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PROLOGUE

JULY 15

He blinks.

A hundred eyes stare back. Glowing. Rimmed in black.

The small shell snaps shut. The eyes disappear inside.

He recognizes it. A clam shell. A scallop.

He sits up in the wet sand.

He is alone. The sun has risen but he is cold.

He picks up the shell and throws it into the water.

It needs to return.

Unlike him.

He never will.

He looks out over the bay. To the wall of white clouds sitting on the horizon, cottony and thick.

He has less than a day. The price of escape must be paid.

Startled by voices, he jumps to his feet.

From a pathway between the dunes, two people emerge. Strangers.

They wave hello and continue, without breaking stride.

He smiles, foolishly, uncontrollably.

He knows what he has done.

He knows his days are numbered.

And he is very, very happy.

Digging his hand into his pants pocket, he pulls out a pocketknife. He unsheathes the blade. Caked with sand, seaweed, and salt water, it crackles as it opens.

At the beach’s edge, beyond, the dunes and near the parking lot, he spots a waist-high metal box with a clear plastic door. It is labeled NESCONSET INQUIRER AND MIRROR — FREE. He walks to it, placing the knife on top to dry in the sun.

Opening the box, he takes out a newspaper.

He checks the date.

His heart races as he scans the front page. The images and word rhythms seem so strange and false.

Then he sees a headline in the Social Events section:

Clemson Childers III to Celebrate

75th Birthday

Gala Event at Nesconset Yacht Club

He looks to his left. Toward a large gray building at the edge of the land. Over the front door hangs a coat of arms. In the window is a sign:

[image: ]

A car is pulling up to the building.

He watches as a figure emerges, jangling a set of keys, heading for the front door.

He knows just what to do.

He takes the knife.

And he heads for the man.



Does he realize what he’s doing?


	He must.



Do we?
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HE WAS STARING AT me.

Well, not all the time.

But whenever I would look at him, our eyes would meet.

It wasn’t like in that old movie Doctor Zhivago. You know, when the girl and guy spot each other on a crowded trolley and — dzzzzt — cut to the sparks on the overhead electric wire. That’s a cool scene.

This was creepy.

He was creepy.

I wasn’t sure why.

He didn’t skulk around or drool. He didn’t have hollow eyes, sunken cheeks, or pale gray skin.

He was tanned and healthy looking. He had a jet-black ponytail, frizzed from the humidity and salt water. He wore navy pants and a white shirt. Just like all the other bus-people at the Nesconset Yacht Club.

But something was off.

First of all, his shoes were battered and way too big, as if they’d been picked out of the trash. But that wasn’t it, either.

It was the body language.

Awkward. Nervous. Eyes darting around the room. As if he’d forgotten something. Or was afraid he’d be caught.

Rachel, you’re taking this way too seriously, I told myself.

I do that sometimes. Ask my little brother, Seth. He says that I think I’m in a movie all day long, turning everyone else into characters. According to my dad, I need to grow up and act my age.

Seth is right. Dad is wrong. But those are whole other stories.

All I knew was that this busboy sucked the air out of the room.

And I was the only one who noticed.

Everyone else was listening to my boring Uncle Harry, who was giving (as usual) a speech:

“… And so, in this picturesque village, Nesconset, so near and dear to us all, we celebrate the birthday of a pioneer. A great man. My father, Clem Childers the Third …”

Clemson, not CLEM. Grandpa Childers hates CLEM. It sounds like Clam. You should know that, Uncle Harry.

The busboy was staggering across the room now, loaded down by a trayful of dirty plates. You could tell he hadn’t been a busboy very long.

“… whose life was marked by heroism and loss,” Uncle Harry droned on, “on that tragic day, sixty years ago, when he swam to safety, the only survivor of the tragic boating accident …”

I nearly threw a jumbo shrimp at him.

Not in front of all these people, Uncle Harry!

I couldn’t believe it. Grandpa Childers never talked about that incident. It was a birthday cruise like the one we would soon be boarding. He lost his best friends. He lost his own grandfather.

I looked around for Grandpa Childers. I spotted him in the doorway that led to the dock. He was ignoring Uncle Harry, doing some magic trick, pulling a kumquat from behind the ear of one of the party guests.

(That’s Grandpa Childers. Seventy-five going on fifteen.)

When I looked back, the busboy was out of sight.

“… and subsequently he dedicated his life to the dreams and aspirations of the children who had lost their lives — and we here are living proof that he succeeded!”

No. There he is. Heading toward the kitchen. Still struggling with that tray. Heading for … Mr. Havershaw.

This was amusing.

But Mr. H was quick. At the last moment he jumped out of the way, and the busboy disappeared through the swinging kitchen door.

Too bad. A collision would have been just fine.

Mr. H was at the party to see me. He’s the director of this boarding school called Phelps. My mom and dad want me to go there the year after next, so they invited him.

My mom and dad are impossible. I’m not even in eighth grade yet, and they already have my whole life planned out — prep school, Yale, then some career where you shout into a phone, networking all day. That’s what they do best. They network at the beach. They network over breakfast. (And they tell me I spend too much time on the phone. Ha!) I once told Dad he should have his cell phone grafted to his ear, but he didn’t find it amusing.

I mean, I should have been having fun. School was out. It was a gorgeous July day. But I was dressed in heavy, stiff clothes, sweating like a pig and worrying about my future.

No wonder I’m so paranoid about busboys. It’s stress.

Next thing I knew, Mr. Havershaw was looming over me, firing off dumb questions and bad breath. And I was giving my good-girl answers: “Thirteen years old … straight A’s, except for math … what I really want to do with my life is be a doctor or a lawyer … yes, foliage season would be a great time to visit Phelps …”

I would rather die than go to your school, was what I really wanted to say. And while I’m at it, I’ll TELL you what I want to do with my life — dive into the bay and swim. Away from this party, away from you, until I disappear into those clouds on the horizon, and I’ll soar upward on the mist and build a castle, no adults allowed, and I’ll only invite people like me who want to enjoy life, enjoy BEING A KID, like Grandpa Childers says, so why don’t you just get out of here, go and interview the psycho busboy.

Who, at that moment, was coming out of the kitchen. Trayless, dodging and weaving among the guests.

“Rachel?” Mr. Havershaw was saying.

Pay attention.

“Uh … what?”

I spotted Grandpa Childers. He was alone at the buffet table. In a corner.

The busboy was heading toward him.

Fast.

He was pulling something out of his pocket.

A knife.

Wooden handle. Folded-up blade.

“Excuse me,” I said.

I didn’t even wait for Mr. Havershaw’s response. I was running across the room. Knocking hors d’oeuvres from people’s hands.

Get there. Get there now.

Grandpa Childers turned. Faced the boy.

His smile vanished. His face went pale.

And I screamed.



The knife.


	The fool.
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“STOP HIM! HE HAS A KNIFE!”

I barreled through the crowd. A waiter crossed into my path, then jumped out of my way with a cry of surprise.

The busboy’s back was toward me. I grabbed his shoulder and he spun around.

I could see the knife up close now. Still sheathed in his palm.

Both he and Grandpa Childers were staring at me, startled.

So was everyone else in the room.

“It’s all right, Rachel,” Grandpa Childers said gently. “It’s mine. This young man found it on the beach. He’s returning it to me.”

“Re-returning?”

Grandpa Childers took the knife from the busboy’s hand and held it toward me. The initials CC were carved on the handle.

“Oh,” I squeaked. “Sorry.”

Rachel, you dork.

I couldn’t look him in the eye.

I couldn’t look anyone in the eye.

Unfortunately, they were all looking at me.

The whole party.

Including Dad and Mom and Mr. Havershaw.

That’s it, Rachel. Kiss the Phelps School good-bye.

Maybe a reform school for you instead.

I slunk away.

Mr. Havershaw’s relaxed smile had gone tight. “Everything okay?” he asked.

I nodded. “It was his. Grandpa Childers’s. The knife. I thought — you know …”

“Yes,” said Mr. Havershaw. “Well, um, it was good to meet you, Rachel. You have a wonderful family.”

“I can’t figure out how YOU fit in, though.” Come on, say it!

“Thanks,” I replied.

As he left, I felt two pairs of eyes impaling me from either side.

The Wrath of Mom and Dad.

They didn’t have to say anything. I heard the message loud and clear. I’d heard it a million times before.

Lazy. Good-for-nothing. Immature.

So much potential. So little ambition.

Stand up straight.

Don’t shoot yourself in the foot.

Try. Because there are a thousand others who are trying, just waiting to step ahead of you.

I turned the other way, hoping to find a friendlier face. Grandpa Childers’s.

But he was still talking to the busboy. So I headed out to the dock.

I took a deep breath and tried to exhale the humiliation. The air was cool for a mid-July day

The cruise skipper, Captain Neil, was heading up the gangplank. “Fifteen minutes until we sail!”

I walked along the wooden dock, away from the crowd. My stiff shoes clonked loudly. I wanted to take them off. Maybe throw them at someone.

The yacht blocked my view of the bay. If you ask me, it looks more like a battleship. It has two levels and two engines and two foghorns. When I passed the bulkhead, Nesconset Bay stretched out before me, vast and deeply blue against the clear sky.

On the horizon, the cloud patch had swelled. It looked like a big head of whipped cream. A few sailboats dotted the bay, lazily tacking against the wind.

My mind sailed out there, too. Away from Mom and Dad and Mr. Havershaw. I felt free.

That was when I saw Grandpa Childers.

He was walking out onto the deck, slowly. Silently.

He’s mad at me, too.

“I — I’m sorry, Grandpa,” I said softly.

He looked at me, but his eyes were a thousand miles away. “Sorry about what?”

“Screaming. About your knife.”

“Yes.” He nodded.

“I didn’t know it was yours. I never saw it before. I just thought you were in trouble — ”

“No trouble. I straightened it all out.”

He was squinting now, out to the horizon.

I gazed in the same direction.

And suddenly I knew.

His strange behavior made perfect sense.

It wasn’t me at all.

The clouds.

They worried him.

They reminded him.

Of course.

Sixty years ago.

The weather must have seemed okay, too, like today — otherwise his granddad wouldn’t have taken the kids on that cruise.

Then …

I leaned over the railing next to him. “You don’t want to go, do you?”

“The thing is, I did,” Grandpa Childers replied. “I really did. But I told him no.”

