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For Trevor, Paige and Hayden
–

I could not have done this
without you


 


For whatever we lose (like a
you or a me)

It’s always ourselves we find
in the sea.

e. e. cummings


PROLOGUE

July 1978

Maggie woke up early. The sun
was just coming up and streamed through the windows of the cottage.
She lay back on the pillow, enjoying the gentle rocking movement of
the baby inside her. She had started to wear a man’s dress shirt to
bed to accommodate her growing breasts and stomach, and now she
unbuttoned the bottom to examine her tummy more closely. Every so
often a small fist would create a soft bump on her stomach. Maggie
would gently push back and it would disappear only to appear in a
different spot, silently playing a game of hand-to-hand. Maggie was
mesmerized. She could hardly wait to meet this little person inside
her.

She gazed at the movements
passing over the smooth surface like gentle waves. There wasn’t
much room left in there and she was excited that the baby would be
coming soon. She had to admit she was scared, too. What mother
wouldn’t be? She spent a lot of time imagining what the baby would
look like, wondering if it would be a boy or a girl, what kind of
personality he or she would have, but she spent just as much time
worrying about whether she would be a good mother, whether they
could make their plans work, and whether she’d be able to actually
give birth to this watermelon.

She lay there dreamily rubbing
her tummy and humming. He wasn’t coming until lunchtime, so she
should probably get up and do something with her time. She made
herself a cup of tea, rubbing her back while she waited for the
water to boil. She picked up the one blueberry muffin still left
from her mother’s visit and went to sit outside on the porch.

She was really going to miss
this place. She had gotten so used to the sound of the waves, they
were like a constant lullaby in the background, calling her to wake
in the morning and soothing her to sleep at night. She walked along
the beach every day with her faithful companion Stinker, and felt
healthy and refreshed. Why would anyone want to ever leave this
ocean playground?

She sipped her tea and went
back inside to put the finishing touches on the quilt she was
working on. She had been so creative; she had even surprised
herself. It really was quite a stretch when she thought back to the
home economics class last year. She and Val had been hopeless. In
cooking class they had worked in pairs, and of course she and Val
were always together. Their muffins had turned out completely flat.
They had argued that they still tasted the same, but the teacher
had just shaken her head. In sewing class they had been learning
how to knit and the requirement had been to knit a square. Somehow
they both managed to create a triangle, which they felt was a much
tougher feat than making a square, and broke into squeals of
laughter trying to find uses for their triangles.

She looked at her watch for
what seemed like the hundredth time, and then the door opened and
he breezed in with a burst of wind. His blond hair was a mess as
always, but it was what she loved most about his looks. His bangs
hung in his eyes and the rest was blown haphazardly in every
direction. He shifted his head to one side to flick the hair off
his face. Maggie smiled happily and put her stitching supplies back
into the basket before attempting to get up. She put out her hand,
looking for some assistance, but he moved past her to the kitchen
and started unpacking bags.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m glad
you’re here. How are you?”

He barely looked up, but
continued packing the knapsack, pulling drinks and water from the
fridge. “You look like you’re ready for a nap. Are you ready for
our picnic?”

“Of course. The baby was moving
a lot this morning, so we’ve been up since sunrise. We’re both
ready to go. All these little stitches are hard on the eyes after a
while, but I think I’m done,” Maggie said, holding the quilt up
proudly

“Why don’t we take it along on
the picnic with us? The knapsack is all packed up — I even brought
along a bottle of red grape juice for you. You can’t have a picnic
without wine. Let’s go.”

They made their way along the
beach, Stinker playing in the waves along the way and every so
often catching up to give them a spray bath. The sky was a
brilliant blue, with the sun out full and a nice breeze coming off
the water. Along the way they navigated a pile of boulders as
stepping stones that took them to the beach on the other side. No
one else ever seemed to bother going any farther. In all the times
they had gone there, they had never run into anyone and so they had
christened the little cove as theirs. Pieces of driftwood deposited
by the incoming tide lay scattered all around the beach, so
Driftwood Cove seemed an appropriate name. He waited as she
carefully made her way across.

The cove jutted in and away
from the beach and provided a warm spot out of the wind. She spread
out the quilt and sat down to catch her breath. He busied himself
with arranging the picnic. He had barely said two words to her on
the way but then walking and talking at the same time was nearly
impossible for her these days. The waves crashed and receded behind
them, their sound muffled by the dunes. She moved in closer to him,
snuggling into the front of his chest so her stomach wouldn’t be in
the way and wrapping his arms around her.

She sighed. “This is perfect.
I’m going to miss this place when the baby comes.”

He didn’t respond right away,
and when she tried to look back at him, he gently pushed her aside.
When she looked at his face she knew instantly that something was
wrong. His deep grey eyes, usually so full of life and excitement,
were clouded over, as if a shadow had passed over him.

“What is it? Has something
happened?”

“No, nothing like that,” he
said. He avoided her eyes and appeared to be very interested in the
stitching on the quilt. She started to get a sinking feeling in the
pit of her stomach. Something wasn’t right and she wished he would
just hurry up and tell her.

“Maggie ... I’m not really sure
where to start.” He started picking up handfuls of sand, letting
the grains sift through his fingers as if he were an hourglass. She
waited anxiously for him to continue. “Maggie ... this is the
hardest thing I have ever had to do.”

