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Sunny & Skye YA Novels, Book 1

Sunny & Skye: The Summer Between

Mimi Hart



Chapter One

Sunny

The lake house smells the way it always does on the first day: cedar and sunscreen and the faintest trace of the cinnamon Mimi puts in the coffee whether you ask her to or not. I stood in the doorway with a duffel bag cutting into my shoulder and a cardboard box of books balanced on my hip, and I did the thing I have done every June since I was old enough to reach the light switch.

I counted.

One staircase with the third step that creaks. One screened porch with the swing Pop swears he’s going to fix and never does, because the squeak is how the house says hello. One kitchen window over the sink, already open. One lake, doing its sparkle thing through the trees like it had been practicing all winter for an audience of us.

“You’re doing the counting face,” Skye said behind me.

“I don’t have a counting face.”

“You have a counting face. Your lips move.” She squeezed past me with her own bag — bigger than mine, somehow, even though she is fourteen and I am the one who supposedly needs three different moisturizers now — and dropped it in the middle of the floor like the summer could officially start once there was an obstacle course. “You count the porch posts too. Don’t lie.”

“Fourteen,” I said. “There are fourteen porch posts. I counted when I was nine and I’ve trusted it ever since.”

“That is the most Sunny sentence ever said.”

Daisy arrived at a run, which is the only speed Daisy has. She is seven this summer, all strawberry-blonde elbows and a purple dress with stars on it that she has apparently decided is a uniform, and she launched herself at my waist hard enough to make the book box wobble.

“You’re taller,” she announced, like an accusation.

“So are you.”

“I know. I grew TWO inches. Ash only grew one and a half and he is FURIOUS.”

“I am not furious,” Ash said, appearing with the solemn dignity of an eight-year-old carrying a dinosaur in each hand. “I’m just saying the doorframe marks are a system and the system has flaws.” He considered me. “You look old.”

“Thank you, Ash.”

“Not bad old. Senior old. Mom said you’re a senior now and seniors have Applications.” He said it the way you’d say taxes or jury duty. Capital-A Applications, a weather event coming for our family. “Is that why you brought the laptop? And the…” He peered into my box. “The notebook with nothing in it?”

The notebook with nothing in it. It was a college essay notebook, technically. Mom had bought it in May, this beautiful cream-colored thing with a ribbon marker, and said, No pressure, sweetheart, just if thoughts come. Thoughts had not come. Thoughts had seen the notebook and fled the state. For six weeks the notebook had sat on my desk at home being gorgeous and empty, and I’d packed it in the box because leaving it behind felt like admitting something.

“It is a notebook of possibilities,” I said.

“It’s empty,” said Daisy.

“It is FULL of possibilities.”

“Because it’s empty,” Ash said, with the air of a boy settling a matter, and went to measure himself against the doorframe again.

Mom came in last, carrying the cooler and the particular expression she gets when she is doing logistics in her head — Sammy Hart, my mother, who can pack a car like a Tetris champion and a summer like a general. Aunt Kelly was right behind her with the plant she refuses to leave at home, a fern named, for reasons lost to history, Kevin.

The house, I should explain, keeps a census of us. Not officially. But there are marks on the kitchen doorframe in four different pen colors going back to before Skye could stand — my column, her column, Ash’s (contested), Daisy’s (mostly vertical ambition at this point) — and there is the photograph wall in the hall, which Mimi curates with the ruthlessness of a museum director, and there is the hook by the door where Pop’s old boathouse key has hung for fifty years on a nail shaped like a question mark. Every June, the house opens its census and checks us against it: taller, older, some new damage, some new repair. Every August it closes the book gently, the way you close a book on a sleeping child’s chest, and waits.

This June, I stood in the hall while the others were still unloading, and I read the photograph wall the way you read a letter you already know by heart. The boys with the fish. Mimi at my age, in a boat, laughing at something off-camera (the camera, history records, was being held by a boy with a spreadsheet). Mom and Aunt Kelly as teenagers with terrible hair and identical sunburns. Me at twelve, holding a bucket list. Skye at nine, holding a frog like a communion wafer. The wall said: you have been measured here before. The measuring is not the leaving. The measuring is how the house keeps you.

I had not known, standing there with the box of books on my hip, that I would spend the whole summer learning to believe the wall. But the house knew. Houses always do.

