass fronts shuttered, doors barred, upper-story windows dark.

Getting around Zoey and Aisha without being seen would take her several blocks out of her way—assuming, as she had just admitted to herself, that her goal was Jake’s house.

Was that her goal? What could she possibly do? Just walk up, knock on his door, and pretend nothing had happened? What could she say? Sorry?

The detour through town eventually brought her to Dock Street. It curved along Town Beach, a placid, underused strand of sand, crushed shell, and washed-up seaweed. In the harbor sailboats were moored, ghosts in the dark. She reached the intersection and hesitated. She could either follow the road along toward Jake’s house or turn right to go out onto the breakwater. Claire stood and considered, her gaze drawn by the slowly flashing beacon that marked the end of the breakwater.

She heard his steps on the sand and gravel only after it was too late to think what she should say. She turned and saw him just as he, raising his eyes from the ground, spotted her. He was carrying a canvas bag slung over his shoulder and a can of Budweiser in his free hand.

“Huh” was all he said.

“Hi, Jake,” Claire said.

He looked as if he was trying to summon up something harsh to say, but the effort went nowhere. He just shrugged and said, “Yeah, hi, Claire.”

“Jake . . . I thought maybe we could talk,” Claire said. It was the most clichéd thing in the world to say, but she didn’t know how else to put it.

“Maybe you need to talk. I need to drink beer.”

“You’re just going to walk down the road drinking beer?” Claire asked, trying not to sound too much like his mother.

“Better than driving down the road drinking beer, as you should know, Claire.” He laughed shortly at his joke. “Actually, I’m going to go sit at the end of the breakwater and drink beer.”

Claire shot a look down the long, concrete expanse of the breakwater. The surf that had been giving the north shore a good pounding was even more forceful as it slammed against the breakwater. It was nothing that would have been dangerous to Jake . . . if he were sober.

“I wonder if I could come with you,” Claire asked. “We wouldn’t really have to talk.”

Jake cocked a sarcastic eye at her. “I don’t know, Claire,” he said. “You might accidentally knock me into the water. My father would be pissed. There would be no one left to carry on the proud McRoyan name.”

Claire bowed her head. “I deserve that, I guess.”

“No, you deserve to spend a couple of years at Youth Authority,” Jake said coldly. “But that’s what Lucas got. Wade got dead . . .” His voice quivered a little, but he regained control by redoubling the venom in his tone. “Lucas got jail. And Claire—the one actually driving the car—Claire got to walk away unhurt, untouched. Just a little bruise on the head, just enough so that she could claim her memory was screwed up. Lucky Claire.”

He brushed past her, heading down the short connecting road to the breakwater.

“Jake,” she called after him.

He marched on, seemingly oblivious.

“Jake,” she cried, “don’t you realize how much I care for you?”

He stopped and hung his head, as if in deep thought. Claire held her breath. Then Jake drained his can of beer, tossed it in the general direction of a trash barrel, pulled a new beer from his canvas bag, and popped it open.

“Jake, the surf is up,” Claire warned. “Let me come with you.”

“Go screw yourself, Claire,” Jake said. He walked on, and Claire watched him. He was still moving confidently. He wasn’t drunk yet. But judging by the bulk of his bag, she could tell he would be, sooner or later. And even strong, powerful swimmers like Jake could be battered to death if they fell between the irresistible force of the sea and the immovable breakwater.

Let alone when they were drunk.

She waited till he had reached the end of the breakwater and flopped down on the wet concrete, a dark, hunched creature lit only by the dim glow from the lights of town and the intermittent flash of the green warning beacon.

Claire walked halfway down the breakwater toward him, stopping well out of earshot. She sat down on a dry patch of concrete and checked her watch.

Great. So much for getting her homework done tonight. She had to spend her evening baby-sitting a guy who hated her.

Why? Claire asked herself mockingly. Why was she doing this? Like Aisha said, she wasn’t Joan of Arc.

Because she didn’t want anything to happen to him.

And why did she care what happened to Jake? Because she felt guilty? Because she felt she owed him?

Because she’d started to love him?

All of the above?

Jake started on his third beer and Claire lay back, looking up at the clear, star-strewn sky, and wished for a storm, or some other clear, easy answer.