“What are you talking about?
Just tell me,” she practically yelled at him.

“I need to tell you ...” He
looked out at the water, not meeting her eyes. He took a deep
breath and the words followed all at once. “I need to tell you ...
that I don’t love you anymore.”

The words hung in the air like
daggers ready to pierce her heart. Her head felt dizzy, and she
couldn’t focus. What was he saying? She couldn’t have heard him
right. The surf must be confusing his words.

“What did you say?” she
whispered.

“I said, I don’t love you.” He
sounded more convincing as he continued. “I thought I did, but I
don’t. I think I was in love with the idea of us. The idea of
having a baby and having a family — I loved the idea of all of it.
But every day I come out to this cottage I feel trapped, like I’m
doing something I don’t want to do.”

“It’s not true — I don’t
believe you. After all the time we’ve spent this summer — after all
the plans that we’ve made! This is not happening!”

She beat on his chest with her
fists, willing him to take back his words.

“But it is, Maggie. My dad
applied for a transfer to Ottawa and he got it, so I’m going to
school at Carleton for engineering. I need to do something more
with my life.”

He said it so matter-of-factly
that Maggie barely recognized his voice.

“This is all your parents’
fault. You never had any plans to go to school for engineering. You
never even mentioned it. After all of our talks, I know everything
about you. You need to stand up for yourself, stand up to them.
Tell them how much you love this baby. How much you love me!”

He shook his head, “It’s not
true, Maggie. I’m really sorry, but that’s what it has to be. I
can’t do this.”

“I know this isn’t you ... Just
let me talk to them. They’ll see how good we are together.” Maggie
was on her knees, begging now. She just couldn’t let this happen.
“What about the baby? What about us?”

Tears streamed down Maggie’s
face. She tried to wipe them away but they kept coming. She kept
shaking her head no, no.

“The baby will be fine — we
could give it up for adoption and then we can both get on with our
lives,” he said. “At least your mom would be happy.”

“How can you even say that? Mom
was starting to come around, especially when she saw that you were
looking for a job and ready to look after us,” she pleaded.

“Maybe, but this is not what I
want.”

“It’s not true. I don’t believe
you!” Maggie continued to hammer on his chest, as though that might
change something.

“Sorry, Maggie. We leave
tomorrow.” He turned and started to walk away.

Maggie picked the closest thing
to her and heaved it at him. She took each item off the blanket one
by one and hurled it at him — the salt shaker, an apple, cookies,
even chicken legs. Pretty soon the entire picnic had been tossed in
his direction. He didn’t say a word. When Maggie had calmed down a
little, he walked over to take her hand.

“C’mon. We should go.”

Maggie pulled her hand away.
“Don’t touch me! Just go!”

“I get that, Maggie, but I’d
feel a whole lot better if you would just let me take you across
the rocks. Then you can go the rest of the beach on your own if you
want.”

He sounded sincere but Maggie
couldn’t stand to be near him anymore. She was seething. If it was
over, then it was over.

“I don’t need your help. I walk
this beach every day. Leave me alone and just go.”

He put the empty bottle into
the backpack and left the remnants of lunch for the seagulls that
were already squawking closer and closer to the blanket. Maggie
watched him go. Every so often he would turn and look in her
direction. She pulled the quilt around her shoulders and kept
staring out at the horizon. She saw his shape grow smaller and
disappear into the distance, the afternoon fog already starting to
move in. She waited until she could no longer see him before
starting her own trek back to the cottage.

“C’mon, Stinker, let’s go,
buddy.” Maggie heaved herself up heavily from the ground.

She reached the patch of
boulders and paused to catch her breath. Stinker splashed through
the pools of water created between the rocks. As the tide came in,
the rocks were disappearing, looking like black icebergs with just
the tips peeking out of the water. The fog was rolling in and
Maggie felt the mist on her face. She could barely make out the
yellow cottage in the distance, but she knew exactly where she was
going. Once she got past these rocks she just needed to follow
along the beach a little farther. Stinker eagerly clipped his way
across the stones to the beach on the other side. She said a silent
prayer as she began to navigate her way. She felt her foot slide
away from her, but caught herself in time. Her heart hammering in
her throat, she continued working her way across slowly, when an
incoming wave suddenly caught her off guard. Arms flailing, she
attempted to stretch to the next rock, but lost her balance. She
instinctively wrapped her arms across her belly as she braced for
the inevitable. She screamed and went down hard. She lay awkwardly
between the rocks as her hair ebbed and flowed around her face like
seaweed.


Chapter 1

July 1994

Maggie sat on the edge of her
daughter’s bed, surrounded by stuffed teddy bears, cats and
elephants of various sizes and colours. Just looking around the
room you would never guess that it belonged to a 16-year-old,
except, of course, for the piles of dirty clothes and stray socks
scattered everywhere. Organized was probably something Abby would
never be, but a mother could always hope, couldn’t she? Abby and
Penny were leaving for their annual summer trip Down East
tomorrow.

Maggie pulled her
strawberry-blonde hair off her neck and grabbed one of Abby’s
stuffed toys. Fuzzy Bear had been a gift from her best friend Val
right before they left Nova Scotia. He wasn’t particularly fuzzy
anymore, as a result of many hugs over the years. Maggie ran her
fingers lovingly over the worn fur. So much had changed since then.
Maggie had decided right after they moved that they would try to
visit Nova Scotia every summer. Things hadn’t worked out exactly as
planned, what with a lack of money and an excess of work
commitments, and a few more years had passed.