“Told who no? Captain Neil?”

Grandpa Childers suddenly turned to face me. It was as if he’d just noticed me for the first time. “What?” he asked.

“You told Captain Neil you didn’t want to go?”

“I didn’t speak to Captain Neil.”

I clammed up. I’d never seen Grandpa Childers so rattled.

Of course he’s rattled. Mom and Dad are pushing him, too. Forcing him to take this cruise. Not bothering to find out what he wants. And why? So they can impress all their clients. So they can show me off to Mr. Havershaw.

This wasn’t about Grandpa Childers at all. This was about them.

It was always about them.

Well, not this time.

Not if I can help it.

“Don’t worry, Grandpa,” I said.

I headed back into the room.

Dad was standing by the buffet table, plate in hand, talking with some bald, flabby guy.

“We have to cancel,” I announced.

“Uh, Rachel — ” Dad began. “I’m in the middle of — ”

“Captain Neil says we’re supposed to leave in fifteen minutes, and Grandpa doesn’t want to go, and it’s his party.”

“Excuse me,” Dad said to his friend. He took my arm and walked me to a secluded corner of the room. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”

“To you — ?”

“Mr. Havershaw’s not in the business of recruiting troublemakers.”

“You saw what happened.”

“You overreacted — ”

“Okay, sorry. But did you hear what I said, Dad? The clouds — they bring back memories for Grandpa. Of his accident. And he’s not telling you how he feels because he’s too polite — ”

“Rachel, he is my father! Don’t you think he’d tell me if something were wrong? Besides, I’m not going to forfeit my deposit and disappoint all my guests, all my business clients who came clear from Boston, to — ”

“Oh. So it’s about money.”

“RACHEL, HAVE YOU BEEN LISTENING TO ME? Your grandfather has been looking forward to this for ages. He deserves this trip. He doesn’t have much longer to go, you know.”

“I know that — ”

“NO YOU DON’T! YOU haven’t been talking to his doctor!”

“What? What are you talking about?”

Dad looked away suddenly. “Nothing, Rachel. You get me so flustered — ”

Oh my god.

“Is something wrong, Dad? Is Grandpa dying?”

“No! I mean, not right now! — I mean …” Dad exhaled. “Rachel, your grandfather has a weak heart. It’s congenital. The doctors say he’s lucky to have lived this long, and his signs aren’t good. Okay?”

Okay?

“He’s going to die?”

“No! I mean, yes, eventually, but not right now!”

I’m not hearing this.

“So … you’re ignoring a … a dying man’s wish.”

“Rachel, you’re being dramatic!”

The word. Dramatic.

The one word they trot out every time I have a feeling. The word that says, You’re a kid. You don’t know what you’re talking about.

“At least I’m not selfish,” I blurted out.

“Excuse me?”

Rachel, no, calm down, you’ve done enough damage —

“SELFISH,” I yelled. “And cold. And unfeeling—AND I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU’RE MY FATHER!”

I turned and ran. People were staring at me. Again. Wondering where this disgusting, ungrateful child came from, but I didn’t care, not a bit, I was running and I didn’t want to stop, I wanted to run right through the wall and keep going for a month, a year, a lifetime, until I ran a hole into the earth and disappeared inside.

I spotted the side door, which led to an alley where the yacht club dumped its trash.

That was where I belonged.

I bolted through the door and burst into tears.

And my heart stopped.

The busboy was there, too.



Contact.
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THE GATE. GO FOR the gate.

It was behind him. In a high, wooden-stake fence.

I tried to run around him, but he blocked my path.

“Are you all right?” he said.

“Fine. Now, can you get out of my way, please?”

“Yes — I mean, no, I mean — can I apologize?”

“For what?”

“For what happened in there. With your grandfather. With the knife?”

“Apology accepted. See you later.”

I moved for the gate again. This time he backed away. “He says you’re exactly like him.”

I stopped. “Who?”

“Your grandfather. He says you’re soul mates. You can read each other’s minds, practically.”

“He told all that to you?”

“Is it true?”

“Is it your business?”

“Nope.”

Soul mates.

I’d never really thought of Grandpa Childers that way.

But it was true.

I was closer to him than to a lot of my friends.

What was I going to do when he …

Don’t. Cry. My eyes were welling up again.

“The boss wanted to fire me,” the busboy went on. “Your gramps told him not to.”

“He’s a nice guy,” I grumbled. “Sometimes too nice.”

“Always was.”

“How do you know?”

“I met him. When I was younger.”

“How come I don’t remember you?”

“Maybe I’m not that memorable.”

“You live around here?”

“I did, a long time ago. I’m moving back now.”

“Lucky us.”

Ease up, Rachel.

I was being harsh.

So he made a dumb mistake.

Grandpa Childers seemed to like him. How bad could he be?

“I’m Rachel. I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

“Colin.” He shrugged; “It’s okay. I can take it. You’re upset.”

“Not about you, though.”

“That’s a relief.”

“I can’t go back in there.”

“So stay here. Relax. You don’t have to say a word. I won’t tell anyone you’re here.”

“Okay” I sat on a wooden barrel, far from the smell of the trash.

He went about his job, dragging out plastic bags from the kitchen.

He seemed so calm. Patient. He wasn’t nosy.

Actually, if you got beyond the slightly greasy hair and sharp features, he wasn’t so bad-looking, either. His eyes were a luminous green, his brows dark and thick, his skin olive-gold.

What’s more, he seemed to care.

Which was more than I could say about most of the other people in my life.

“Well,” Colin finally said, “I have to go back on the floor. Feeling better?”

Tell him.

I shook my head and fought back tears. “I — I don’t think Grandpa Childers has too long to live.”

Colin’s eyes deepened with concern. “He’s old, Rachel. He’s lived a good, long life.”

“He has a heart condition. And my parents don’t treat him right. They never think about what he wants.”

“I’d be pretty happy if they gave me a cruise for my birthday.”

“He doesn’t want this. He’s petrified about going on the water.”

Colin laughed. “That man? He’s petrified of nothing!”

“Not true. He was once in a boating accident in the bay. He lost everyone he loved.”

“He was the only one who tried to save all those kids. He wasn’t afraid. He was a hero.”

“Oh? You were there?” I said sarcastically.

“Everyone knows about it. Besides, it was sixty years ago, Rachel. He’s totally over it by now.”

“Now you sound like them. Hey, a few deaths, a bad day, just grow up and forget it, right? Well, you never forget things like that! Even heroes have fears and nightmares. You think they stop when you become a grownup?”

“I didn’t say that — ”

Enough.

Go now.

I barged through the gate.

“Wait!”

He was grabbing me from behind. I tried to shake him off but he spun me around.

I felt his green eyes reach into me. They were like magnets, pulling my feelings toward him. Telling me it was all right, he knew, he understood.

I tried to keep my feelings inside, but in a moment I was sobbing, my head resting on his shoulder. I felt a breeze ripple through my hair, and I realized that it was actually Colin’s fingers, and they felt so soothing and good.

“You must think I’m crazy,” I said.

Colin just held me silently, rocking back and forth. It must have been for two or three minutes, but it felt like an hour.

“When I was a kid,” he whispered, “I slept with this little white bunny. I took it with me wherever I went. One day I dropped it on the street and didn’t notice it was gone until I got home. I was devastated, and so was my mom. She went out in the rain and found it in the gutter, wet and dirty — and when she brought it back, we both held it, crying. I slept with that bunny right up until — well, recently.”

“Really?”

He turned away. “Yeah.”

“What was its name?”

“Her name. Fluffy.”

I don’t know what I found so funny — the way his face was turning colors, the sound of that silly name coming from this big, hunky guy — but I laughed.

Colin let go of me. “Thanks a lot. Remind me never to tell you any secrets.”

“I’m not laughing at you. I’m laughing with you!”

“But I’m not laughing!”

I tried to pucker my lips. Keep a straight face. “Right.”

Fluffy?

I doubled over.

The edge of Colin’s lip curled up.

Then he was laughing, too.

Clang! Clang!

The bell for the yacht.

“I have to go!” Colin said.

He gave me a look. Brief. Barely a nanosecond.

But as he disappeared through the door, I couldn’t move.



The problem is solved.

You’re going back.

I didn’t say that. I said the problem is solved.
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I’D NEVER SEEN ANYTHING like it.

After lunch, as the yacht floated in the bay, Captain Neil, Grandpa Childers, and I stood at the rail, gazing at the wall of clouds.

That’s what it was, a wall.

It had grown. It sat on the water, so low and contained that the sun shone brightly above it.

“I’ve heard of these cloud systems but never seen one.” Captain Neil took the binoculars from his eyes and gave them to me. “I believe they last twenty-four hours or so, then — poof — they’re gone without a trace. Rare. Happens on summer days when the temperature drops. Guess some of the warm, humid air doesn’t want to escape. Pulls the clouds into its own weather system.”

I looked through the binoculars. Up close, the clouds seemed to be boiling, folding in on themselves.

The yacht was floating freely now. Captain Neil had cut the engines. In the stillness of the summer afternoon, I felt I could hear the distant hiss of the clouds’ swirling mist. “Isn’t it dangerous?”

“The system isn’t going anywhere,” Captain Neil said. “And even if it does, we have more than enough power to get to shore in time. I wouldn’t worry.”

I was fascinated.

But as Captain Neil bustled away, Grandpa Childers was gripping my hand a little too tightly.

“Hogwash,” he muttered under his breath.

I could see Colin now. Wandering among the crowd with a tray, collecting empty glasses. His hair had come loose from the ponytail, his shirt was coming undone.

“May I, mum?” I heard him say to a woman as he grabbed her glass from behind, startling her.

He was awkward.

He was sloppy.

He was

Stunning.

The thought came out of nowhere.

You didn’t think that, Rachel.

You don’t know him.

My face was heating up. I hated the feeling.

Suddenly Grandpa Childers seemed to stiffen. “Excuse me, Rachel, I think I’ll go inside.”

I snapped out of my daydream. “What’s up, Grandpa?”

“Just a little … dizzy. You stay. I’ll be fine.”

As he walked away, I noticed he was leaning to one side a bit. Grabbing onto things.

I ran to his side and took his arm. “It’s almost over,” I said.

“At my age, you say that to yourself every day,” he said with a wan smile.

“I meant the cruise!”