“This table wobbles,” Aisha complained. “You should tell your parents.”

Zoey used her paper napkin to mop up the Pepsi that Aisha had spilled. “It’s not the table,” she explained. “It’s the brick sidewalk. The bricks are uneven.”

“Oh,” Aisha said, looking under the table.

“Besides, you’re complaining? The soda’s free since you’re such a good friend of the owners’ daughter.”

They were sitting on the sidewalk outside Passmores’ at one of the restaurant’s three small outdoor tables. The other two tables were empty. It was a slow night for business, and her dad and mom had both gone home for a couple of hours, leaving Christopher Shupe to deal with the kitchen and Zoey to watch the dining room and bar. Their only patrons at the moment were a man and woman who were such regulars they could pour their own beers and keep track of what they owed. From inside the restaurant came the sound of CNN on TV.

“Who’s complaining?” Aisha asked. “I always like to save fifty cents.”

“Fifty cents?” Zoey echoed. “In what universe? We charge a buck and a quarter for sodas. A dollar seventy-five during tourist season.”

“Then I guess I’m extra grateful,” Aisha said.

“Well, what have we here?”

Zoey looked up to see Christopher emerge from the doorway, wearing a white chef’s jacket and stained apron over shorts.

“All the beauty and class and charm that Chatham Island has to offer,” he said. “Oh, and you’re here, too, Aisha.”

Aisha fished an ice cube out of her drink and tossed it at him. He sidestepped easily and bent over to plant a light kiss on her lips.

“Where’s Lucas?” Christopher asked.

“The ferry’s not in yet,” Zoey said.

“Oh, man,” Christopher groaned. “Are you telling me it’s not seven yet? This night is dragging. I’ve done all the prep I can do; I changed the oil in the fryer and mopped out the walk-in. If biz doesn’t pick up, your dad will have to cut back my hours.”

“It’s always slow in the fall,” Zoey said reassuringly. “When the cold weather sets in, we’ll get more business because people don’t want to drag over to the mainland.”

“Christopher hasn’t done the Maine winter experience yet,” Aisha said, grinning at Zoey.

“Oh, that’s right. You may want to get some long pants,” Zoey said. “It gets slightly chilly.” She saw the bright running lights of the ferry coming around the breakwater, twinkling through the masts of the sailboats anchored in the harbor. “Here it comes,” she said. She strained, hoping for an early glimpse of Lucas. But he didn’t appear until several minutes later, after the ferry had docked.

He came sauntering across the bright square, heading straight up the street toward his house, unaware that Zoey was waiting for him.

“You want me to get him for you?” Christopher asked.

“Would you mind?” Zoey asked. “I would, but I’m not supposed to leave the immediate vicinity of the cash register.”

Christopher ran off and quickly caught up with Lucas. They came back at a leisurely walk.

Christopher was the taller and heavier of the two, by an inch and a few pounds. He moved with a bouncy, restless energy, like an overgrown puppy who couldn’t wait to chase something. He always seemed to be checking out everyone and everything around him, like a serious shopper sizing things up in a hurry, analyzing, pricing, wondering how much he could carry. It was easy for Zoey to see why Aisha liked him—boundless self-confidence, intelligence, a sense of humor.

Lucas moved with more economy, conserving his energy. His interest in the world around him was more selective. His eyes roamed, considered, dismissed, and went on to the next thing. Yet there was always the sense that he was on guard, only pretending to be relaxed. He often seemed serious, as if he were distracted by important things that only he knew about. His smile, when it appeared, was a slow, rueful thing that made him seem, at least to Zoey’s eyes, utterly irresistible.

“All the looks and style and manly muscle on Chatham Island,” Aisha said as soon as Christopher and Lucas were within earshot. “Oh, and I see you’re back, too, Christopher.”

Christopher laughed and wagged his finger at her.

“Hey, Zoey, guess what?” Lucas said. “I’m free. My parole officer said it was obvious the conviction would be expunged, so he doesn’t want me wasting his time anymore.”

“That’s great,” Zoey said happily as she jumped up and threw her arms around Lucas.

“Expunged.” Christopher tried out the word. “Excellent word. I’ll have to use it sometime. Expunge me.”