Once Penny was born, they
decided that they had waited long enough. It had been five years
since they had gone back and it was important that Maggie and Glen
share the ocean with their girls, since it was so much a part of
who they were. Maggie herself couldn’t seem to get enough of the
salt air, especially now that they were living in Ontario. Every
summer she went home and tried to fill herself up with everything
she had left behind, and hoped that it would be enough to keep her
going until the next summer. If only she could find some way to
bottle it. She suffered symptoms of withdrawal every time they came
back to Ontario, feeling sad and out of sorts for weeks.

At one point they had talked
about Gil moving up to Ontario to join them, but her mom just
couldn’t see leaving the ocean behind. Maggie could certainly
appreciate that. Deep down, Maggie was glad that her mother had
decided to stay put, not that she couldn’t have used the help by
having her close. With the crazy life they were leading these days,
Gil would certainly have been an asset to help lighten their load
once in a while. But the flipside of that was that they wouldn’t
have had a good reason to go back to Nova Scotia every summer, and
that would have broken Maggie’s heart, and probably Abby’s and
Penny’s too.

Both Abby and Penny adored
their grandmother, but Abby had a close connection with Gil that
Maggie had to admire. She had to admit she was even a bit jealous
of her own mother. It was the type of relationship she had always
hoped she would have with her daughter. Abby meant the world to her
and yet here she was a teenager already and it seemed that every
word that passed between them had barbs attached. Recently they had
spent an afternoon shopping together, and afterwards had gone for a
coffee. Abby had chosen her favourite mocha latte and had gushed
about how yummy it was. Later on they had wandered through the
stacks of books at Coles, excitedly picking out some choices for
summer vacation. Maggie had been feeling good about the lovely
afternoon they had shared. But when they got home, Maggie had
off-handedly reminded Abby to take out the garbage and Abby had
bitten her head off. It was like releasing a firecracker and not
knowing exactly when it might go off. Maggie remembered herself as
a teenager: mouthy, arrogant, self-centered and feeling she had a
right to be that way. Perhaps that gene got passed on from mothers
to daughters. Maggie’s friends kept telling her that it would pass.
It was just a phase. She sure hoped so. It was exhausting.

Maggie picked her way through
the miscellaneous clothing items, bending down every few steps to
throw something else into the laundry basket. There always seemed
to be a never-ending pile, especially since the kids’ clothing
often went in the wash whether it was dirty or not. After an outfit
change, the discarded clothing choice usually ended up on the
floor, rather than back in the drawer. Maybe this summer would be a
good time to teach the girls how to do their own laundry, so they
might appreciate the task a little more. Maggie started to exit the
room to start on yet another load when she noticed several more
items shoved under the bed. She sighed as she set down the basket
and leaned over to pick up the stray items. As she did so, she felt
something hard tucked underneath and fumbled through the clothes to
find a book. Abby’s journal. She paused before picking it up.

In her hands she held her
16-year-old’s most sacred possession. Imagine what it contained.
Maggie rubbed her hand lovingly over the cover. Abby had doodled
all over it, obliterating any evidence of the original background
design. Flowers and hearts competed with stars and swirls, as well
as stylized versions of Abby’s name. The book bulged with ticket
stubs, wrappers and pressed flowers. Maggie remembered her own
diary, faithfully putting her thoughts on its pages every night
before bed, and how she had used it often as therapy. Her diary too
had been filled with stuff, extra pages stapled in to allow room
for all the thoughts of a particular day. No journal or diary was
fully up to the task of holding a teenager’s secrets and
dreams.

The sound of footsteps bounding
up the stairs interrupted her daydreaming. Abby burst into the
room, hair dishevelled and eyes filled with tears. She quickly
wiped them away when she saw her mother sitting on her bed.

“What are you doing in my
room?” she screamed.

Maggie stood slowly, hugging
the pile of clothes that had been on her lap. “Is everything all
right?” she asked.

“Fine!” Abby retorted in a tone
that indicated that she was anything but fine. “Now could you
please get out?”

Maggie backed her way out of
Abby’s room and was no sooner in the hallway than the door was
promptly shut in her face. Maggie looked at the clothes she was
still holding in her arms. She bit her lip and turned away from the
closed door. She could hear Abby sniffling in her room but knew
better than to ask her about it at that moment.

It was the end of the school
year so Abby had been up to her eyeballs studying for exams. She
also planned to add to her life-guarding certification over the
summer so she had continued on with the swim team to stay in shape.
And of course there was “the boyfriend,” Tyson, who seemed to
Maggie to be more aggravation than he was worth. One minute he was
calling to set something up with Abby and the next he was changing
the plans. Abby felt the need to either see him or chat with him
every day and that too cut into her study time, leaving her no
choice but to stay up late some nights to finish. It seemed like it
was starting to take its toll.