Grandpa wasn’t listening to me. His eyes seemed hollow and frightened. “Do you ever feel like stopping time, Rachel? Just staying the same age forever?”

Something’s up.

He’s not himself.

The cruise is affecting his mind.

I knew it.

“Why do you ask?” I said.

Grandpa was giving me a funny, faraway smile. “Remember how you and I used to sing together when you were little — we’d pretend we were onstage?”

I nodded. “And Mom and Dad yelled at you because I wasn’t doing my homework.”

“Promise me you’ll remember those songs. Always. Sing them aloud. Make mistakes, go to places you’re not supposed to. Live. My grandfather told me that. He saved me when my parents had almost trampled my spirit into the dust. Don’t give in, Rachel, or you’ll spend the rest of your life trying to get that spirit back. Like me.”

“Grandpa, you’re scaring me.”

“Just promise me. Because soon I won’t be around to remind you.”

“Stop! You’re in great shape! You’re going to live forever!”

“No, Rachel. Don’t ever say that. No one should live forever. Better to die among people you love than outlive them all.”

“It was … a figure of speech, Grandpa.”

His face grew distant once more. “Pardon me. I’m … feeling a bit cranky, dear. I’ll … rest.”

As he shuffled into the cabin, he seemed to be shrinking. I felt as if I were seeing him slowly disappear before my eyes.

I turned away. I couldn’t watch.

And I became aware of a prickling at the back of my neck.

I was being watched.

I glanced over my shoulder.

Colin’s eyes startled me at first. In the reflection of the afternoon sun they seemed almost transparent.

“Hi,” he said.

“Don’t you have to work?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I cleared all the glasses. Dinner prep starts in a half hour.”

“Cool,” I said.

We began walking along the railing. I wasn’t really in the mood to talk.

Colin had his hands in his pockets. I noticed his shoes were soaking wet. “Accident?” I asked.

“Accidents. Plural. Lemonade on the left. Bloody Mary on the right.”

“Clumsy.”

Colin shrugged. He was beet-red now.

I liked that about him. For a tough guy, he embarrassed easily.

I was surprised when he took my arm.

But I didn’t pull back.

Soon we were heading down the metal stairway at the bow of the boat.

Belowdecks was a narrow, cramped walkway. Overhead, the floor of the upper deck formed a low ceiling, No one was down there but us.

I didn’t mind. Much.

“Why are we here?” I asked.

“So no one asks me for a spare lemon or another cup of coffee. I’m on break.”

“Oh.”

A salty breeze caught me full in the face and I breathed in deeply. We both turned toward the water. The cloud wall seemed closer than before, its ebbing whirls clear to the naked eye.

“Besides,” Colin said, “you sounded like you wanted to escape. From the party.”

“This is an escape?”

“You’d prefer a tropical island?”

“Definitely.”

“ ‘Where the lemonade springs and the bluebird sings …’” he sang in a shaky, whispery voice, “ ‘and no one ever grows o-o-older … ’ Or something like that.”

“ ‘The Big Rock Candy Mountain’!” I said. “Grandpa Childers used to sing it to me all the time.”

“So … what’s keeping us?”

“You called your helicopter?”

Colin stood up straight. He pulled off his shirt, kicked off his shoes, and began to climb the railing. “Who needs a helicopter?”

“Colin, what are you doing?”

“We can go there ourselves.” He crouched, pitched forward, and dived into the bay. When he emerged, he let out a whoop. “The water’s perfect!”

“YOU’RE CRAZY!”

“The ship is floating. The propellers are off!”

“But your pants — ”

“I’ll change later! Come on!”

Insane.

“Someone will see us!” “ He gazed toward the upper deck. “No one cares!”

“My mom and dad would kill me!”

“They’re already mad. How much worse could it get?”

“But my dress — ”

“Okay, your choice. Be back in a minute.”

He swam away. Butterfly-stroking. Back-paddling. Spitting water high into the air.

I felt hot and itchy. My dress was stifling.

What am I afraid of?

What wasn’t I afraid of?

Live.

Go to places you’re not supposed to.

It doesn’t have to make sense.

Just do it.

I thought about going back to the upper deck. To the party. To Mom and Dad. To Grandpa Childers’s sad face.

I took off my shoes.

I held tightly to the railing.

And I pitched myself over.



Number 209, you can’t get away with this!

Don’t bother. The channel’s off.
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COLD.

Freezing cold.

The water hurt.

I broke the surface and gasped.

“You did it!” Colin shouted.

I tried to answer, but my lips were locked.

I turned back toward the yacht. I expected Mom or Dad to be watching. Furious.

But they weren’t there. Just a dozen or so party guests, who were too busy talking to pay attention to us.

Colin was treading water furiously, fingers pointing upward. “Thirty-seven, thirty-eight — you think — thirty-nine, forty — I can pass a lifeguard test?”

I lunged toward him, splashing water in his face. “N-n-nope.”

“Hbbbbb-hey!” he burbled.

I swam away — crawl, my fastest stroke.

I could hear him following.

He grabbed my feet. I went under.

As I broke the surface, coughing and gasping, I yelled out, “Some lifeguard!”

He sent a huge plume of water into my face. “Gotcha back!”

I chased him. He chased me.

And no one cared.

Up on board, they were all talking. Stocks and bonds and portfolios and pretty maids all in a row.

“Boring!” I shouted to them.

“Landlubbers!” Colin added.

This was fun.

Fun.

We were floating on our backs now, drifting away from the yacht. In the sharp-angled sun, the sky was a wash of colors, from pale amber to deep blue.

“Still scared?” he asked.

“No.”

It was the truth.

I wanted Mom and Dad to see us.

I imagined the shock on their faces.

I imagined waving good-bye and swimming to the horizon. Plunging into the clouds to find my dreamland, my castle —

Clouds.

I twisted my body around.

A wall of white faced me.

Close.

Extremely close.

How — ?

Colin was backstroking toward the cloud wall, smiling blissfully, eyes closed.

“COME BACK!” I shouted.

He didn’t hear me.

The sound.

A low hissing. A rumbling.

“Colin!”

Don’t yell. Go.

His head was disappearing into the mist … his shoulders and chest …

The clouds seemed to be reaching out.

Billowing toward us.

I couldn’t see him now. All I saw was

White.

A curtain of white.

Opening. Expanding. Beckoning.

Turn around.

I stopped swimming and looked behind me.

The yacht was small. Impossibly distant.

And then, in a rush of wind, it was gone.

I felt my hair rise up from its roots.

The sky was washed white.

All that was behind me and before me — white. I couldn’t even see the water.

Where is he?

“COL-I-I-IN!”

I heard him call my name back.

I swam toward the sound.

The water rose up to slap my face. I fought to keep from swallowing it. “WHERE ARE YOU?”

“Here!”

To my left.

I veered blindly.

A moment later, my arm hit something solid.

“Rachel! Hold on to me!”

I grabbed Colin’s arm. Now I could see him. Faintly, like an apparition. He was pulling me forward.

“You’re going the wrong way!” I cried, pulling against him.

“No!” he shouted back. “It’s this way!”

What’s he doing?

In the blankness, there was no telling direction at all. I tried to swim, holding on to Colin. Coughing up salt water. We hit a cold spot and my right leg seized up.

“DON’T FIGHT ME, RACHEL!”

“I HAVE A CRAMP!”

“WHERE?”

“RIGHT CALF!”

He was holding me now. Lifting me higher. Above the water. Turning me horizontal. Massaging my calf.

I saw him gulping water, floundering.

Swim.

Swim now or he’ll drown.

I flexed my foot. I kicked. My leg was usable again. “I’M OKAY!”

I took his arm and swam forward, but a wave welled up between us, and he slipped out of my grip.

“WHERE ARE YOU?” I yelled.

No answer.

I looked around frantically.

There.

Through a momentary break in the clouds.

He was swimming.

In the opposite direction.

“NO-O-O!”

My cry was swallowed up in the mist.

With each breath, water flooded my mouth. Seared my lungs.

Don’t drown.

I thrust my arms into the water. Pushing. Keeping my head up. Anything that worked.

But I was losing.

Losing oxygen.

Losing strength.

Losing the battle.

I turned my head upward and tried to gulp air.

And that was when I heard the roar.

It rose behind me like the sound of a caged beast. Only it wasn’t animal or human.

I felt something pulling me back. A force in the water.

Undertow.

I knew about undertows.

I knew you couldn’t resist them.

They took you wherever they wanted.

Usually to the bottom of the sea.

Fight it.

FIGHT IT, RACHEL.

I tried. But I felt myself falling into a hole.

A hole in the water.

The white was fading to black.

My tense muscles went limp. My thoughts — an entire life condensed into fast-forward images — eddied upward and out of my body.

And I knew I could fight no more.



It is done.

We do not kill.

I didn’t mean to do that. I meant to save lives.
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I WAS UNCONSCIOUS WHEN the jolt came.

But I felt it.

In a dim flicker of awareness, I felt my body lurch upward with a force so sudden it threatened to rip me apart.

My head tore through the surface of the water. Air exploded out of me.

Air.

I pulled it in. I devoured it, in racking gulps. I felt nothing but the action of my lungs, pumping. My arms thrashed in the water, my legs kicked wildly.

Alive. I’m alive.

I was bouncing, moving forward on violent swells.

Before me, the mist was thinning.

A dark form floated in the distance.

Land.

Just a glimpse. As quickly as it appeared, it was engulfed by the cloud.

I took control of my body. Steady arm movements. Lifting myself with the rhythm of the wave. Pushing toward the landmass.

There.

Its shape was still dark. Still vague.

But closer.

I’d turned around. I was heading home.

Just keep yourself afloat.

Then, with a barely audible pop, the hiss stopped. The silence was so sudden, so total, it felt physical — like pitching forward into a ditch.

The mist had lifted.

I was floating on calm water.

The landmass was clear.

It was a cove, ringed by rocky outcroppings. The sand was bright pink in the sunlight.

Sunlight. Calm.

As if the clouds didn’t exist.

I swam toward the shore — slowly, favoring my aching muscles.

Soon I was bodysurfing on a long, low wave that took me into the shallows.

My legs were shaky and weak as I staggered onto the beach. I scanned the short coastline and the expanse of water, hoping to see Colin. Or the yacht.

No sign of either.

The clouds were sitting on the water, pillowlike. Looking so harmless, so …

Distant.