Lucas kissed Zoey’s lips, sending a thrill through her that hadn’t diminished at all in the weeks they had been together. After a few seconds she pulled away, jerking her head meaningfully toward Aisha and Christopher.

“You want us to cover our eyes?” Aisha suggested.

“I think they make a cute couple,” Christopher said sarcastically. “They’re both so sweet.”

“Chew me, Christopher,” Lucas said mildly. He closed his eyes and kissed Zoey again.

“You know,” Aisha said thoughtfully, “you two do make such a nice-looking couple. And with homecoming and all, well, I think you’d be a cinch for homecoming king and queen. It would have such a nice symbolic thing going. I mean, Lucas has come home. All you need is like a dozen votes to nominate you.”

“I don’t think I’d be a contender,” Zoey said, pulling away from Lucas. “Remember when I ran for student council and came in fourth behind Captain America?”

“You beat Thor,” Aisha pointed out encouragingly.

“I’ll have to remember to put that on all my college applications,” Zoey said, laughing. “Anyway, I’m not one of those people who enjoy repeated humiliation.”

“Oh, come on,” Aisha said. “Cartoon morons aren’t even eligible for homecoming queen, so you have a pretty good chance.”

“Excuse me,” Lucas said firmly. “But I’m not going to be king or queen of anything.”

“You’re just being modest,” Christopher teased. “You know you want the job. The power, the glory.”

“Uh-huh,” Lucas said. “Check the weather forecast. The day they announce that hell has frozen over, I’ll be glad to run for homecoming king.”

In Zoey’s room Lucas leaned into the dormered window and checked the quote wall where Zoey stuck bits of wisdom on yellow Post-it notes.

“Anything new and deep?” he asked lightly.

Zoey smiled a little self-consciously. Jake had never shown much interest in her quotes when he was her boyfriend. And her friends just dismissed it as a harmless quirk of character.

Lucas scanned the latest Post-it.



The world is a comedy to those who think; a tragedy to those who feel.



He stood back. “And which are you?”

Zoey ran her hand through her hair and shrugged. “That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.”

Lucas put his arms around her waist and pulled her to him. He kissed her lightly. “Did you feel that or think about it?” he asked.

“That?” Zoey asked. “That I thought about.”

Lucas kissed her again, more deeply, till she closed her eyes and wrapped her arms around his neck and held him closer still.

“That I felt,” she said in a husky voice.

“So it was a tragic kiss?”

“At least it wasn’t a comic kiss,” she pointed out.

He looked at her skeptically. “What would a comic kiss be?”

She drew him down to her again, pressed her lips to his, and made a sudden loud, razzing noise.

Lucas jumped back, laughing and rubbing his mouth.

“That would be a comic kiss,” Zoey said. She let Lucas pull her onto her bed, and they lay back on her comforter side by side.

“That’s the kind of dumb joke I’d expect from Nina,” Lucas said. “You know, if she liked guys.”

Zoey rolled onto her side. “What do you mean by that? Nina likes guys.”

Lucas shrugged. “You know. I just meant Nina doesn’t go out much. Even back before I went away, she wasn’t into guys.”

“Well, she’s not gay or anything,” Zoey said defensively, “if that’s what you’re thinking. Not that it would matter if she were. At least, it wouldn’t matter to me. Besides, back then she was just fourteen. Lots of girls don’t date when they’re fourteen.”

“Has she dated since then?”

Zoey sat up on the edge of the bed. “Once or twice, maybe,” she said, feeling uncomfortable.

“She’s a very pretty girl,” Lucas said. “Not that I’ve ever looked at her in that way. I mean, when she took Benjamin to the concert down in Portland and she was all dressed up, I was surprised.”

“I don’t think Nina thinks she’s attractive,” Zoey said. “She’s always going on about how Claire used up the family’s quota of breasts and good looks. I think Nina just has an inferiority complex about her sister.”

“I’ll bet tons of guys would go out with Nina if she would give them a chance. But you know how she is. She’s a ball-buster.”

“A ball-buster?” Zoey repeated the phrase distastefully. “What exactly is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” Lucas said innocently. “Just, you know, any guy who might ever want to ask her out would be afraid she’d shoot him down.”

