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CHAPTER 1


MY SISTER JUSTINE always believed that the best way to deal with your fear of the dark is to pretend it's really light.

Years ago, she tried to put the theory into practice as we lay in our beds, surrounded by blackness. Protected by a fortress of pillows, I was convinced evil hid in the shadows, waiting for my breathing to slow before it pounced. And every night, Justine, a year older but decades wiser, would patiently try to distract me.

"Did you see that cute dress Erin Klein wore today?" she might ask, always starting with an easy question to gauge just how bad it was.

On rare occasions, usually when we went to bed late after a busy day, I'd be too tired to be terrified. On those nights, I'd say yes or no, and we'd have a normal conversation until falling asleep.

But on most nights, I'd whisper something along the lines of "Did you hear that?" or "When vampires bite, do you think it hurts?" or "Can monsters smell fear?" At which point Justine would proceed to question two.
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"It's
so
bright in here," she'd declare. "I can see everything--my backpack, my blue glitter bracelet, our goldfish in his bowl. What can
you
see, Vanessa?"

And then, I'd force myself to picture our room exactly as it had appeared before Mom turned off the light and closed the door. Eventually, I'd manage to forget about the evil waiting in the wings and fall asleep. Every night I thought it would never work, and every night it did.

Justine's method was useful in combating my many other fears. But several years later, standing on top of a cliff overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, I knew it didn't stand a chance.

"Doesn't Simon look different this summer?" she asked, coming up to me and wringing out her hair. "Older? Cuter?"

I agreed without answering. Simon's physical transformation was the first thing I'd noticed when he and his younger brother, Caleb, had knocked on our door earlier. But that was a discussion for another time--like when we were warming up in front of the old stone fireplace at our lake house. First, we had to actually make it back to the house.

"Caleb, too," she tried again. "The number of brokenhearted girls in Maine must have, like, quadrupled this year."

I tried to nod, my eyes locked on the swirling water and frothy foam fifty feet below.

Justine wrapped a towel around her torso and took a sideways step toward me. She stood so close I could smell the salt in her hair and pores and feel the coolness of her damp skin as though it pressed directly against mine. Water droplets fell from
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the ends of her hair, plopped on the warm gray slate, and sent smaller drops bouncing onto the tops of my feet. A sudden gust of wind lifted the billowing spray up and around us, turning my shiver into a shudder. Somewhere below, Simon and Caleb laughed as they scrambled toward the steep path that would lead them through the woods and back to us.

"It's just a swimming pool," she said. "You're standing on a diving board, two feet above it."

I nodded. This was the moment I'd been thinking about during the entire six-hour drive up from Boston, the moment I'd pictured at least once a day since last summer. I knew it looked scarier than it was; in the two years since we'd discovered the old trail sign marking this secluded spot far from tourists and hikers, Justine, Simon, and Caleb had jumped dozens of times, never walking away with so much as a scratch. More important, I knew I'd always feel like a junior member of our little summer group if I never took the plunge.

"The pool's heated," Justine continued. "And once you're in it, all you have to do is kick twice, and you're at the steps leading to your comfy lounge chair."

"Will a cute cabana boy bring me fruity drinks at this comfy lounge chair?"

She looked at me and smiled. We both knew that was it. If I was coherent enough to crack a joke, I'd already opted out.

"Sorry to say I forgot the pineapples at home," Caleb said behind us, "but the cabana boy's here and ready for service."

Justine turned toward him. "It's about time. I'm freezing!"
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As she headed away from the cliff's edge, I leaned forward. Whatever relief I felt now was temporary, and my disappointment in not being able to do what I'd vowed all year long would only grow once we left Chione Cliffs. Tonight, I would lie awake, unable to sleep because of the pain I'd feel for being such a chicken, such a baby, yet again.

"Your lips are turning blue," Caleb said.

I turned to see him shake out his favorite beach towel--the only one I'd ever seen him use, with a cartoon lobster wearing sunglasses and swim trunks--and wrap it around Justine. He pulled her toward him and rubbed her arms and shoulders.

"Liar." She smiled at him from under her terry-cloth hood.

"You're right. They're more lavender. Or lilac. Because lips like those are just too pretty to be boring old blue. Either way, I should probably warm them up."

I rolled my eyes and headed for my shorts and T-shirt. Justine had made her own vow for this summer--not to hook up with Caleb again, the way she had last summer and the summer before that. "He's just a
kid,"
she'd declared. "I'm done with high school, and he has an entire year to go. Plus, all he does is play that ratty guitar when he's not playing video games. I can't afford to waste another second on what will never amount to anything more than endless hours of making out ... no matter how good those hours are."

When I asked why she didn't hang out with Simon, who would be a sophomore at Bates College and was therefore more age- and intellect-appropriate, her face had scrunched up.
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"Simon?" she'd repeated. "The walking, talking Weather Channel? The brainiac who's using college as an excuse to study cloud formations? I don't think so."

It had taken Justine all of thirty minutes--just long enough for us to unpack the car, have a snack, and hop into Simon's old Subaru wagon--to break her promise to herself. She hadn't jumped on Caleb right away, though it was clear by the way her eyes lit up as soon as she saw him that she wanted to. She'd waited until we were in the car and down the road to throw her arms around his neck and squeeze so tight his face turned pink.