“Rooms!” Mom called, in the voice that means this is not a discussion. “Same as last year. Sunny and Skye, upstairs east. Boys—” Ash made a noise. “Ash, you and your father have the bunk room when he gets here Friday. Daisy, you’re with me and Aunt Kelly in the big room until then, and no, the air mattress is not a trampoline, we have had this conversation in three separate years.”

“Four,” said Aunt Kelly, setting Kevin on the windowsill. “There was the incident.”

“The incident is not discussed,” Mom said. “Unpack, then dock. Mimi’s expecting us for lunch at one and Pop has Opinions about the new grill.”

We went up the stairs — third step creaking, right on cue — and into the east room, which has the slanted ceiling and the two iron beds and the window that looks straight down the dock to the cove. Skye claimed the bed by the window with the speed of long practice. I took the other one. It isn’t a negotiation anymore. It hasn’t been since we were little: she gets the window because she’s the one who wakes up at dawn to look at the water; I get the wall because I like something solid behind my books.

She sat cross-legged on her bed with her bag open and started unpacking in her system, which is no system, a galaxy of clothes expanding outward. I unpacked in mine: folded stacks, books in a row on the dresser, laptop in the drawer (out of sight, a strategy), notebook of possibilities on top of the dresser (visible, a strategy).

Skye watched me line the books up by height. “You brought The Application Book,” she said, nodding at the fat guide with the library barcode still on it. “To the lake.”

“It’s light reading.”

“Sunny. It’s four hundred pages about essays.”

“Some of us relax by being prepared.”

“Some of us,” she said, flopping backwards onto her pillow, “are going to be freshmen, and are relaxing by pretending high school is a rumor.” Her voice did a small thing on the last word. If I hadn’t known her for fourteen years I might have missed it. She stared at the ceiling. “Nadia texted. She says hi and that the theater camp people already emailed her about stage managing the summer show, and she’s not even there yet, she’s just reputable now.” She paused. “Bea got the internship. The ocean one. With the actual boats.”

“I know,” I said. “She texted the group chat.”

“Everybody knows what they’re doing next year.” She said it to the ceiling, evenly, like reading a weather report for a town she didn’t live in. “Nadia has theater. Bea has science. Ellis has the art school portfolio thing he’s pretending not to care about. Poppy’s trying out for JV cheer in August. Theo’s going to rock camp, which is apparently a real camp, with geologists. Hazel got picked for the freshman orientation team and she’s not even a freshman yet, she’s just responsible-looking.”

“And you?” I asked.

“And me,” Skye said, “I have a swimsuit and a library card and a cousin with an empty notebook.” She sat up and her grin was real, mostly. Fourteen looks good on her — the blonde curls she refuses to braid anymore, down past her shoulders, the fox on her t-shirt worn soft as a rumor. But there was something new in it this summer, a measuring. She was measuring the room, I thought. Measuring me. Measuring the distance between the bed by the window and wherever I was going.

I almost said something true then. I almost said: I don’t know what I’m doing next year either. I don’t know where I’m applying, or for what, or how to write four hundred words about a place that shaped me when writing it down feels like packing it in a box. It was right there. The summer was twelve hours old and the true thing was already sitting on my tongue like a stone.

What I said was, “Lunch at one. If we’re late, Pop grills the burgers into hockey pucks as a lesson.”

“Humanitarian crisis,” Skye agreed, and swung off the bed, and the moment passed the way moments do at the lake — not gone, exactly. Just stored somewhere, like everything else in this house.

*

Mimi had made potato salad and deviled eggs and a pitcher of lemonade with mint from the garden, and we ate on the porch with the lake doing its best work below us, all blue and white-flecked, the cove curving away to the left where the water goes dark and still over the rocks. The boathouse squatted at the end of the dock with its silver roof. The rowboat — the good one, the aluminum one — knocked softly against the pilings in a rhythm so familiar it’s basically my family’s heartbeat.

Pop held court from the grill. He is seventy-four this year, my grandfather, Daniel Hart, Dan to anyone who knew him before 1980, and he has the forearms of a man who has never once in his life paid someone else to fix a thing. He flipped a burger with unnecessary flair and said, “Senior year,” at me, the way Ash had, like it was weather.

“That’s the rumor,” I said.

“Your grandmother was a senior once,” he said. “Top of her class. Wrote her college essay in one sitting at that kitchen table, if you can believe it, and got in everywhere she applied, and chose the school three towns over because—” He pointed the spatula at Mimi. “Tell her why.”