Strange. I couldn’t have swum that far. The clouds seemed miles away — exactly the way they’d appeared back home.

But this isn’t home.

I gazed around the cove. Nothing was familiar.

I knew the coves of Nesconset. All of them.

This was someplace else.

Where?

The nearest island to Nesconset was just beyond the horizon line. Twenty-nine miles away. There was also a cluster of small islands near Woods Hole. But that was at least thirty miles to the west.

I couldn’t have swum that far. Impossible. Even the steamship ferry took two and a half hours to cover the distance.

Besides, the sun was still in the same spot. I’d been in the water for a half hour, tops.

“Colin?” I called out.

I headed up the nearest sand dune. At the top I’d have a better view. My dress and hair were dripping, my feet bare.

Halfway up, I stiffened.

Voices. From the other side.

Muffled. Unintelligible.

“HELLO?” I shouted, breaking into a hobbing run. “I’M OVER HERE!”

I crested the dune.

And someone sprang at me from the other side.



She did it.


	You were lucky, Number 209.



I trust she’s in good hands.
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“AAAAAAAGH!” I SCREAMED.

I bit my attacker’s arm.

He jumped off. I scrambled to my feet and faced him. He was at least six feet tall. His face was acne scarred, his hair short on the sides and slicked back into a severe ducktail. He sneered at me as he massaged his arm.

“Who are you?” I demanded.

“Who are you?” he said.

Behind him, a crowd was walking toward us. At least twenty people.

I scanned the faces. About half guys, half girls. None were familiar. They were chattering excitedly with one another. A couple of them ran off into the surrounding woods.

“She bit me!” called my attacker.

“You tackled her blindside, Carbo,” one of the girls called out. “What do you expect, a thank-you?”

Carbo?

Some of the kids were snickering. Carbo looked flustered. “I — I thought she was — ”

“I’m Mary Elizabeth,” the girl interrupted. “Sorry about Carbo. He gets excited easily.”

Carbo slumped away, muttering something that sounded like an apology.

“I’m Rachel,” I said. “I — swam here. Through those clouds. The water was unbelievably rough. I was off Nesconset — on this yacht? — and I jumped off, but I thought we were far away enough — we meaning this guy and me — Colin — dark hair, about five-ten? Have you seen him?”

Mary Elizabeth shook her head. “Nope.”

“Then he might still be in the water!”

“We have binoculars — and some strong swimmers,” said a blond guy, wearing a retro-looking bowling jacket embroidered with the name WES. “If he’s anywhere near, we’ll find him.”

As he jogged away, shouting instructions to the others, Mary Elizabeth looked at me with concern. “You must be so tired.”

“And lost,” I replied. “Where am I?”

“Onieron.”

The name didn’t ring any bells. I tried to picture a map of the bay. But all I saw was a big expanse of blue.

“C-c-can I use a p-p-pay phone?” My lips were quivering.

The blond guy was heading back now. He took off his jacket and wrapped it around my shoulders. “No electricity here,” he said. “We rough it.”

“Come back to our cabin,” Mary Elizabeth said. “You need a rest and a change of clothes. Maybe a warm bath.”

“B-b-but I have to go back,” I insisted. “They’re waiting for me!”

“It’s too late to make the trip now,” Wes said. “Not with that cloud cover. Especially if the water’s as rough as you say it is.”

“All we have are rowboats and canoes,” Mary Elizabeth said. “Tomorrow morning the clouds’ll be gone.”

“Tomorrow? But — ”

“Besides, we’ve already sent for a cab,” Wes added.

I pictured the look on Grandpa Childers’s face. Looking out to the cloud wall. Thinking I died.

What about his heart? Could it take this?

And what about Colin?

Maybe he was back by now. He’d swum off in the opposite direction. Maybe if he’d kept going, he’d broken through …

There’s nothing you can do about it now, Rachel.

Except hope. And pray.

A warm bath and dry clothes sounded pretty tempting.

“Okay,” I said.

Mary Elizabeth grinned and put her arm around my shoulders. “Don’t worry. You’ll love it here.”

I walked between her and Wes, away from the water. I kept looking over my shoulder, hoping that Colin would appear.

At the edge of the sand, we reached a rutted dirt road. I heard the clopping of hooves — and a horse and carriage emerged from around a bend.

“This is the cab?” I asked.

“Rustic living,” Mary Elizabeth said as she helped me into the carriage.

It was pretty crude. Slapped together with rough wooden planks, rusty nails, and twine. The ride was bouncy enough to remind me of all my sore muscles.

We rode past rolling moors dotted with tiny wooden houses and small farms. Along a distant ridge, a woman rode a packhorse laden with baskets. Three children in the middle of a field stopped playing a game of catch to stare at us. An old man waved from a porch. No one seemed in a hurry. I didn’t see one car.

Before long we reached a meadow surrounded by woods. Across a well-worn field were two large summer-camp-style wooden cabins.

“Home sweet home,” Mary Elizabeth said.

“It’s kind of a mess,” Wes added.

Mary Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “Speak for yourself. She’s not going to the boys’ cabin.”

“So this is a camp!” I exclaimed.

“You could say that,” Mary Elizabeth replied.

The girls’ cabin was crammed with bunk beds. The girls didn’t seem to have much stuff — mainly books and magazines, most of which looked as if they’d been dropped into the water and then dried out.

A door led to a small bathroom. A pitcher of drinking water stood on a shelf in a corner. A candle sat in a crude fixture nailed to the wall.

Two other girls were lugging in buckets of water that had been heated over an outdoor fire.

“No plumbing, either?” I asked.

Mary Elizabeth shrugged sheepishly. “You get used to it.”

The bathtub was tiny. Pipes jutted from it, attached to nothing, as if it had been brought here from a junkyard.

But the water was clean. And hot. And soothing.

It felt totally luxurious.

I leaned back, listening to the sounds of laughter and gossip outside the windows.

My eyelids began to close.

A dream.

That’s what this is.

An island where none is supposed to be.

A camp. No adult supervision.

It’s too good to be true.

I’ll wake up …to Nesconset … to my … dreary … life …

I must have fallen asleep. Because I awoke to the sound of a bell.

Mary Elizabeth was standing in the bathroom doorway with an old rusty handbell — and a huge grin. “Wake up, Rachel. Can’t have a dinner party without the guest of honor!”

I sat forward. “What guest?”

Colin?

“You,” Mary Elizabeth replied.

“What about my friend?” I asked. “Any sign?”

“Not yet. They’re thinking he must have made it back. Here’s your outfit.”

She laid out a skirt, shirt, and cotton sweater on a small barrel in the bathroom.

I got out of the tub and dried myself. The clothes were vintage, kind of threadbare but cool in a funky, retro way.

As I lifted the skirt, I knocked over a book that had been lying on the barrel. I stooped to pick it up. It was a photo album, warped and mildew stained.

On the cover, in faded print, were the letters NJHS.

Nesconset Junior High School.

So I wasn’t alone. There was another Nesconseter here.

I set the book down and began to open it.

“What are you doing?”

Mary Elizabeth ran in and slammed the book shut, nearly trapping my fingers.

“I was just looking at — ” I began.

“We don’t have time!” Mary Elizabeth said.

“Who’s from Nesconset?”

“Get ready before your carriage turns into a pumpkin!” Mary Elizabeth ran out, leaving me to get dressed.

She took the book with her.




	She doesn’t know.



Why didn’t you tell her?


	She wouldn’t have gone.

	But she’ll find out on her own.



And by then it’ll be too late.


	Exactly.
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“YOUR COACH, CINDERELLA?” WES stepped out of the carriage onto the running board. He was wearing a ripped old cape and a moth-eaten cap.

“You must be the rat,” I said.

“At your service. Step into my trap.”

The carriage was festooned with wisteria, honeysuckle, and evergreen boughs. Around us the entire camp was gathering, everyone all dressed up.

“What did I do to deserve this?” I said, stepping into the carriage.

“We like your attitude,” Wes replied.

Mary Elizabeth climbed in after us. “And we want you to stay forever.”

I smiled. “I’ll think about it.”

As the carriage trundled off, the other campers walked alongside, laughing and chattering. Some had brought along musical instruments — a saxophone, a flute, a snare drum, a trumpet. They were awful players. I couldn’t even make out the tune.

But it didn’t matter.

I was dry, cool, and comfortable. I would have felt just perfect if I’d only known Colin and Grandpa Childers were all right.

They’re probably fine.

Colin’s just as strong a swimmer as you are. Besides, HE was the one swimming in the right direction.

And Grandpa Childers is a survivor, Rachel. He’ll probably outlive you.

I tried not to think about them. For my own sanity.

“Like it here?” Wes asked.

“Sure,” I replied. “But where are the counselors?”

“They don’t live with us,” Wes replied. “We only see them for special events, like this one.”

“You’re totally on your own, all day long?” I asked.

Mary Elizabeth nodded.

“Maybe I will stay forever,” I muttered.

Soon the smell of roasting meat wafted into the carriage. Then layers of other smells — corn on the cob, fresh-baked bread, muffins. I didn’t realize how hungry I was. I had to hold back the drool.

Do they always eat like this?

We stopped at a broad, grassy field. In one corner, a lamb was roasting on a spit, and steam rose from three open stone ovens. People were piling platters of hot food onto long picnic tables.

Adults.

But they weren’t your average Cape Cod set.

Most of them, in fact, were in costume.

Themed costumes. In groups.

In one group, the women wore hoop-skirted dresses and black felt hats. The men had on stiff woolen jackets, knickers, and hobnailed boots.

Pilgrims.

Another group, all men, wore ruffled white shirts and bandannas, right out of Treasure Island. They were bossing around barefooted guys dressed in tattered rags.

Buccaneers and their captives.

A bunch of guys in crisp khaki army uniforms looked as if they’d stepped out of a World War II movie.

Saving Private Ryan.

The groups seemed to stick together — except for a band of musicians, which had representatives from each. They were playing flutes fashioned from branches, drums made from hollowed-out tree stumps. Some people were doing an intricate clog dance on a patch of bare soil.

“A THEATER COMPANY?” I asked Wes, shouting over the noise. “OR AN ACTORS’ CAMP OR SOMETHING?”

Wes nodded. “THEY’RE CHARACTERS, AREN’T THEY?”

I didn’t bother to ask again. Too much effort.