“She probably would,” Zoey admitted. Nina’s total lack of a love life was a topic Zoey had always instinctively avoided. Aisha had asked her about it once and gotten quickly chopped off. “I don’t like prying into other people’s private lives,” Zoey said.

“You are her best friend,” Lucas said. “Doesn’t she pry into yours?”

Zoey found herself grinning.

“What?” Lucas asked.

“Nothing,” Zoey said, but her grin spread. “Okay, you’re right. She does pry. She asked about you versus Jake.”

Lucas sat up, looking wary. “What do you mean, me versus Jake?”

“She asked, you know, private stuff.”

“Like what?”

“Oh . . . you know,” Zoey teased.

“No, I don’t know,” Lucas said, suddenly very serious in a way that made Zoey laugh. “Like what?”

“Like—you know, about how you kissed compared to how Jake kissed.”

“How can you compare things like that?”

“That’s what Nina was asking.”

Lucas gave her a dirty look. “Are you going to tell me what she asked you?”

“It was a private conversation,” Zoey said.

“It was about me,” Lucas said almost desperately. “You can’t just go around discussing me with all your friends, talking about . . . all that stuff.”

“Why not? You were just trying to get me to talk about Nina.”

“That’s different,” Lucas said dismissively. “What did you tell her?”

“Them. What did I tell them,” Zoey clarified. “Aisha was there, too.”

“Oh, great.”

“Really, most of it was too embarrassing to repeat. You know, stuff like when we make out, do you, you know . . . and what do you do then, and what do I do, and so on. And then we were talking about . . . well, never mind.”

“Uh-huh. You know, guys talk about things, too,” Lucas warned.

“I’m sure you do,” Zoey said indifferently.

Lucas lunged suddenly and grabbed her around the waist. He threw her down on the bed and began tickling her ribs.

Zoey squealed and tried to squirm away, but Lucas was too strong.

“Did you say I was the best?” Lucas demanded.

Zoey gasped for breath. “You’re going to make me pee.”

“It’s your bed. Did you tell them all I was the best?” he asked again, renewing his assault.

“Yes, yes, yes!” Zoey screamed.

He stopped tickling her instantly. “All right, then,” he said. His face was just inches from hers. “And what did you tell them you liked the most?”

“I can’t remember,” Zoey said. “Let’s go over it all and I’ll try to remember.”



 



Nina

I was different when I was eleven than I am now. People who know me now probably wouldn’t even recognize eleven-year-old me.

My big concern back then was would I ever get my period. Zoey already had, of course, since she’s a year older, and she was going around acting like she was a WOMAN. You know the kind of thing I mean—she’d stare off into space and sigh, and when I’d ask her what she was sighing about she’d just smile and say, “Oh, Nina, you’re too young to understand.” And Claire had started around age three; so . . .

But while I was worrying about becoming a woman, my mother was dying. It hurts to this day to think how preoccupied I was with myself while she was suffering. And I know I’ll never, ever be able to think about her without wanting to cry, and feeling all over again how her death tore a hole in me that will never heal.

That’s why my dad decided to send me away to stay with my aunt Elizabeth and uncle Mark. Dad said it would be good for me, change of scenery and so on. I guess it’s true that my mom and I were especially close, just the way Claire and my dad are close. Not that Claire wasn’t a wreck, too. I hope I never see my sister that upset again. It’s especially terrible when these cool, unemotional, in-control-type people start to lose it.

Anyway. I was gone for two months.

Soon after I came back, I had my first period. I thought it was punishment for what had happened while I was at my aunt and uncle’s house. Other times I thought it was punishment because I had somehow failed to save my mother. All I knew was that it was punishment, because I was sure I deserved punishment.

Like I said, I was different when I came back home from my aunt and uncle’s house. It was like the real me never did come back. I started having dreams, often the same dreams over and over again. Some are so familiar now that I have them numbered. Dream number three, dream number four, and so on. Not pleasant dreams, but the sorts of dreams that after you wake up seem to echo through the rest of the day.

I miss my mother every day.

And I miss me, the way I was before.





THREE


EVERY MORNING BENJAMIN PASSMORE AND the rest of the high-school-age kids from Chatham Island caught the seven-forty ferry. It arrived in Weymouth at five after eight, allowing exactly twenty-five minutes for the walk from the dock, uphill along Mainsail Drive, to the school. More than enough time.