Unfortunately Maggie hadn’t
been much help to Abby lately. She’d had her own deadlines for
summer articles thrown on top of the usual day-to-day assignments.
Why did these things seem to happen all at once? She had been at
the Brickton Herald for almost 12 years now and was still
waiting for a real break. She had taken the position at the Life
Desk straight out of school in hopes that she could work her way up
to a journalist position. She looked forward to having the
opportunity to cover some stories with a little more meat to them,
but spent more time covering graduations and lives-lived obituaries
than anything really interesting. She had submitted articles on
topics that she thought would grab her boss’s interest but he
always brought her back to focusing on the local small-town stuff.
After all, that was her job.

It was driving her crazy. She
had continued taking journalism courses after graduating and had
never turned down a project that was offered to her. She had been
recognized for her photographic contributions to the paper, so at
least that counted for something, but for all the work she was
doing, she wasn’t getting anywhere in a hurry.

For the past week she had been
trying to hire an assistant to help with the advertisement phone
calls and follow-ups. She had interviewed so many people they were
all starting to run together in her mind and she had no idea which
one to hire. It was giving her headaches. It felt like when you
were dating, and each time you ticked off the qualities that you
liked in a guy, there always seemed to be something missing.

Sometimes she felt like she was
back working on the high school newspaper. She realized she had
enjoyed it a lot more back then, and now, not so much. She hated
the deadlines. She hated the black inky smears that darkened her
hands for the better part of the day. She hated the phones that
seemed to be ringing constantly. It was incessant bustle and noise.
There was a time when she would have enjoyed the excitement of all
that activity but lately it had just stressed her out.

Thank goodness Glen was able to
help Abby with her homework. They would sit down at the dining room
table, heads together, and work out a reasonable study schedule.
Abby always breathed a little easier after she and her dad had
mapped out a plan leading up to exams. They had found a large
whiteboard and had sectioned it off with painter’s tape; the top
half included every assignment and exam and its due date; the
bottom divided up the workload to meet those deadlines. Abby would
study her heart out on a particular subject, and when she felt
prepared her dad would test her on it. He didn’t seem to mind at
all.

Maggie would sometimes find
them hanging out in the garage, Abby with Glen’s bulky vest on over
her pyjamas to keep warm, his tools clinking as he worked on a
motorcycle while she described the relationship between Romeo and
Juliet, or outlined the themes in a particular novel. At some point
Abby would come in to make a pot of tea to warm her cold hands,
bringing a cup out to her dad as well. The cold never seemed to
bother him but he always happily accepted the cup of tea she had
made for him.

Maggie pulled herself back to
the task of finishing the laundry and realized the basket was still
in Abby’s room. She’d have to get it later. She bent over to pick
up the socks she had dropped and felt something digging into her
back. Her stomach did a flip as she discovered she still had Abby’s
journal tucked into the back of her jeans.


Chapter 2

Abby slammed her bedroom door
shut and fell onto the bed. She shoved her face into her pillow’s
marshmallowy softness and sobbed, hoping her mother wouldn’t hear.
She certainly hadn’t expected to find her mother in her room when
she came home and she wasn’t in the mood for explaining. Her mother
was always questioning her about something; always wondering what
was going on. Come to think of it, what was going on with her
mother? The way she had backed out of her room, you would think she
had seen a ghost or something. She never really knew what to think
where her mother was concerned. One minute she was normal and the
next, well, she just wasn’t.

She rolled over onto her back,
wisps of her long brown hair sticking to her cheeks. She grabbed
the blue stuffed elephant sitting on the pillow next to her, the
one that Tyson had won for her at the Brickton Fair. Tyson had
announced that he could win the biggest prize for his girl. He had
hit the bull’s eye after only three tries, and announced it to
anyone within hearing distance, parading the overstuffed toy around
like his best buddy for anyone to see. Abby had been secretly glad
that he had won it for her, but had wanted to crawl under the
pavement from all of his antics. People had started to stare. He
hadn’t even noticed, or cared.

That was one of the things that
really bothered Abby about Tyson. Almost everything Tyson did
seemed to be an act. He needed to always be the centre of
attention. What Abby didn’t understand was why he had to be that
way when he was with her. When they were with his group of friends
she always worried about whether or not she would fit in, whether
they would like her or not. She figured she must worry about it
more than they ever did. Often when they went to a movie together
she would be drawing up the rear, as though she had just tagged
along with the group. Then she would run up to Tyson and grab his
hand just to show that she really did belong there. She wondered if
it might be because she was a couple of years younger than the rest
of the group and they didn’t really think she belonged. She and
Tyson had been going out for several months now so you’d think they
would make some effort to include her.

She had nicknamed the elephant
Bullseye. He was about half her size so he was perfect for hugging.
Sometimes she would pretend it was Tyson. But not today; he had
really pissed her off today. The whole group they usually hung
around with had gone to the mall to get triple ice creams to
celebrate the end of school. That’s where she would be right now if
Tyson hadn’t ditched her. She just didn’t get it. Why would he do
this to her right before she was leaving for summer vacation? He
would probably drop by tomorrow and say he was sorry all over
again. Abby hoped he remembered that her flight left at noon and
that he’d come early enough to catch her.

She wiped her eyes and took a
deep breath. It wouldn’t do any good to have to explain her puffy
red eyes at the dinner table. Her mom would get all upset and
worried about nothing and she felt badly enough about everything
already without having to deal with her too. Besides, they wouldn’t
understand. Journaling always made her feel better and strangely
enough she seemed to be doing a lot more of it lately. She threw
Bullseye to the floor and grabbed a pen from the mess of wrappers
and spare change on her night table. She looked under her bed,
rummaging around for her journal. Where the heck had she put
it?