As I stepped from the carriage, people rushed to greet me. Wes and Mary Elizabeth tried to introduce them, but I didn’t remember their names. Some of them spoke with accents — English or Irish, mostly, and some of the brogues were pretty thick.

As I went to the buffet table, Carbo pulled me away. He was smiling this time. He tried to get me to do these intricate ballroom-type maneuvers with him. I was a total spaz, but he was much better than I would have expected. As if he’d been taking lessons.

All around us, people clapped and cheered.

I felt so welcome.

And so hungry.

Finally Carbo led me to a buffet table.

I wanted to laugh. The guys in the army uniforms ate with their backs ramrod-straight and spoke in loud, clipped tones. The “Pilgrims” were silently eating from plates that had hardly any food on them.

The tattered men seemed to be waiters for the whole party, scurrying around with sullen expressions, clearing plates and cleaning up. The Treasure Island dudes were bellowing at them mercilessly, pushing them around and laughing behind their backs.

“What’s playing?” I asked as I walked to a table with Wes and Mary Elizabeth, my plate heaped with food. “The Crucible, I bet … or, let’s see, The Pirates of Penzance — ?”

“Right,” Wes said. “It’s like a respiratory company.”

“Repertory,” Mary Elizabeth corrected him.

I downed a cup of punch and began to eat.

One of the barefoot men spotted my empty glass. “May I, mum?”

Colin.

For a moment I had a flash of him, clearing glasses on the yacht.

“No, thanks,” I said.

Suddenly I wasn’t thirsty anymore. Or hungry. I pushed my plate aside.

“Rotten meat?” Wes asked.

“No, I — I’m just not feeling right.”

Wes sprang to his feet. “A TOAST!”

“HEAR, HEAR!” came a reply.

I turned.

Everyone was standing up. Smiling at me. Clinking glasses.

I felt a hand pulling me away from the table.

Mary Elizabeth.

“This is for you,” she was saying.

“TO RACHEL!” Wes called out.

I was standing in the center now. Surrounded.

“HIP, HIP!” shouted Mary Elizabeth.

“HOORAY!” answered everyone else.

“Guys …” I pleaded.

“HIP, HIP!”

“HOORAY!”

“Thanks, but I didn’t do anything,” I said.

“HIP, HIP!”

“HOORAY!”

“RACHEL, WE SALUTE YOUR BRAVERY,” Wes shouted. “YOU SURVIVED ALMOST CERTAIN DEATH AT SEA BUT ARRIVED HERE SAFELY, AND NOT A MOMENT TOO SOON— ”

“TO SAVE OUR BLESSED SOULS!” interrupted one of the pirates.

A great cheer burst out.

I found myself laughing. I saved their souls?

These guys were weird.

And dramatic.

And fun.

As I looked around, smiling, Mary Elizabeth held out a cup of punch to me. It smelled fruity and delicious.

Cold.

So cold.

I raised my glass and took a sip.

I suddenly felt light-headed.

My legs grew weak. I felt as if the ground were moving. Pumping me slowly up and down.

Air.

I need air.

“Rachel, are you all right?” Mary Elizabeth asked.

“YYEEEEEAAAAA!”

They’re cheering.

For what?

What did I do?

“I’m — fine,” I said.

“You’re dehydrated. Here, drink more.”

“… SO LET’S RAISE OUR GLASSES HIGH TO THE NEWEST ONIERONIAN!”

I took another sip.

And I fell asleep.



One more night.


	Are you proud of yourself?

	Ask me tomorrow.
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“SHE’S SICK.”

“She’s tired. She went through so much.”

“We shouldn’t have had that party.”

“Whose idea was it?”

“The Skipper’s.”

“Figures.”

Wes’s and Mary Elizabeth’s voices. Breaking through my dream.

I was still there. On Onieron. In the carriage.

Bouncing. Jolting.

With every rut in the road, my left temple throbbed. “Ohhhh,” I murmured.

“Rachel?” Mary Elizabeth asked.

“SLOW DOWN, WILL YOU?” Wes yelled to the driver.

“What happened?” I asked.

“You fell and hit your head,” Wes explained.

“You were in no condition for a party,” Mary Elizabeth said. “We never should have agreed to it.”

“Who’s the Skipper?” I asked. “Don’t tell me. This is Gilligan’s Island?”

They both looked at me blankly.

“I forgot,” I said. “No TV.”

“The Skipper’s our head counselor,” Wes replied. “Sort of.”

“What he says goes,” Mary Elizabeth added.

“A dictator,” I remarked.

“A grown-up,” Wes said.

“Same thing.”

Mary Elizabeth smiled and put her arm around my shoulders.

The ride to the cabins seemed to take years. As I stepped out of the carriage, I had to lean on Wes and Mary Elizabeth for support.

Some of the workers, the guys with the ripped clothes, were carrying a bed frame and mattress from the boys’ cabin to the girls’.

“For you,” Mary Elizabeth explained.

“But … they’re taking it from the boys’ cabin,” I remarked. “Doesn’t it belong to somebody?”

“It’s a spare,” Wes replied.

Another of the workers emerged from the boys’ cabin with an armful of junk — clothes, hats, shoes, a few wooden contraptions — and disappeared around the side.

“Lucky you, arriving on Cleanup Day,” Wes said, running off to follow the workers.

Mary Elizabeth was heading for the girls’ cabin. “Come on, Rachel.”

But my eyes kept traveling right, toward a gap in the tree line. To a wash of orange, rude and violent against the soft gathering purple of the night sky.

I knew what it was.

The cloud wall.

Reflecting the last rays of the sun.

Blocking the bay.

Hiding Nesconset.

Hiding home.

I walked toward it. Around me, kids were returning from the party. Some were playing ball, some chasing one another around in a strange version of tag. Still others were running into the dark woods, acting loud and boisterous.

Smiling.

Always smiling.

They called out, inviting me to join them. And I wanted to. But my head ached.

Sleep, Rachel.

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted flames.

From around the side of the boys’ cabin.

In a clearing between the cabin and the woods, a bonfire was flaring up. Wes was there, gesturing to some of the workers. Heaped up against the wall was a pile of junk covered with a tarpaulin.

I headed closer. The fire leaped, deepening, reaching upward toward the gap in the trees as if to join the cloud wall and swallow the world in orange.

Wes spun around. Smiling, he jogged toward me. “What are you doing here, Sleeping Beauty?”

“I thought I was Cinderella,” I replied.

“You’ll be a Wicked Stepsister if you don’t get some rest.”

In the light of the flames, my eyes caught an object sticking out from the bottom of the tarpaulin. A stuffed animal.

A bunny rabbit.

White.

A white rabbit.

Fluffy.

He slept with it all his life.

“Wes,” I said. “Whose stuff is this?”

He took me by the arm and walked me back to the girls’ cabin. “Trash. Junk no one wants.”

Stop it, Rachel.

Everything was a reminder. I had Colin on the brain.

Calm down.

Trust.

Believe that he survived.

Suddenly Carbo was pulling me away. “Come on, fortunes told by Vanessa! Cheap.”

Wes let go, and Carbo led me toward a circle of kids sitting in the middle of the field. They were all laughing like crazy.

In moments I was in the center of the circle. And Wes was running toward the bonfire again.

Vanessa was a raven-haired girl with small, intense eyes, staring at me from above a black veil. She took my hand and peered at it carefully. “Rachel, you are emerging from the darkness and beginning a new phase of your life. The people around you will figure prominently in your future.”

I wish.

Already I was thinking about tomorrow.

About leaving all this behind.

“I sense happiness in your soul, Rachel. In a corner that hasn’t been open for a long, long time.”

Yes.

I felt myself choking up.

They were all looking at me. Smiling.

Don’t take it seriously.

It’s a game.

With total strangers.

“And you can stay there.” Vanessa’s glance was like an embrace. “You can stay as long as you like.”



She’s hooked.


	She’s happy.
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EEEEEEEE …

The door hinges needed oil. I thought they’d wake up the whole cabin.

Nope.

Everyone was fast asleep.

They sleep hard on Onieron. Sleep hard, play hard.

It had to be the wee hours of the morning, but still a few die-hard campers were running around, laughing.

Vanessa. Randy. Tim. Jennifer. Barbara.

I knew more names now.

They were all so cool. Even Carbo.

And they were going to stay up as late as they pleased.

The way they always did.

Every single night.

I giggled.

I never giggle. Well, not since I was about ten.

What was happening to me?

It was just a late night. Some dumb games. No big deal.

Fun.

That’s what it’s called, Rachel.

I was wide-awake.

But I knew I should at least try to sleep. Tomorrow was going to be a big day.

Back to Mom and Dad. And Seth. And Mr. Havershaw. And prep school.

My mood plummeted.

I stepped inside the dark, silent room. I was thirsty, so I headed for the bathroom. Squinting. Hoping my eyes would adjust to the darkness soon —

CLUNK.

My foot clipped a metal bucket.

“Sorryyyy …” I murmured.

No response.

No one cares.

Cool.

Totally cool.

At home, I’d be in the doghouse.

Sit, Rachel. Fetch, Rachel. Beg, Rachel. Good girl.

“Ruff, ruff!”

I couldn’t believe it. I was barking.

Rachel, you are too weird.

No. Not weird.

Happy.

I picked up the bucket. It was empty. I lifted it onto a table, pushing aside a pile of clothes.

THUD.

Oops. It wasn’t just clothes. A book had been under the pile. Now it was on the floor, where the bucket had been.

Klutz.

I stooped and grabbed it.

In the dim firelight that trickled through the window, I could see what it was. A photo album. The one I’d seen in the bathroom. The one that Mary Elizabeth had taken away.

It’s not yours.

You didn’t ask permission.

Now, would I look at someone else’s pictures without asking? Moi?

Into the bathroom I went.

(Okay, I love looking at other people’s pictures. Always have. It’s a weakness.)

I saw two candles on the wall. Below them, a funny little flint striker. Carefully, quietly, I lit the candles and shut the door.

The letters NJHS stood out on the cover. Just as I’d seen them before.

But now I noticed the scrawl underneath.

A date.

A very old date.

Sixty years ago.

Weird.

I opened the book.

Each page was filled with vintage black-and-white photos, curled at the edges, pasted to the page with funny little corners.

Guys with weird clothes and haircuts. Girls in prim, formal poses.