It was a distance of about a quarter mile and involved crossing eight separate streets. Benjamin had each of the distances measured out in strides. So many from the corner of Groton to Independence, so many more to cross the street, then another number from Independence to Commerce. All in all, Benjamin had memorized more than thirty blocks since losing his sight years ago, allowing him to move confidently within all of North Harbor, Chatham Island’s only town, and parts of Weymouth. Some areas he knew so well that keeping count consciously was no longer necessary. They had become as familiar as his own home. In other areas he could keep his count almost subconsciously.

But on this morning there was a complication. Benjamin heard the high-pitched warning horns of heavy equipment backing up.

“Damn,” he cursed softly. He was at the corner of Mainsail and Independence. Judging by the rumble of diesel engines and the oily smell of exhaust, he figured the equipment was probably just across the street.

Benjamin concentrated and could hear a familiar voice coming up the street behind him. Aisha. Then, as expected, he heard Zoey’s voice.

He disliked relying on his little sister, but there were times when he had no choice.

When he could hear that Zoey was close enough, he smiled in her general direction and shrugged. “I think it’s exactly twenty-two paces into an earthmover.”

“Yeah, it looks like a water pipe broke or something,” Zoey said. “It’s a mess. I don’t think this would be a good idea for you. Pipes and mud everywhere.”

“Probably not,” Benjamin agreed.

“You guys go on ahead,” Zoey said. “I’ll detour with Benjamin.”

“I’ll take him,” Nina’s voice said. A tractor roared, and Benjamin could now smell a whiff of natural gas.

“Hi, Nina,” Benjamin said. “I didn’t hear you.”

“I know. Unusual, huh?” Nina said. “Come on with me. Go ahead, Zoey. You know I’m never in a hurry to get to school. We’ll take the scenic route.”

Benjamin put out his left arm and felt Nina insert her elbow. She had led him before and knew the routine. “Later,” Benjamin said in the direction of the others.

Nina led him left, down Independence, through the busy, bustling early morning commuter crush of Weymouth. “You didn’t have to do this,” Benjamin said. “Zoey usually gets stuck.”

“I know you don’t like to ask your sister,” Nina said.

Benjamin smiled. “You do, huh? How do you know that? Is that what Zoey thinks?”

“Nope. I just know,” Nina said. “You always get a certain way when you have to ask her for help. Embarrassed or something.”

Benjamin felt uncomfortable. “I’m not embarrassed,” he said in a tone that was grouchier than he’d intended. He softened it a bit. “It’s just that I don’t want Zoey spending her life as my guide. She needs to live her own life.”

“I know,” Nina said.

“Oh, you know that too?” Benjamin said.

“Sure. We have known each other forever, Benjamin.”

“Mmm. I just didn’t realize you were observing me,” Benjamin said. “It makes me nervous.”

“You like being mysterious,” Nina said.

“What is this? Nina Freud time? I should have had Zoey take me.”

“Coming to a corner. Sixth Street. We have to cross here. Execute right turn.”

“Okay.”

“Light’s red.”

“I know. I can hear the traffic moving past. The cars over there”—he pointed to his left—“are waiting for the light to change. I could probably have done this on my own. It’s just three sides of a square, right? Then we hook back up with Mainsail.”

Nina sighed. “It’s a good thing I don’t wait around for you to be grateful. It would be such a long wait.”

Benjamin grinned. “Sorry, kid. I am grateful.”

“Come on. Curb. Can I ask you a favor?”

“How can I say no? You could just spin me around and leave me to wander through traffic.”

“I don’t like it very much when you call me kid. Curb, step up.”

Benjamin stepped onto the curb, caught a seam of the sidewalk, and stumbled forward a bit before regaining his balance. “Hey, that was exciting.” He walked along, swinging his cane in a short arc to the right but relying on his contact with Nina for truer guidance. “Why don’t you like me to call you kid? I’ve always called you kid.”

“Because I’m not a kid,” Nina said a little heatedly.

“Oh. All right, if you say so. It’s just that the only picture I still have of you in my mind was when I was twelve, so you were, what, nine or ten? You were a kid then. I have this image of you with your hair cut short, with barrettes. And I think you had braces.”