“Because it had the best library and the worst football team,” Mimi said, serene, passing the potato salad, “and I have never once regretted prioritizing correctly.” She looked at me over her glasses. Mimi — Margaret Hart, though nobody alive calls her Margaret — has a way of looking at you that is also a way of waiting. “And you, Sunny-girl? Any libraries calling your name yet?”

The whole porch didn’t go quiet. That’s the thing about family — it never goes quiet at the dramatically correct moment. Ash was explaining doorframe science to Daisy, who was trying to feed a deviled egg to a chipmunk with a system of her own. Aunt Kelly was telling Mom about Kevin’s new leaf. The question just sat there in the middle of the table, in the middle of June, with the whole summer spread out around it like a map I hadn’t drawn yet.

“Still making my list,” I said. “I want to look at a few places in the fall. Big library energy, ideally.”

“Fall,” Mom said, in the tone of a woman filing something under later, but not much later. “Applications open August first, but the list should really be set by—”

“By the end of the summer,” I said quickly. “I know. It will be.”

Skye, beside me, ate a deviled egg with great concentration and said nothing at all, and somehow that was worse than anything she could have said. Because Skye is the person who has known me longest in the world after my own mother, and Skye can hear a lie of mine the way you can hear the third step creak. She knows my tells. She knows I set my jaw. She knows I say I know, it will be when I mean please let this conversation be over.

She passed me the lemonade without looking at me. In Skye language, that means: I heard that. We’re not doing it now. But I heard it.

The drive up had taken four hours, and for the first three of them everything had been normal — Mom conducting the car like an orchestra, Skye asleep against the window with her mouth open, me in the front seat as navigator and snack officer, in charge of the playlist and the gas-station strategy. It was in the fourth hour, when the road starts to narrow and the trees get serious and the first real glimpse of the lake comes through the pines like a held breath being let out, that Mom said, out of nowhere, in the voice she uses for weather and money:

“I was your age the summer I decided not to go back to school in the fall.”

I looked at her. Sammy Hart does not offer autobiography at random. Sammy Hart offers autobiography the way Pop offers the good tackle box: rarely, and with intent.

“You took a year,” I said. “I know. You worked at the marina.”

“I worked at the marina, I lived in the boathouse apartment for one whole winter — which is a story your grandmother tells better than I do, mostly because she was scandalized by the plumbing — and I decided who I was going to be when I grew up, which turned out to be a woman who goes back to school in the spring with her whole heart in it. Kelly took the straight road. I took the scenic one. We both got here.” She changed lanes around a truck full of canoes. “I’m not telling you to take a year, Sunny. I’m telling you the road has room in it. Roads are generous that way. The only unforgivable route is the one you take because you were afraid to stop the car.”

Skye, in the back seat, was either asleep or doing the finest impression of sleep in her long career of eavesdropping. I watched the lake widen between the trees and I thought about roads, and room, and the notebook in the box at my feet, and I said, “Thanks, Mom,” in a voice that I hoped passed for a girl who was merely grateful and not a girl who had just been handed a sentence she would be chewing until September.

“Don’t thank me yet,” Mom said. “Thank me in October, when the applications are in and you still like me.”

“Applications,” said Skye, from the back, not opening her eyes, “capital A. I heard it even in my dreams. This family needs new material.”

After lunch, Pop announced the ceremonial first swim, and there was the usual stampede — suits, towels, Daisy arguing that she was definitely old enough for the rope swing’s middle knot now, Ash conducting water-temperature research with one toe and a clipboard attitude. I changed into my suit and stood at the end of the dock with my toes curled over the warm boards, looking down at the cove.

The water in the cove is the clearest on the lake. You can see all the way down to the rocks, and on the biggest rock, the flat one at the edge where the water goes dark, there’s the carving. You can only read it up close, or when the light is right. Two sets of initials, cut into the stone by two boys with a borrowed chisel sometime in a summer so long ago it might as well be a story: D.H. + R.H. Daniel Hart and Robert Hart. Pop and his little brother, who built half this shoreline’s structures before they were old enough to drive, and marked the rock so the lake would remember whose it was.

I have known that carving my whole life. I’ve traced it with my fingers underwater. When I was twelve I asked Pop what it meant and he said, “It means we were here, and we knew it mattered while we were in it. Most people don’t know until after. We knew during.”