I was about to close it, when I saw a familiar face grinning up at me.

Wes.

No. Someone who looks like him. His grandfather, maybe.

I brought the book closer to the light.

The guy was a dead ringer.

I flipped ahead, page by page. The images were small. Many were out of focus. I thought I saw a Carbo lookalike, but I couldn’t be sure.

Then I stopped. At a picture of a party in the school gym.

In the background. Against the wall. Trying to hide his face.

It was Colin.

Can’t be.

Keep looking.

One more page … another …

THERE.

I stopped.

This time I recognized three faces.

Mary Elizabeth was on the left. Wes was on the right.

But I was staring at a third kid, standing between them.

Dark hair, a little overweight. No one I’d met on Onieron, I was sure of that.

But I knew him.

Something about the smile. And the eyes. A suggestion of someone else …

Then I read a faded note, scribbled onto the page under the photo:

[image: ]

The book. I should have destroyed the book.
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HOLD ON.

Breathe.

Think.

I was hyperventilating.

A minute ago, it all made sense.

A minute ago, I felt okay.

It’s him.

It’s Grandpa Childers.

He was smiling at me. The way he always did. With a tiny pinprick of light in his eyes that said, “I know you. I know just what you’re thinking.”

THINK!

And again I read the words (Can’t wait for the birthday cruise! Thank you for inviting me), saw the faces of my two friends (the same age, all the same age), and flipped around until I saw him again (Yes, it is Colin, he lived here), and my mind was sparking and flaring in all directions like the flames outside (It was Fluffy, they were throwing Fluffy in the fire along with the other stuff— HIS stuff), and in that moment the world turned upside down and inside out until everything was so far off that it all made sense again, horrible sense —

They all went for a cruise on his birthday.

During the last appearance of the cloud wall.

Grandpa Childers was the only survivor. The only one who …

Who what?

Lived?

Yes.

And no.

The only one who returned. To Nesconset.

The others didn’t.

They’re here.

And they haven’t changed.

They haven’t aged a day.

“Rachel?”

Mary Elizabeth’s voice.

I jumped so fast I nearly knocked over the candle.

“Rachel, is that you in there? Is everything okay?”

“FINE!” Too loud. Stay cool.

“Do you need anything?”

“I — ”

Stop.

Don’t tell her.

You can’t trust her.

She didn’t want you to see this. She took it away from you.

“I’m just getting a drink of water,” I called out.

“Okay. ’Night.”

“ ’Night.”

I had to get out.

I had to be totally by myself.

Away from Mary Elizabeth.

I peered out the window.

One of the workers was still there. Pacing outside the cabins, like a guard.

The campfire was still going, and in its light I could see faded word fragments on the back of his ripped burlap shirt.

[image: ]

A bag of rice made into a shirt.

More than two hundred years old.

Like captives, bossed around by buccaneers.

I remembered something. From social studies.

The British empire shipped its prisoners away. Far away from home.

To Australia.

To its colonies.

To America.

Scenes of the party flashed through my mind, of the different getups — the World War II uniforms, the Pilgrim costumes —

Shipwrecks.

Nesconset Bay has a history of them.

Disappeared, never found.

Swallowed up by the clouds.

Ships from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

A World War II submarine.

Grandpa Childers’s party.

An idea was forming, an idea so crazy I laughed aloud.

They didn’t disappear, did they?

They’re all here.

All the shipwrecks.

Here on Onieron, the island where no one grows old.

They just passed through. From one side of the clouds to the other.

To a place that no one ever sees.

Suddenly I remembered Captain Neil’s words. What he had said about the clouds.

Twenty-four hours. That was how long the wall lasted. Then —

“Poof — they’re gone without a trace.”

Gone.

In twenty-four hours, the clouds vanished.

And so does something else, Rachel.

When the clouds are gone, what do you see, Rachel?

Nothing.

No island.

No Onieron.

“Oh my god …” I murmured.

“Rachel?”

Mary Elizabeth again. Louder. More urgent.

“Rachel, have you seen … that book?”

I tried to reply, but the words stuck in my throat.

“RACHEL?”

She knows.

She knows I know.

The door was rattling now.

Rattling hard.

They want me to stay.

To stay until the morning.

“Everything will be back to normal.” That’s what Wes had said.

Yeah. Normal for them.

They’ve been here sixty years.

And now they want me.

WHY?

I dropped the book and looked out the window.

The guard was disappearing around the corner.

Go.

Somewhere.

Find a boat.

Swim if you have to.

I lifted myself onto the sill and climbed out.

I hit the ground running.



They can’t keep her.


	They have to.
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FASTER.

Past the back of the cabin. Toward the pitch-blackness of the woods.

Something hit me. Hard. As if I’d run into a tree.

A tree with arms.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

I couldn’t see him.

But I recognized the voice.

Wes’s.

“GET YOUR HANDS OFF ME!” I shouted.

The hands.

What are they?

A dead person’s?

A ghost’s?

A seventy-five-year-old’s frozen in time?

I shook myself free and tried to run.

Wes blocked my way. “Where are you going?”

“Into the woods. Away.”

“You can’t!”

“Watch me!”

I feinted and lunged, but he jumped in front of me again. “Rachel, what’s gotten into you?”

“I KNOW WHO YOU ARE.”

“Of course you do — ”

“No, I really know. You were my grandfather’s friends. All of you — Colin, too! You knew him and you’re trying to hide all traces — ”

“Rachel, you’re exhausted — ”

“DON’T PLAY WITH ME, WES! You were out on a cruise — sixty years ago — and you got lost in the cloud wall. You ended up here and stayed — but he escaped to the real world! It’s true, isn’t it? And don’t try to lie to me!”

‘Yes,” Wes said.

“Yes, what?”

“It’s true.”

“It is?”

“Every word.”

He admits it.

He was looking me straight in the eye.

“Then … you lied to me,” I said.

“White lies,” Wes said softly. “For your own good. To protect you.”

“From what, Wes — the truth about the cloud wall? Tell me what happens when it disappears. The island goes, too, doesn’t it?”

Wes shook his head. “No, Rachel. We stay. We stay exactly as we are. It’s your world that disappears.”

“My world?”

“When the cloud lifts, we don’t see it. To us, it’s gone.”

Two realities. One here. One there.

Never existing together.

Except when they’re brought together by the clouds.

“But my world is your world, Wes!”

“Not anymore. I can never go back.”

“Colin did! He swam through, right to Nesconset.”

Wes’s face tightened. “He betrayed us, Rachel. He almost destroyed us. And he paid.”

“How is that betraying you? It’s his own life — ”

“There are laws here. Laws you don’t know about — ”

“It was his choice, Wes. His life. So get out of the way, because it’s my choice, too.”

“Is it? Is it what you really want?”

Is it?

The question stabbed me.

I tried to say yes.

But I couldn’t.

Wes looked at me for a long moment. Then he stepped aside.

He was letting me go.

I was free.

Before me lay a path into the woods.

Go.

I wanted to. My heart was racing, my legs ready to spring.

But I just stood there.

“Well?” Wes asked.

“I — I — ”

GO!

“What is it, Rachel?” Wes said. “The idea of growing old and sick? The fact that you’re on the fast track to the Big Time — adulthood, here we come! What fun that’ll be. Or maybe you’re imagining the priceless expressions on your parents’ faces when they see you again.”

I pictured Dad (How could you scare us like that? How could you ruin this cruise?), Mom (Who was that boy, Rachel? I want his name right now — I will bring a lawsuit against his parents), Seth (I told everybody in school that you eloped with a busboy), and I tried to imagine what I’d tell Grandpa Childers (They’re all alive, like Colin was) and I saw the expression on his face, and it wasn’t happy, he was crying and looking out to sea with a longing that broke my heart —

I can’t.

Everything’s different now.

I can’t go back.

“Clemson would want you to stay,” Wes said softly. “You know it. I know it.”

Yes. He would. He would say that.

“But — but he wouldn’t mean it,” I said. “Not really. He loves me — ”

“And he wants you to live forever. If he could be here with you, you know he would. But he’s there, Rachel. And he’ll be gone soon. They all will, sooner or later. In the end, all you have is Rachel. And who is that? A girl you don’t know yet. A girl you can’t know. Because her soul is being trampled into the dust.”

I felt as if Wes were pulling me open like a book and reading the table of contents.

I looked beyond him. Into the dark woods.

I heard a splashing sound in the distance, the beach beckoning.

The beach and the cloud wall.

Which almost killed me.

Which will surely kill me in the dark.

So what is it, Rachel?

Death there?

Or life here?

“If you’re going to try it, you might as well wait and do it by daylight,” Wes said.

“But the cloud wall will be gone by tomorrow.”

Wes nodded. “Yes. But there will always be another one.”

“When?”

“Soon.”

“How soon?”

Wes took my arm. “The last one seemed like yesterday.”

We were walking back now. Passing the still-flaming bonfire.

“Have there been many since your accident?” I asked.

Wes didn’t answer.

A small crowd had gathered in front of the cabins, and it was heading toward us.

I could see Mary Elizabeth. Carbo. Barbara.

“Have there been any in sixty years?” I pressed on. “Any at all?”

Wes suddenly tightened his grip.

“GET HER!” Mary Elizabeth shouted.

The crowd was advancing on me.

Fast.
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I KICKED HIM.

Hard.

“YEEEOW!”

He jumped back, leaving a path between him and the cabin.

I ran for it.

Wes darted after me.

The crowd was closer now. Twenty yards behind me, tops.

As I glanced over my shoulder, I stumbled against something.

A shovel. Someone had left it leaning against the wall.

I fell to the ground.

Take it.

My fingers clasped the shovel handle.

I stood.

No time to think.

I ran to the fire. Pushed the shovel underneath.

I lifted a mass of pulsating orange. As I tossed it into the woods, it spat sparks like a comet.

The grass caught first, the flames immediately spreading to the brush and beyond, a rolling carpet of fire.

“RACHEL!” Wes yelled.

“What are you doing?” Mary Elizabeth pleaded.

I scooped a mass of burning ash and spun around toward Wes.

He backed away. “Rachel, we aren’t the enemy. Don’t do this.”

“You look afraid,” I said. “Why? You live forever, don’t you?” I turned toward the crowd now. “DON’T YOU?”

They were already dispersing. Running for water.

I saw flames licking the bark of the trees. Climbing upward. I could feel the heat of the gathering fire.