Chapter 3

Maggie plunked herself on the
edge of her bed and took a deep breath. She glanced nervously at
the closed door before focusing her attention back on the
journal.

What on earth was she doing?
Here she was, sitting in her bedroom holding her teenage daughter’s
journal in her hands, and that same daughter was 10 feet away
across the hall from her. She hadn’t meant to take it, but Abby had
come upstairs so quickly she’d had to hide it or risk Abby finding
her with it. She had intended to put it on top of Abby’s suitcase
so she wouldn’t forget when she left tomorrow. If Abby should walk
in at this very moment it would most certainly be the end of their
relationship. The logical thing to do would be to somehow put the
journal back as soon as possible and no one would be the wiser. But
now that she had it, how could she not read it?

She wondered whether she could
even trust Abby anymore. When she thought about it, little things
were starting to add up. Like the time she had looked through
Abby’s purse for the missing house key, and instead had come across
a pack of Player’s Light and a lighter. Naturally it had come as a
shock, but even more so because Abby was totally grossed out by
anyone who even smelled of stale cigarette smoke. And yet when
Maggie questioned her about it, she totally denied it, saying they
belonged to her friend at school whose parents would totally freak
out if they knew that she smoked. After that incident, she
had resolved to keep her eyes open for telltale signs like popping
breath mints and singed hair. It made her chuckle to herself. She
remembered going out to the woods behind her girlfriend Val’s
house, when she and Val had been about 15 years old. They had
confiscated one whole cigarette from one of the older guys at
school, and had snuck a handful of matches from her dad’s fireplace
box. They tried to shelter themselves from the wind as they
attempted to light the match, but each time the wind snuffed it out
before they could light the cigarette. They leaned in closer,
Maggie with the cigarette firmly planted between her lips and Val
attempting to light another match. As Val raised another match —
whoosh — Maggie’s hair had gone up in a flurry of sparks, the
cigarette falling out of her mouth as she screamed. Both girls
slapped frantically at Maggie’s hair and face. The pungent smell of
burned hair lingered in the air as Maggie examined the black and
curly ends near her eyebrows. “Oh man, I’m going to be in deep
trouble now.” Val had tied her hair back and slicked a little of
her dad’s Brylcreem on the burned ends. Happily no one had noticed,
but Maggie still remembered the sick worry she carried around,
fearing she might be found out.

She turned her attention back
to the journal. Abby didn’t have any dates or headings, writing
free-form whenever she was in the mood, for as many pages as were
necessary. The book opened tentatively in her hands to a page
dog-eared and worn from rereading. Abby’s loopy script filled the
page, the i’s dotted with circles just like Maggie had done at her
age. Maggie wondered if things like that could possibly be
hereditary, or whether they were perhaps inherent to the sex much
in the same way that shoes and shopping were. She chuckled to
herself at the similarities.

Then her eyes fell on the
page...

 


Ten Things to Do the Year I
Turn 16

1. get my driver’s
license (this was crossed off)

2. have a beer or a real drink
with alcohol

3. go to an NSync concert

4. try smoking — maybe
grass (this was crossed off)

5. get a tattoo or piercing

6. stay out all night — just
once

7. get a part-time job

8. win the school photography
contest

9. have the most outrageous
cake for my sweet 16!

10. have sex

 


After the purse incident she
wasn’t surprised to see smoking stroked off. But when she hit the
last item, she felt as though she had been kicked in the stomach.
The good news was that it wasn’t crossed off, so she could be
fairly certain that Abby hadn’t had sex — yet. Or could she? And
after all the “sex talks” they had had together, how could Abby be
even thinking about it at her age? Who was she kidding? In fact, as
a mother she had done a random survey of her friends, asking them
whether they had been prepared the first time they had sex — and
all of them had said no. Even she had to admit to the same.
She had made up her mind to “wait” for the right time and yet
somehow she had gotten pregnant at 16. She knew all too well about
getting caught up in the moment.

And now here she was, sending
her daughters off to Nova Scotia with only their grandmother for a
chaperone. Penny wouldn’t be a problem at age 12, but how was Gil
going to keep an eye on Abby? Abby who had a plan? A list? How was
Maggie even going to be able to tell her mother what she was
worried about without giving Abby away? She and her mother didn’t
always see eye to eye on things. She put her head in her hands and
rubbed her temples as she contemplated her options. She could
hardly confront Abby about it because then she would know that her
mom had been reading her journal and yet she couldn’t just let it
go, could she? And how on earth was she going to get the journal
back into Abby’s room before she left without her noticing? Abby
had gone straight back to her room after supper, without any
explanation.

Maggie heard car doors slamming
in the driveway. Glen and Penny were back from running errands. She
quickly slipped the journal under her pillow, took a deep breath
and opened the door.


Chapter 4

“So kiddo, are you all packed
and ready to go?” Abby asked her sister.

“Of course, I’ve been throwing
stuff into my suitcase for weeks, so by the time we go, it’s pretty
much packed,” Penny grinned. She wore a Red Sox baseball cap that
barely succeeded in restraining her wiry curls.