“That’s how you think of me? Braces on my teeth and really bad hair? Jeez, what a sad thought,” Nina said. “But you’ve missed most of my later zit phase, so I guess it isn’t all bad.”

“I have no idea what you look like now,” Benjamin admitted. “I have no idea how anyone’s looks may have changed in the last seven years.” He laughed to lighten the mood. “It used to be strange when I was going out with your sister. The Claire I was making out with looked about ten in my mind. Slightly bizarre at times.”

“Fortunately for you, by the time Claire was ten she already looked like she was twenty,” Nina muttered.

“Anyway,” Benjamin said, fighting off a wave of sadness at the mention of Claire. They had broken up only a short while ago. He hadn’t even begun to get over her. He wasn’t sure he wanted to start.

“Anyway,” Nina said, “I stopped being a kid years ago.”

“Yeah? What exactly is the cutoff age for not being a kid anymore?”

“Eleven,” Nina said.

Benjamin thought he detected a trace of bitterness in her tone. “Eleven? Why eleven?”

“Good question,” Nina said.

Yes, she was definitely sounding angry, or resentful . . . something. “Well, I won’t call you kid anymore. But it’s hard for me not to see you in my mind as a kid with braces.”

“I got rid of the braces.”

“Yeah, I kind of assumed that.”

“Turn here. Come on, we have a green light, curb, step down. Yes, I have very straight teeth now. I can eat corn on the cob very neatly.”

“I’ll be sure to update my mental picture. Braces out, teeth in.”

“Step up. Let’s blow off school and go do something fun,” Nina said suddenly.

Benjamin laughed. “Right, Nina. Dragging me around by the elbow; that would be major fun for you.”

“I think it would be.”

“You’re a sweet kid,” Benjamin said.

“I’m not a kid,” Nina said.


“Good morning, students. These are the morning announcements.”

Zoey glanced up at the intercom box, then over at Aisha, two aisles away. Aisha was talking to another girl, so Zoey returned her gaze to her book. It was a paperback historical romance novel of the kind she hoped someday to write. The actual book was about two inches thick, with a lurid cover depicting the heroine, spilling her plump breasts out of her décolleté dress and clutching a nearly naked man with long blond hair. But since the entire book was too big to hide easily, Zoey had torn out a thirty-page section and concealed it inside her biology textbook.

“. . . I would appreciate any information on the person or persons who caused the third-floor boys’ bathroom toilets to overflow . . .” Mr. Hardcastle, the principal, droned on.

Zoey heard a noise beside her and saw Claire scuttling forward from her own desk to sit in a vacant desk behind Zoey. Zoey clapped her biology text closed.

“Too late, Zoey,” Claire whispered over her shoulder. “I know you’re reading one of your bodice-rippers.”

“I am not,” Zoey lied automatically.

“You are such a lousy liar,” Claire said disgustedly. “You really shouldn’t try it unless you’re willing to practice a little more.”

“. . . On another topic, we have reexamined school policy and taken the matter up with the school board, and it remains the official policy of this school that no student may smoke cigarettes on school grounds. And this does, I repeat does apply to cigarettes whether or not they are lit. I hope this will put an end to . . .”

Zoey grinned. It looked as if Nina had lost another round. She heard Claire sigh.

“Is it possible to divorce your sister?” Claire muttered.

“Nina’s an original,” Zoey said. “You should be proud of her.”

“She’s just odd, Zoey. And you should be ashamed, reading crappy books like that. What would Ms. Rafanelli think if she knew you read that stuff? It would probably disappoint her. Disappoint her terribly, given the high opinion she has of you. Probably break her heart, thinking of her star pupil poisoning her mind with stories of virgins being despoiled by knights or whatever. I only hope she never discovers the truth.”

Zoey turned slightly to look over her shoulder. Claire was looking carefully innocent, a sure sign she was up to something. “Oh,” Zoey said as the realization dawned on her. “You’re blackmailing me.”

“Duh,” Claire said.

“What do you want?”

“I want to look over your notes on the English assignment. I didn’t get to the reading.”

“You didn’t get your homework done and now you want to borrow mine?” Zoey looked at Claire incredulously. “Why do you care? It would take a lot more than that to mess up your A.”