And beyond the flames, I saw a figure in the woods. A shadow of a man. Bent, bearded, dressed in a long slicker.

Facing me.

I stood, mesmerized. Wanting for him to come into the light.

But he didn’t move an inch.

“Have you lost your mind?” someone yelled out.

Maybe.

I flung the shovel aside and ran away from the fire. Into the darkness behind the cabins.

Into the trees.

I kept my arms out in front of me, fending away branches and trees. My feet sank into the sandy soil. Scrubby bushes scratched at my ankles. I pumped harder, until my thighs shrieked in protest.

Follow the breeze.

The sound of the ocean.

Where was it?

Lost.

I was lost.

Running blindly.

Suddenly the ground rose in front of me and I was pulling myself upward on vines and grasses, stumbling, gasping —

And then I fell.

Head over heels in the sand. Sand in my hair and eyes and mouth.

It stung. It scraped my dry throat. I stood up, coughing. As I tried to get my bearings, I staggered toward the silhouette of an old hulking

What?

Boat.

It was a boat and I was on a beach.

Alone.

I could hear the crowd. Somewhere. Far.

I felt the boat. It was solid metal. It had curved sides with an enormous, jagged gash. Flat top.

A submarine.

Great. Now what? I pilot it out of here with a yo ho ho and full steam ahead?

The voices were coming nearer.

I glanced toward the water.

In the moonlight, the cloud wall appeared thick and muddy. Where it ended, a path of amber-white led to the shore, illuminating a short, rickety dock.

Tethered to the dock were two rowboats.

Footsteps.

Closer now.

GO.

I ran onto the dock, untied one of the boats’ lanyards, and jumped in.

I pushed off hard. As the boat lazily floated away, I sat down and attached the oars to the oarlocks.

I was facing the cloud wall now.

Heading into its belly.

I could hear its roar. Waiting. Hungry.

Go.

I pulled hard on the right oar and the boat began to spin. I dug again. And again.

But it wasn’t turning right. It was fighting me.

I pulled harder on the oars, but I was moving the wrong way now, moving backward.

Backward?

I looked over my shoulder and saw a silhouette in the water. Wes.

Pulling the lanyard.

Pulling me back in. Climbing onto the dock.

I set down the oar.

And I jumped.



She’s leaving.

She doesn’t know what this means.


	She’s human. Like you.
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“RACHEL!”

Swim.

Swim hard.

My arms ached, but I plunged them into the water again and again, pushing closer to the cloud wall.

The hiss was loud now. Growing to a deep, dull roar.

I fought the memories. Of Colin, sinking back into the mist, sinking to his death —

Don’t think.

Swim.

Suddenly I felt something grab my leg.

I was underwater. Flailing.

I fought my way back to the surface.

Wes had my arm now. He was pulling me toward the dock, gasping for breath. “You … can’t … do this!”

“I want my life back,” I shouted. “My world!”

“IF YOU LEAVE, YOU’LL KILL US!”

“What?”

He grabbed on to one of the pylons of the dock, still holding my arm. His face was twisted, pained. “It’s the Law of Onieron. Anyone can enter — but if we lose one soul, the island is destroyed.”

“But Colin already left, and you’re still here!”

“Until the cloud wall rises!”

“And then you all die?”

“Yes!”

“I don’t believe you! Colin is not a murderer. He wouldn’t do that!”

“He hated the island. Like you. He wanted to go back. To grow old.”

“And for that he would kill you? And bring me here, too — to kill me?”

“NO — ”

“So if you’re all doomed, LEAVE! Leave with me!”

“YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND! Colin brought you here to save us, Rachel! As long as you’re here, we live.”

“But you just said that if someone leaves, Onieron is destroyed.”

“I said if we lose a soul. But we haven’t. We have you now. You’ve taken Colin’s place.”

We were both paddling water now. Eye to eye.

Wes’s intensity cut through the darkness.

The Big Rock Candy Mountain.

“Where no one ever grows older.”

That’s what Colin had sung.

But that’s not the lyric. He’d made that up.

To see how I would react.

To see how deeply I hated my own life.

To see if I was fit.

For immortality.

And I had given him permission.

“So I’m … ”

“An exchange.”

No.

Not an exchange.

In an exchange, you get something.

“I’m a sacrifice, Wes.”

“It’s not a sacrifice if no one dies,” Wes said. “And you’ll never die here. You’ll be like us.”

“Trapped!”

“No worries. No pressure — ”

“No growth!”

“Who needs growth?”

“Things that live! You guys aren’t alive, you’re … you’re …”

Dead.

Say it, Rachel.

That which doesn’t grow is dead.

They’re not real.

They’re ghosts. Zombies.

I swallowed my words.

I was hearing voices. Approaching from the woods.

Wes turned. “OVER HERE!” he called out.

GO!

You’re not killing them, Rachel.

You can’t kill something that’s already dead.

I pushed away. Hard.

Wes slipped off the pylon. His hand slipped off my arm.

I dived back into the water.

I swam, ignoring the pain in my arms. The water in my lungs.

To the noise.

To the mist.

The sea was black and freezing, but I knew exactly where I was going.

Wes was following. I could hear his voice. His arms chopping the water.

The sound was quickly swallowed up. Muffled by the hiss.

I veered left, angling closer, knowing he wouldn’t see me and hoping he wouldn’t hear.

The edge of the cloud wall drew closer. Its gassy tendrils wound around me.

I snuck a quick look back.

Wes was gone.

I was home free.

Or dead.

Either way was better than Onieron.

I could taste the mist now.

As the water swelled beneath me, I rose and fell.

And soon I was no longer in control.

My head submerged without warning. Then I was tossed above the waves. All I could do was hang on.

Breathe.

Stay alive.

And try to see the waves in the meager moonlight that pierced the murk.

A boat.

It flashed dully across my field of vision. A gray outline. A shadow within a shadow, riding the waves. In it was a ghostly figure wearing a hooded, tattered coat and rowing with eerie calmness.

Death.

That’s what he was.

A specter.

A guide into the next world. Into

The hereafter.

And then, in the next moment, he was gone and I was underwater (can’t breathe) and my strength was fading (cold I am so cold) and suddenly my arms felt heavy and my body was sinking sinking (sleep Rachel sleep) and I saw my mom and dad and they were crying (and Grandpa Childers where is Grandpa Childers?) and then I saw the beach on Onieron, filling with the survivors (crying too because I did it I destroyed them) and everything turned to black.



We’ve lost her.


	We’ve lost him.

	Who?
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IN MY DREAM I’M floating and happy and the fish slither around my body and I dive through coral portals of purple and white

“Rachel … ”

And someone is calling my name, it’s the sweetest sound in the world, somehow strong and soothing at the same time, and the only person I know who talks that way is

“Rachel!”

Is Grandpa Childers, but Grandpa Childers is not in my dream (where is he?) because Mom and Dad and Seth are crying alone and I suddenly realize it’s not only about me, they’re crying about him, too, which is the worst, absolutely the worst thing I could think of because

“Ugggh … ”

Me, that’s me, something’s wrapped around my stomach (leave me alone), and I feel myself being torn away from my vision, and I want to get it back, the part about Grandpa Childers, somewhere else, somewhere happy —

“Rachel, you’re going to be okay.”

The dream blew away like ashes.

I was alive.

Sitting on something solid.

A seat.

A strong arm cradled me, wrapping a rubber rain slicker around my upper body.

I tried to look at my rescuer, but the wind blew water into my face.

I knew him, though.

The beard, scrubby and white.

The craggy skin.

The slate gray-blue eyes.

“Grandpa Childers?”

“Hold still, little one.”

Yes.

No.

It wasn’t.

It looked like him. Sounded like him.

But it was someone else.

“Thank you,” I said, shivering.

“What’s your name?” the old man asked.

“Rachel Childers. Yours?”

He smiled. “People call me the Skipper.”

I pulled away. “You’re the Skipper?”

No.

Please no.

I considered jumping.

Trying again to reach the cloud wall.

But I no longer had the heart. Or the will.

I couldn’t hold back my tears. They blended with the cold rain on my cheeks.

He had me.

They had me.

I was one of them.

For a lifetime.

The Skipper reached down between his boots and picked up a wet burlap bag. “Do me a favor. Return this to its owner. He would want it, I think.”

He held out the bag and I took it. “Who — where — ?”

“Ssssh.” The old man gently placed a finger on my mouth. “Just go. The boat will get you through to the other side.”

“But — the island — all the people — ”

“Let me worry about that.” The old man smiled. “And you tell everyone Clemson Childers is doing just fine.”

Clemson Childers?

Without another word, the Skipper suddenly pitched himself overboard.

“WAIT!” I called out. “WHERE ARE YOU GOING?”

“Just angle it to the left!” the Skipper yelled back. “You’ll get through!”

He turned away and began to swim back toward Onieron with strong, even strokes.

In a moment he was swallowed up by the fog.

I was alone.

Saved by

Clemson Childers.

The first.

My great-great-grandfather.

The captain of Grandpa Childers’s birthday cruise.

The Skipper.

I opened the bag.

Inside, soggy and limp, was the stuffed white bunny rabbit.

Fluffy.

I put her back into the bag and wedged it carefully beneath the seat.

Then I lifted the oars and began to row.

Angling left.



He’s barely alive, but he made it. Swimming.


	Who?



Childers. He’s not as frail as he looks.


	But the girl is still missing.

	No.



Yes.


	No! I mean, I see her! She’s in a boat!
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I TRIED TO ROW to shore.

I couldn’t.

My arms had given up.

In the predawn light, Nesconset was like an old black-and-white photo, silvery and serene. My boat floated forward on momentum, its prow breaking the glassy stillness of the water. Behind me, the turbulence of the cloud wall was like a waning tailwind.

Home.

The sound of the word comforted me but it had no real meaning. Like a beautiful song in a language I didn’t know.

A moment ago, home was all I’d wanted.

A moment ago, I was pure gut and nerve. Pure survival instinct.

Now I was safe.

And now I could think.

They’re dead. All dead.

Wes. Mary Elizabeth. Carbo.

My own ancestor.

I murdered them.

A distant motorboat began to whine. The whine quickly grew to a roar. I watched as two harbor-police craft and a Coast Guard boat sped toward me, their headlights steady and bright.

I felt no relief, no happiness.