“I guess that is a good
system,” Abby agreed. “I wish I’d had time to do that too, but
exams have been so hard this time. My brain is fried.” She
stretched her arms dramatically over her head and yawned
loudly.

Abby and Penny were curled up
on opposite ends of the couch, sporadically watching reruns of
Jeopardy. Every so often Penny would interrupt their
conversation and blurt out an answer like “What is the Liberty
Bell?” or “Who was Napoleon?” and Abby would just shake her head.
It was hard to believe that Penny was only 12.

“How the heck do you know all
that stuff?” Abby asked.

Penny just giggled. “I
read.”

“Well, so do I,” said Abby.
“But I still couldn’t answer half of the questions on this
show.”

Penny was a voracious reader.
She read anything she could get her hands on: newspapers,
magazines, books. She sucked the information out of all of them
like a vacuum cleaner. She would pick up promotional items and
brochures everywhere they went, and so she knew information and
trivia about everything.

“You’re going to have to give
up your weekly trips to the library while we are Down East. There
isn’t a branch of the library anywhere close to Grandma Gil’s,”
Abby said.

Grandma Gil’s name had
undergone a few transformations over the years. She was born
Abigail, but her brother Angus had taken to calling her Gail when
he was little, but it had sounded more like Gil and it stuck. When
the girls started coming out to visit, Abby had found it too much
of a mouthful to keep calling her Grandma Gil so it got shortened
again to GG. Penny thought it sounded like the name of a classy
actress from an old movie and who was Grandma to argue with
that?

“That’s okay; I’ll be busy
helping out Mr. Jack with his jobs. And besides, I’ll just get you
or GG to drive me into Halifax, so I can stock up.”

Abby grinned. No moss growing
under this girl’s feet, she thought. “Sure, Penny, we can do that.
I can hardly wait. I’m just looking forward to hanging out with my
friends and spending tons of time at the beach and getting away
from Mom for a bit. Today, when I got home, Mom was sitting on the
bed in my room!”

“She was probably just doing
some laundry or something.” Penny didn’t have any real issues with
her mom, but Abby seemed to be fighting with her all the time. “She
hasn’t been on my case for anything.”

“That’s because she’s always
got me under the magnifying glass, so she doesn’t have time
to question you. She’s always asking me about something I
don’t want to talk about. The other night, when I went out to the
movies with Tyson, she gave me the third degree when I got home,
and I didn’t even come home late. She even knew exactly what time
the movie was going to end, and was sitting on the couch with the
TV off, just waiting for me to get home. It’s driving me nuts.”

She shook her head, thinking
about how her mom was always twisting stuff around to catch her at
something. Sometimes her mother would “test” her with curfew.
Instead of saying she needed to be home at a certain time, she
would raise one eyebrow and ask Abby when she was coming home.
That’s when it got complicated. If Abby picked a time that her mom
thought was too late, she would scoff and say No way, and tell her
to be home at some ridiculously early hour like 9 p.m., but if she
picked a more reasonable time, her mom was more likely to go along
with it, pleased that Abby was being so responsible. What bothered
Abby the most was that she never knew whether she might have gotten
away with a later time if she had suggested it. The way her mom’s
eyes flared when you said something ridiculous, it was better not
to risk it.

“I guess that’s why you can’t
wait to get to Nova Scotia, then. Sarah is going to be there too,
isn’t she?” Penny asked.

Sarah was Abby’s best friend in
the whole world. She and her family lived about 10 minutes away
from GG’s place and the girls were inseparable when Abby was
visiting. Abby wished she had a best friend in Ontario, but she
knew she could never replace Sarah. They trusted each other
completely and could talk to each other about anything. Even when
they were apart they wrote each other long letters, and stayed in
touch via email on the computer. They were also allowed to call
each other once a month and that had kept them close over the
years. Abby couldn’t imagine a trip to Nova Scotia without Sarah
being there.

“Of course, she’ll be there.
We’ve been counting down the days on the calendar since January.”
They both laughed.

“Yeah, I’m really looking
forward to it too,” Penny said. “It’s always so great there.”

“It’s totally the best part of
the summer. And this summer is going to be especially great,” she
hinted.


Chapter 5

Maggie sighed as she stared at
the piles on the dining room table. Stacks of papers covered almost
every inch of space, threatening to fall over if anyone dared touch
them. File folders leaned into each other, precariously balanced,
some sliding randomly into the centre of the table. Her computer
was barely visible between the piles. How the heck was she ever
going to get through this?

She had definitely taken on
more than she could chew, but wasn’t that the only way she could
hope to get anywhere? It wasn’t that she was particularly enamoured
by the newspaper business, especially the day-to-day stuff she
dealt with at the office, but she loved the journalism aspect of
it. She could never get any real work done with all the
interruptions, hence the piles on the table at home. It was the
only place with a little peace and quiet. The classified job was
supposed to have been a stepping stone to bigger and better things.
She secretly hoped that one day she might have her own weekly
column, discussing real things in the real world, things that
mattered to people and the planet. If she didn’t find a way to
organize herself enough to tackle the important things as they came
up, she would never get out of classifieds. She had been dealing
with idiots on the phone for more than five years now. She deserved
better than this.