I stood on the dock in the June sun with my whole last summer at the lake house spread out behind me — Mimi’s lemonade, Pop’s burgers, my mother’s August first, my cousin’s careful silence — and my whole next year spread out in front of me like the deep part of the cove, where the water goes dark and you can’t see the bottom.

The first swim is a ritual with rules older than I am, and the rules matter this year in a way I didn’t say out loud. Rule one: nobody goes in one at a time; the first swim is a census, taken together, so the lake knows the whole count of us for the season. Rule two: Pop goes in last and pronounces the water, every year, with the gravity of a judge — “Acceptable,” he said this year, up to his chest in the cove with his hair slicked and his seventy-four years temporarily mislaid somewhere on the dock. “The lake has kept itself in good order. You may proceed.” Rule three: you stay in until somebody’s teeth chatter, and that person is, by law and by long custom, Ash, who exits the water the color of a blueberry and is wrapped by Mimi in a towel the size of a sail and fed a deviled egg like medicine.

I stayed in longest, that first day. I floated on my back in the middle of the cove with the sky taking up my whole vision and the sounds of my family arriving muffled through the water in my ears — Daisy shrieking, Ash litigating, Pop pronouncing — and I did the thing I do in water that I cannot do on land. I let the whole unmade list, the whole unwritten year, float next to me without holding it up. The water held it. The water is good at that; it’s had eleven thousand years of practice holding things people aren’t ready to carry. For about four minutes, in the cold bright cove, I was not the floor, not the senior, not the applicant. I was a girl floating in a lake at the start of a summer, and the summer hadn’t asked me anything yet, and I hadn’t lied to it yet, and the whole season lay ahead like a long dock over clear water.

Then Daisy cannonballed off the lower dock and soaked me to the knees, and Skye hit the water already laughing, and I did the only sensible thing a senior with Applications could do.

I jumped in after them, into the cold bright water, into the summer between everything.


Chapter Two

Skye

Here’s what nobody tells you about being the younger cousin: you find out everything nine months late and one size too big, like a hand-me-down.

Sunny has been my favorite person since before I had opinions. I don’t mean that in a cute way. I mean my earliest memory — actual earliest, before the dog we had when I was three, before the apartment with the blue door — is Sunny’s face above me at this lake house, Sunny at maybe five years old, holding a flashlight under the blanket fort in the east room and saying, Okay, listen, this is important, the mermaids in this lake are the good kind. I believed her completely. I have basically never stopped believing her completely, which is why this summer is a problem.

Because this summer, Sunny is lying.

Not big lying. Not bad lying. Sunny couldn’t do bad lying if you paid her; she apologized to a parking meter once. It’s small lying, fog lying — still making my list, end of the summer, I know, it will be — the kind of lying where the sentence is shaped right but there’s nobody home inside it. I’ve been listening to Sunny Hart talk for fourteen years. I know the sound of the real thing. The real thing has jokes in it. The real thing, when she’s scared, gets quieter and more precise, like she’s setting a table in a storm.

At lunch she set a table in a storm.

I found the notebook that night. Not snooping — I want that on the record. Our room has one dresser and two people and I was looking for the phone charger, which lives in the top drawer under a civilization of hair ties. The notebook was on top of the dresser, cream-colored, ribbon marker, the kind of object that costs nineteen dollars and makes a promise. I opened it because Sunny leaves notebooks around the way other people leave weather — it’s ambient, it’s hers, it’s fine.

It was empty. Every page. Nineteen dollars of empty.

I stood there with the charger in my hand and the empty notebook open to page one, and I understood something all at once, the way you understand a dock is rotted — not from one fact, from the give of the whole thing under your foot.

Sunny doesn’t know. About any of it. The list, the essay, the major, the fall. Senior year is coming at her like the deep end of the cove and Sunny Hart, who has had a labeled binder for every situation since birth, is standing on the dock in a fog of end of the summer, and everyone at the lunch table smiled and nodded like the fog was a plan.

And she’s not going to tell me. That’s the part that sat down hard in my chest, later, in my bed by the window, listening to her breathe in the dark. Not because she’s hiding it, exactly. Because in Sunny’s mind, I’m still — what? The audience. The little cousin. The one who gets the flashlight version. She’ll tell Nadia. She’ll tell Ellis, maybe, in his quiet way, by not-quite-telling him near a sketchbook. She will protect me from the fog like it’s rain and I’m still seven and might catch cold.