Only numbness.

In a moment, it will end.

How? How does the end of a world feel?

Loud and violent, like an atom bomb? Or quiet and painless, like a dewdrop in the morning sun?

Do they scream? Will I hear them?

I don’t remember much of the next few moments.

A towline. People climbing into the row-boat.

Arms.

Words.

Motion.

When we reached the dock, I caught sight of Mom, Dad, and Seth. Their faces were raw, their eyes bloodshot. I fell into their arms.

We stood there, holding on to one another, rocking back and forth.

I tried to recall our last family hug. I was eight, I think. I didn’t remember the occasion, only the feeling.

It was just as good at thirteen.

It broke through my numbness, piercing the dam I had built inside. Out spilled happiness and agony and guilt and fear and utter horror, in a cascade of tears that I couldn’t control.

Seth and Mom were crying, too.

Dad was stoic. But when my own tears started to dry, he was the one holding me the tightest.

“We thought …” Dad said, his voice cracking.

“I’m sorry,” I replied.

Mom glanced out to the beach. “The boat?”

“Later.”

Mom didn’t press further.

She knew I couldn’t talk about it yet. She could tell, just by the look on my face.

She’s a mom.

I suppose someday I will tell her something.

What? That I’ve annihilated this island of zombies? And oh, you’ll never guess who gave me the boat, never in a million years …

Even if I did tell her, chances are she’d think it was a dream.

Only two people would believe me. Only two would understand.

And neither one was there.

“Dad, where’s Grandpa Childers?” I asked as we walked into the yacht club. “And that busboy, Colin?”

Dad didn’t get a chance to answer. Everyone who’d been keeping a respectful distance was finally giving up — Uncle Harry, Mr. Havershaw, everyone I knew from Nesconset. I was mobbed with well-wishers. A photographer from the Nesconset Inquirer and Mirror began snapping photos. Lawrence, the Nesconset Yacht Club chef, kept asking what I wanted to eat.

Finally our family physician drove up. Dr. Evans shooed everyone away and ushered me into a quiet, brightly lit corner of the club.

He asked me tons of questions. I don’t remember what I answered, but I mustn’t have made much sense, because he kept scratching his head and saying, “Uh-huh … ” the way you’d talk to a baby.

Everyone had run out to the dock now. I could see them through the bay window, their backs to me, watching a harbor-police boat putter up to the dock.

The sun had risen. The bay was sky blue and clear to the horizon.

No clouds.

No island.

Gone.

Forever.

I scanned the crowd to find Grandpa Childers and —

Colin.

There he was. In his swimsuit, soaking wet.

I wanted to strangle him.

I tried to jump up, but Dr. Evans gently pulled me down. He told me I had traumatic shock or something, and I should sit in the chair until Mom and Dad drove me home, then stay in bed the rest of the day.

Right.

When someone called Dr. Evans out to the dock, I stood up.

Colin was heading inside. Toward me.

We were the only two in the room now.

I spotted my soggy burlap sack, left in a heap near the door. I ran to it and threw it at Colin. “This is yours!”

The white rabbit fell out limply to the floor. Colin’s jaw dropped. “Fluffy? How — ?”

“HOW COULD YOU DO THAT TO ME?” I shouted. “HOW COULD YOU TRICK ME INTO IT? WHY DID YOU COME HERE?”

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t coming for you. I wanted someone else to go.”

“Who?”

“Your grandfather!”

“Grandpa Childers? You wanted to sacrifice him? Why on earth — ?”

“We were his best friends! His grandfather was on the boat. I figured he’d want to see them. And at his age — with not much time left — why wouldn’t he want to go to Onieron?”

“That’s insane!”

Colin sighed. “Well, that’s about what he said, too. He told me he missed his friends, but it was so far in the past. He’d made peace with it. He said if he had only a minute left to live, he’d rather live it here.”

That’s why he was so rattled.

He’d just met a face from the past. A face that hadn’t changed a bit.

It must have been tempting.

But he rejected the offer.

Because of his family.

Because of me.

“ ‘Better to die among people you love than outlive them all,’ ” I murmured. “That’s what he told me.”

Colin nodded. “So I was stuck. But when I got to know you, I thought you were perfect for Onieron. You hated your life here. I figured if I could just get you there, you’d never want to come back — ”

“HOW CAN YOU THINK THAT?”

“I’ve been there for sixty years. I think like an Onieronian.”

“Wes, Mary Elizabeth, Carbo — they all could have returned. Why didn’t they?”

“At first a few tried. But the old-timers were on them like hawks. Told them about the Law of Onieron. And over time, one by one, we all just … got used to it. The routine. The freedom.”

“But you decided to leave. Why?”

“When I knew the cloud wall was coming, some of the old feelings came back. I took a look at my friends. At what our lives had become — no worries, no problems, every day total perfection. I imagined myself staying there forever. And … I wanted to die.” Colin smiled sadly. “But I knew I couldn’t.”

“So you lied to me, to get me there. And they lied, to keep me.”

“White lies,” Colin said.

“How did you explain my disappearance to my parents? Another white lie? Did you say I’d swum out by myself — that you tried to pull me back, but I just went off on my own?”

Colin didn’t answer.

White lies.

To get what he wanted.

To get me to do the dirty work.

And now the island is gone.

And the destruction is on my hands.

I lunged at him, fists flying. “Are you happy now? You could have gone back yourself, Colin. THEY WERE YOUR FRIENDS — GRANDPA CHILDERS’S FRIENDS. AND YOU KILLED THEM!”

Colin grabbed my arms. “Rachel, they’re not dead!”

What?

I pulled away. “So … they were lying about that, too.”

“No,” Colin said softly.

“You’re here, Colin. I’m here. No one else could have — ”

The rest of the sentence choked in my throat.

And I knew. I knew right away.

Colin nodded slowly.

“But … why?”

“To rescue you,” Colin replied. “And to save the others.”

“A sacrifice.”

“One out, one in. The Law of Onieron.”

I ran out to the dock. I scanned the horizon. For a patch of cloud, maybe. A chance the channel might be open. A chance to say a proper good-bye, at least.

Not a wisp.

And I heard my father saying to the harbor police: “He was seventy-five today … ”
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A Biography of Peter Lerangis

Peter Lerangis (b. 1955) is a bestselling author of young adult fiction; his novels have sold more than four million copies worldwide. Born in Brooklyn, New York, Lerangis began writing in elementary school, inventing stories during math class—after finishing the problems, he claims. His first piece of published writing was an anonymous humor article for the April Fools’ Day edition of his high school newspaper. Seeing the other students laughing in the corridors as they read it, planted the idea in his head that he could be a writer. After high school he attended Harvard University, where he majored in biochemistry and sang in an a cappella group, the Harvard Krokodiloes. Intending to go on to law school, Lerangis took a job as a paralegal post-graduation. But after a summer job as a singing waiter, he changed his path and became a musical theater actor.

Lerangis found theatrical work on Broadway, appearing in They’re Playing Our Song, and he toured the country in such shows as Cabaret, West Side Story, and Fiddler on the Roof, acting alongside theatrical greats such as Jack Lemmon, John Lithgow, Jane Powell, John Raitt, and Victor Garber. During these years, Lerangis met his future wife, Tina deVaron, and began editing fiction, a job that would eventually lead him to writing novels of his own.

Lerangis got his start writing novelizations under the penname A. L. Singer, as well as installments of long-running series, such as the Hardy Boys and the Baby-sitters Club. He eventually began writing under his own name with 1994’s The Yearbook and Driver’s Dead, two high-school horror novels that are part of the Point Horror series of young-adult thrillers.

In 1998, Lerangis debuted Watchers, a six-novel sci-fi series, which won Children’s Choice and Quick Picks for Reluctant Readers awards. The first book in the Abracadabra series, Poof! Rabbits Everywhere (2002), introduced Max, an aspiring magician who struggles to keep a lid on the supernatural happenings at his school. Lerangis followed that eight-book series with the immensely popular Spy X novels, about a pair of twins drawn into international espionage.

The stand-alone novel Smiler’s Bones (2005), based on the true story of an Eskimo brought to New York City in 1897, won critical acclaim and a number of awards. Most recently, Lerangis has collaborated with a group of high-profile children’s authors on Scholastic’s the 39 Clues, a sprawling ten-novel adventure series.

At times, Lerangis’s life has been as thrilling as one of his stories. He has run a marathon, rock-climbed during an earthquake, gone on-stage as a last-minute replacement for Broadway legend Alan Jay Lerner, and visited Russia as part of a literary delegation that included First Lady Laura Bush. He lives with his family in New York City, not far from Central Park.
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In an apartment in Brooklyn, shortly after giving birth, Mary Lerangis urges her first-born son to become a writer.
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In Prospect Park, Nicholas Lerangis entertains a son so obsessed with books that, by sixteen months, he had yet to learn to walk.
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Lerangis, stylish even at four years old.
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Lerangis (in back) with his younger sister and brother. He promised them that if they learned to play well enough, the little man on the piano would start to dance. . . . They are still practicing.
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To this day, Lerangis refuses to admit that this early work was created during sixth-grade math class.
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Lerangis as a freshman at Freeport High School in 1970. Here, he shows off his writing style and his mustache, both of which were to develop quite a bit in the future.
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Lerangis (standing, second from left) at the Charles River with his a cappella singing group, the Harvard Krokodiloes. The group still performs to this day.
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Lerangis promptly retired his ruffled shirt after this performance at Harvard University’s Sanders Theater in 1976.
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Lerangis with his soon-to-be wife, Tina deVaron, at their rehearsal dinner in Boston in 1983.
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Lerangis with his sons, Nick and Joseph, in 1991. He remarks that, although this was a comfortable pose at the time, any attempt to recreate it today would be painful.
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In 2003, Lerangis was invited by the White House to accompany First Lady Laura Bush to Moscow to represent the United States at the first Russian Book Festival. From left to right: R. L. Stine, Lerangis, Marc Brown, Cherie Blair QC, and First Lady Laura Bush.
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The Lerangis/deVaron family in 2005 at the Gates exhibition in Central Park— just a hop, skip, and a jump from their home on the Upper West Side. (Image courtesy of Ellen Dubin Photography.)
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A welcome reception during an author visit in Solana Beach, California, in 2009.
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Lerangis connects with his audience after a school visit in Chappaqua, New York, in 2012.
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