Glen walked in behind her and
put his hands on her shoulders. She shrugged them off and sat down
in the chair, grabbing a pen and a legal pad.

“I really need to get at this
or I’m just never going to get out from under these piles,” she
snapped.

He lifted his hands away as
though he had been burned. “I’d say you were buried already,” Glen
retorted.

Maggie didn’t respond, didn’t
even offer him a smile. She was so overwhelmed that she just wasn’t
in the mood for his good humour at the moment. “Glen, I don’t even
know where to start.” She sighed and put her elbows on the table,
her face in her hands.

“I’ll be right back,” he said
as he turned to walk into the kitchen.

“Where are you going?”

“I just thought I’d go out to
the garage and see if I could find a shovel to help you out.”

“That just wasn’t even funny,”
Maggie scoffed. She was starting to think she would be better off
without him in the room. He was being more distracting than
helpful.

“Just trying to lighten things
up a bit,” he replied. “If you want me, you know where to find me.”
He went back out to the garage, softly closing the door behind him.
Maggie was suddenly disappointed that he was gone. She certainly
didn’t need any distractions but she didn’t mind his company.
Usually Glen was plucking out a tune on his guitar in the living
room or tinkering with something that needed fixing, and somehow
his presence calmed her. She felt bad about being short to him when
he was only trying to cheer her up.

Maggie decided she was going to
need a little motivation if she was going to make any headway on
all this paperwork, and a glass of wine sounded really good right
now. Her doctor had warned her that with her diabetes, she really
shouldn’t be drinking at all, but one glass wouldn’t hurt. She went
over to the liquor cabinet and poured herself a glass of Cabernet
Sauvignon that she and Glen had opened last night. She swirled the
liquid around and inhaled a deep breath of the fruity scent. She
took a sip and closed her eyes as she swallowed, thoroughly
enjoying the smooth warm sensation, and immediately felt better.
She felt a little of the stress slip away from her shoulders. As
she took another sip, something in the cabinet caught her eye and
she opened the door again to take a look. Tucked away in the bottom
corner was the purse-size flask Val had given her as a joke for her
30th birthday. On the front was a perfectly groomed woman wearing
sunglasses and a scarf tied around her head, while driving a pink
convertible. The caption read: “It’s all downhill from here ...
might as well enjoy the ride.” You’re not kidding, she thought. She
laughed to herself, remembering the fun they had had that night.
She and Val and a couple of girlfriends had gone into downtown
Halifax for drinks to celebrate. They had each decided that it
would be fun for each of them to choose a different martini off the
menu and after each sip they would pass it to the next person to
sample. At the end of each round, they had voted on which tasted
the best and ordered another round. After several more rounds, they
were all in high spirits, laughing over absolutely anything anyone
said. She remembered waking up the next morning with a deadly
headache but her stomach had hurt even more. When was the last time
she’d had a good laugh like that?

Her thoughts came back to Glen.
Things had been more than a little strained between them lately. It
wasn’t that they were fighting; they were never in the same space
long enough to fight. She always seemed to be driving the kids
somewhere or working on an assignment, and Glen was either at the
construction site or out in the garage. It was like he had given up
on her. Maybe he had. The other night on one of those rare
occasions when they had gotten to bed at the same time, Glen had
been relating a story about something that had happened at the site
that day and Maggie had been so exhausted she had fallen asleep in
the middle of it. She felt terrible about it the next morning. She
was going to have to make some changes.

The wine was definitely helping
and she warmed to the thought of spending more time with Glen
without the girls around. She glanced back at the papers tottering
around her computer and wondered how she was ever going to find
time for everything. And then a wave of dread came over her as
another thought came rushing back to her: What on earth was she
going to do about Abby?


Chapter 6

Abby zipped her suitcase shut
and dragged it onto the landing for her dad to take downstairs. She
grabbed her knapsack and set it on top. She suddenly ran back into
her room to grab her camera off the shelf. She couldn’t believe
that she had almost forgotten it. I must have used up all of my
brain cells studying for exams, she thought. Her school was having
a photography contest with submissions due at the end of the summer
and Abby had every intention of winning it. The prize was a hot-air
balloon ride for two, and a new Nikon F50. She was looking forward
to getting some great beach shots.

“It’s ready, Dad!” she called
down the stairs. “You can load it if you want. I just need to find
one more thing.”

“Okay, babe, be right up,” Glen
called back.

Abby rummaged around the
clothes on the floor, throwing dirty socks and sweaty T-shirts into
a pile in the corner. Her journal just had to be here someplace.
She wasn’t that much of a slob. Well, maybe she was, but it was
usually right here beside the bed. She moved the pile of books and
papers she had dumped from school yesterday. Maybe it had gotten
mixed in with that stuff somehow? Panic rose in her chest. What if
she had left it in her locker at school? What if the custodian came
across it while cleaning out the lockers? Abby wondered if he would
actually read a book that was clearly very private. She certainly
hoped not. She would be mortified to think someone else had read
her thoughts. But how on earth was she going to get it back? And
she certainly wouldn’t be able to get it before leaving for Nova
Scotia. She was starting to freak out.

“Abby!” she heard her dad call
up.

“Yeah?” she called back, her
voice muffled as she dug underneath the bed.

“Tyson is here to see you.”