I am fourteen. I start high school in September, in a building with three floors and a rumor of a senior hallway, and the person I need most in the world is going to spend this summer smiling at me over a wall she built out of nineteen dollars of empty pages.

Okay. So.

If Sunny won’t tell me the summer is ending, I’m going to have to do something about the summer.

I keep a notebook too. Mine cost four dollars and has a shark on it, and it’s where the Cove Book drafts and the kingdom laws and Theo’s rock census live. That night, after Sunny’s breathing went slow, I took it out with the little book light Pop gave me for Christmas, and on a fresh page I wrote the title in my best letters:

THE LIST — BEFORE YOU GO

And then, because a list is a spell if you do it right, I wrote the items as fast as they came:

1. The whole-lake swim. Not dock-to-cove. THE WHOLE LAKE, the long way, like we always said.

2. Sleep in the treehouse. One whole night. With the tin box.

3. Beat Pop at cribbage. (This may be impossible. Attempt anyway.)

4. The rope swing’s top knot. Both of us. No chickens.

5. Get Sunny to finish the first page of the essay notebook. (Any words. Even bad ones. ESPECIALLY bad ones.)

6. Make her tell me one true thing she’s scared of. Trade for one of mine.

7. Sunrise at the carving rock. Just us.

8. The last-night bonfire, done right, with the good s’mores and the song.

I looked at the list for a long time. It was a good list. It was also, I understood even then, not really about the items. A list is just a net. What I was trying to catch was this: one more summer where Sunny is mine — not the school’s, not some admissions office in a state I’ve never been to, not Nadia’s stage-managing future or Bea’s boat internship future. Mine and the lake’s, the way she’s been every summer since the mermaids.

Underneath, smaller, I wrote the thing I wasn’t saying out loud either:

9. Find out where she’s going. Find out how far. Count the miles like porch posts so I know what I’m bracing for.

I closed the notebook. Across the room, Sunny slept on her side with one hand curled near her face, the way she has slept since she was small enough that I was the baby in the other bed’s predecessor, and the moonlight came through the window I always get, and laid a stripe of silver across both beds, hers and mine, like a bridge.

Fourteen porch posts. Sunny counted them when she was nine and she’s trusted it ever since.

I counted bridges instead, and I didn’t trust any of them yet, and eventually I slept.

*

In the morning I woke up before her — window bed privileges — and lay there doing the summer’s first damage assessment.

My phone had fourteen texts from Poppy Lin, who communicates the way a popcorn machine communicates. Overnight, while I was sleeping, Poppy had: tried out a new laugh (“it’s keh-keh now, I’m rebranding”), ranked the freshman orientation team leaders by eyebrow, and sent me a screenshot of the high school’s club fair list with the theater booth circled and the words YOUR COUSIN’S PEOPLE in aggressive red pen, because Poppy has decided my entire personality should be related to Sunny and finds her own joke incredible.

I typed back: at the lake. sunny’s here. all systems normal.

Poppy: keh-keh. is she being weird about college. Me: define weird. Poppy: the kind where you can tell. Me: …yeah. Poppy: okay so operation summer of skye is a go?? Me: it’s not called that Poppy: OPERATION SUMMER OF SKYE IS A GO

Poppy has known about the list for exactly one day longer than the list has existed. I tell Poppy things before I finish thinking them; it’s our whole arrangement. She’s the only person who knows that item 6 is the real list and items 1 through 8 are just the frame around it.

Theo sent one text, which for Theo is a paragraph: a photo of a rock. Found this by the creek. It’s got a white line all the way around. Ones with the full circle are luck. Bringing it for you next weekend. Theo Santiago gives rocks the way other people give speeches. A rock with a full white circle, for luck, the summer I have to be brave in: I sat up in bed and held the phone against my chest like a dork.

Hazel sent nothing, because Hazel is at her grandmother’s in the mountains with no signal, which she announced in May like she was deploying to a submarine. She’ll surface in July with seventeen stories and a sunburn shaped like a state.

Across the room, Sunny was still asleep, hair everywhere — she stopped braiding it at night two summers ago and now she wakes up looking like a girl in a painting of a storm. On the dresser: the fat application guide, spine out, and next to it the cream notebook, shut, keeping its counsel.

For the record — because records are my whole deal — the third step deserves its footnote. The third step of the lake house stairs has creaked since before I was born. Pop has been offered, by






















OEBPS/images/cover.jpeg