Claire looked uncomfortable. “Okay, look, you’re right. But Jake didn’t do his homework, either. And he’s shaky in that class.”

“You want me to give you my homework so you can give it to Jake?”

“I know. It almost sounds kinky somehow, doesn’t it?”

Zoey turned back toward the front of the class. She could just imagine why both Claire and Jake hadn’t gotten their work done. Not that it was any of her concern now. After all, she and Jake were finished, so what did she care if Claire and Jake spent the evening groping?

Or whatever it was they were doing.

The possibility made her frown. She doubted Claire was doing it with Jake, but again, that wasn’t her business. She glanced back over her shoulder. “So I should give you my homework because you and Jake were too busy doing . . . whatever?”

“We weren’t doing whatever,” Claire said. “The truth is, I was watching him get faced on beer at the end of the breakwater and trying to figure out if I was strong enough to drag him back out of the water if he fell in.”

Zoey raised a skeptical eye. “Jake doesn’t drink.”

“Things change,” Claire said. “I think he’s really pretty messed up over all that’s happened. It was probably just a onetime deal. He’ll get over it. You know Jake.”

“I do know Jake, which is why I’m having such a hard time picturing this scene.”

“Okay,” Claire said. “If you don’t believe that, then we were making passionate love till dawn. It was magic. He made a woman of me.”

Zoey grumbled under her breath and dug in her three-ring binder for the homework. She pulled it out and handed it over her shoulder. “Just have it back to me before class.”

“No problem.”

“You weren’t, were you?” Zoey asked.

“We weren’t?” Claire echoed coyly.

“You weren’t,” Zoey reassured herself.

“. . . and nominations for homecoming king and queen must be made by the end of this school day. Once again, please do not submit the names of fictional individuals, musical performers, animals, cartoon characters, or the deceased.”





FOUR


HALFWAY UP THE BLEACHERS, CLAIRE set the can of diet Coke on the plank in front of her and dropped her books beside her. Discreetly she began wiggling out of her pantyhose. If the weather was going to insist on being boringly sunny, she might as well get a little late-season tan.

She balled up her pantyhose and stuck them in her purse. Then she leaned back, stretched out her legs, hiked the hem of her skirt a few inches, and kicked off her shoes.

On the grass-and-mud field, the football team was going through a set of stretching exercises. They were dressed in bulky uniforms, with their helmets on the ground beside them. Jake seemed to be moving with the elaborate care of a person with a bad hangover.

He might not have noticed yet that she was there, Claire knew, but he would sooner or later.

He’d said little when she’d caught him in the hallway between classes and handed him a hastily transcribed version of Zoey’s notes. But he must have read them because later, in class, he’d correctly answered the teacher’s question. And he hadn’t seemed overly panicked by the snap quiz that had followed.

Claire saw him lie back on the grass and rub his eyes with the heels of his hands. Claire had been seriously drunk exactly once in her life—on the night she drove into a tree. Since then, alcohol had held no attraction for her. And as far as she knew, Jake had never been into booze, either. His sudden interest had come immediately after the dredging up of all the events surrounding his brother’s death.

“Hey, Claire.”

It was Aisha, climbing the bleachers nimbly with her long legs, almost making a dance of it.

“Hi, Aisha. What are you doing here?”

Aisha flopped down beside her. “Same as you—acting like a dumb female throwback who wastes her time watching guys strut around and act macho.”

Claire smiled despite herself. She searched the field, then, in a far corner, spotted Christopher, who helped coach the ragtag intramural soccer team. “You can barely see him from here.”

Aisha nodded. “I don’t want him to think I’m here just to watch him.”

“Oh.”

“He has plenty of ego already.”

“Then why be here at all?” Claire asked reasonably.

“Because he works about twenty different jobs, so if I don’t see him while he’s working, I don’t see him at all,” Aisha said, suddenly vehement.

“That’s what happens when you go out with guys who are out of school, I guess,” Claire said, not really very interested. Jake had just glanced over at her, hesitated, then looked away.

“Are you two together again, or still, or whatever the right word is?” Aisha asked, looking at Jake as he put on his helmet and formed up with the rest of the team.

“Me and Jake?”

“No, you and Zac Efron. Of
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