As she nuzzled against his chest now, I pulled on my clothes and grabbed a towel. Although the sun was out and I hadn't even gotten wet, I still shook from the cold. This far north in Maine, temperatures in the middle of the summer didn't get much higher than the low seventies, and the biting wind always made it feel at least ten degrees cooler.

"We should get going," Simon said suddenly, emerging from the trail mouth.

Simon might've been the older, quieter, more studious Carmichael brother, characteristics previously complemented by a lanky frame and bad posture, but something had happened in the past year. His arms, legs, and chest had filled out, and with his shirt off, I could actually see small ridges on his abdomen. He even seemed to stand taller, straighter. He looked more like a man than a kid.

"The tide's changing, and the clouds are rolling in."
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Justine caught my eye. I knew what she was thinking: Different channel, same forecast.

"But we just got here," Caleb said.

"And what about the sunset?" Justine asked. "Every year we say we're going to watch it up here, and every year we don't."

Simon grabbed a shirt from his backpack, throwing it on without bothering to towel off. "There will be lots of sunsets. Today's is going to be blacked out by that massive storm system hurtling this way."

I followed his nod toward the horizon. Either I'd been too focused on the water to notice the sky, or the blanket of dark clouds had come out of nowhere.

"I checked before we left--the weather station said that skies would be clear until later tonight. But by the looks of it, we've got only about twenty minutes to get back down the mountain before lightning strikes." Simon shook his head. "I wish Professor Beakman could see this."

Before I could ask why, Caleb and Justine started talking in hushed voices and Simon crouched next to where I sat, knees against my chest to try to warm up. "You doing okay?" he asked.

I nodded and tried to smile. Over the years, Simon had become a protective big brother not just to Caleb but to Justine and me, as well. "A little cold and now wishing the rubber soles of my sneakers were thicker, but fine other than that."

He pulled a maroon fleece from his backpack and handed it to me. "It's no big deal, you know. It's just one day. We have all
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summer. And next summer, and the summer after that."

"Thanks." I looked away, embarrassed. He was sincere, but I didn't need any reminders of my failure so soon after its occurrence.

"Seriously," he said, his voice soft but firm. "Whenever you're ready, or never at all is totally fine."

I pulled on the fleece, happy for the distraction.

"New plan," Justine announced.

I took Simon's outstretched hand and jumped to my feet. Justine and Caleb had managed to tear themselves away from each other, but only long enough for Justine to drop her towels to the ground. They now stood at the edge of the cliff, holding hands and facing backward.

Justine grinned. "Just because we're short on time doesn't mean we can't commemorate the first official day of what will surely be the best summer ever."

"By going back to the house and warming up with hot chocolate?" I suggested.

"Silly Nessa." Justine blew me a kiss. "Caleb and I are going to do one more jump."

"With a twist," Caleb added.

As they exchanged looks, I glanced at Simon. His mouth was open, as though waiting for his brain to pick the words that would pack the greatest punch in the shortest amount of time. His new, broad back muscles tensed under the thin cotton of his T-shirt. His hands, which had hung at his sides after helping me up, clenched and froze.
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"Backflips!" Justine exclaimed.

"No," Simon said. "No way."

I couldn't help but smile. This was exactly what I loved--and envied--most about Justine. While I still slept with a night-light, couldn't read Stephen King, and was physically incapable of making a perfectly safe cliff dive, Justine lived for the same blood-pumping rush I tried my hardest to avoid. Here we were, minutes away from being drenched and fried, and she wanted to guarantee her shot at electrocution by jumping into a whirlpool--backward.

"It'll take two minutes," Caleb said. "You can head down as soon as we take off, and we'll meet you on the path."

"You know the tides get weird in weather like this," Simon said. "The water's already much shallower than it was for our last jump."

Justine looked down behind her. "It can't be that bad already. We'll be fine."

I watched her, my beautiful, older sister, her brown hair now dry enough to fly in long wisps around her head. There was nothing I could say--once Justine's mind was made up there was no room for negotiation. As she smiled at me, her eyes shone against the dark clouds that seemed to swallow what remained of the sky.

A jagged shard of neon-white lightning tore suddenly through the air, striking near enough to make the ground rumble. The wind picked up, snatching leaves from branches and dirt from the ground. A long stick flew at me like an arrow from a bow,
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and I covered my head with both hands and dropped to the ground. The rain started, falling softly at first and then harder, until Simon's fleece clung to my back and cold water streamed down my face. I held still, hoping the attack would retreat as quickly as it'd struck, but the air only grew colder, the wind stronger, the thunder louder.

The rock trembled beneath me, making me shake even harder than I already was. Several feet away, Simon leaned into the wind, using all his weight to stay upright as he moved across the cliff, grabbing Justine's and Caleb's towels and clothes. I called out to him, but my voice was lost in the pounding rain and howling gusts.

Scrambling to my feet but staying close to the ground, I tried to make out the ledge through the darkness and swirling debris. When another jagged bolt ripped the horizon in half, I could see everything as though the sun shone brightly overhead.

She was gone.

Shielding my face with my arms, I sprinted toward the cliff's edge. A third lightning bolt crashed in front of me, and I saw just how close I was to completing my mission--by running right off the rocks and into thin air.

I tried to stop, but the ground was slick. I fell hard on my back, and one leg shot forward. The silver trim of my sneaker glinted in the light of another bolt, and I saw my foot sticking over the cliff. Crying out, I reached behind me with both hands and clawed at the ground.
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