Tyson? She whacked her head on
the bed frame as she pulled herself up. She hadn’t even heard the
doorbell. What was he doing here? She had wondered if he might show
up before she left. She checked her hair in the mirror, brushing
off the dust bunnies that clung to the ends. She quickly ran a
brush through it and hurried down the stairs.

Tyson grinned at her, his hands
behind his back. “I guess you’re leaving soon?”

“Duh,” Penny said, rolling her
eyes as she snuck past them with her knapsack.

Abby ignored her sister, and
tried to focus on Tyson. They faced each other in the hallway, Abby
with both her hands shoved into her back pockets. “Uh, yeah,
actually we’re just loading up. What’s up?”

“Well, I felt kind of bad
leaving you like that yesterday and I wanted to see you once more
before you left. A month is a long time, you know.” He kept looking
down at his shoes. Abby glanced around to see who might be
listening. She didn’t want Penny eavesdropping on their
conversation, or worse, her mother. Her dad shuffled by with the
suitcases and Abby waited until he got to the car before
answering.

“Yeah, but it will go by fast,”
she said half-heartedly.

It was awkward to be standing
in the hallway at the front door with all the commotion going on
around them. Abby pulled him outside onto the porch, out of the
line of traffic. She wished he would hurry up and get on with
it.

“I just wanted to give you
this, but you can’t open it until you get on the plane.” Tyson
passed her a little white box and continued staring at his
shoes.

“What is it?” Abby took it
hesitantly. She had no idea what it was and why he would wait until
she was leaving to give it to her. If he had come any later he
would have missed them completely. It was tied tightly with a thin
white string to keep it from opening. It looked like a parcel you
would send in the mail at Christmastime, only small enough to fit
in the palm of your hand.

“You’ll see — just don’t open
it until you are on the plane. It’s just something to remember me
while you’re away.” He looked up at her shyly and then back to his
shoes. Abby couldn’t remember ever seeing him this nervous. It was
totally unlike him.

“Oh, that’s sweet, Ty.” She
looked at him shyly, not knowing what to say, but a knot was
forming in her stomach. It wasn’t like Tyson to be romantic, and he
certainly had never suggested that the two of them were going
steady or anything. Why would he do this now? The trunk slammed as
luggage was loaded into the car.

“Okay, Abby, we really have to
get going.” Glen locked the front door and headed to the car.

“Yeah, I know!”

Tyson rushed on. “So call me
when you get back and we’ll do something for sure.”

“Of course I will. I’d better
get going.” She tucked the little box in the pocket of her
sweatshirt and they gave each other a quick hug, not wanting to
embarrass themselves in front of the family. Everyone was waiting
to go, standing around the car, half watching, half busying
themselves with the luggage. Tyson had marinated himself in his
favourite cologne and the smell clung to her. She would probably
still be able to smell it when they got to Halifax. Maybe that was
part of his plan.

Tyson leaned in to give Abby a
quick peck on the cheek. “I’d like to give you a big kiss right on
the lips but ... well, you know ...” His whisper tickled her
ear.

Abby couldn’t bring herself to
look at him. She could feel his eyes on her, staring, waiting. She
wasn’t sure what he expected from her. At that moment all she
wanted to do was get in the car and leave. She had a sick feeling
in the pit of her stomach.

“Okay, I’ll see you, then.” She
ran down the driveway and quickly hopped into the back seat. She
forced a smile and a wave at Tyson as they backed out of the
driveway. He just stood there on the stoop, grinning and waving
like crazy.


Chapter 7

The air conditioning was on
full-force and Maggie blew her bangs off her forehead to dispel the
heat. She moaned when they pulled onto the 401 and were immediately
slowed by all the traffic.

“Where are all these people
going on a Saturday?” she said.

“Probably to the airport, like
us!” Glen laughed.

Maggie took off her sunglasses
and glanced back inquiringly at Abby.

“What are you looking at me
for?” Abby snapped.

“I just hope we’re not running
too tight on time,” Maggie commented. It bothered her that just
looking at Abby could spark a confrontation these days. It was a
tradition that everyone in the family went along for the ride
whenever someone was leaving or being picked up at the airport.
Maggie wondered if she should even have bothered coming along this
time, with the rare mood that Abby was in.

“Don’t blame me. I didn’t know
that Tyson was going to drop by.” Abby tapped her dad on the
shoulder. “Oh, Dad, do you think you can stop by the school for me
on Monday?”

Maggie noticed that Abby had
quickly changed the subject. It wasn’t like her to not want to talk
about Tyson. She was always going on about him.

“Why’s that?” Glen replied,
looking at Abby in the rear-view mirror.

“I have no idea where my
journal disappeared to. I think I might have left it in my locker
at school. If I leave it there past next week, it will be gone when
they clean out the lockers for the summer.”

“No problem, babe. I’ll take
care of it.”

“Thanks, Daddy,” Abby’s voice
trembled as she spoke. “I sure hope that’s where it is. I’ll just
die if somebody else finds it. But I really wanted to take it with
me on the trip.”

“Maybe we can look for a nice
journal while we’re waiting at the airport,” Penny offered.

“Thanks, Penny. That’s a really
nice idea, but I’m just really worried about where mine could have
disappeared to,” Abby said.

“Don’t worry. It’ll turn up. I
know it will,” Penny added.

Maggie quickly turned to face
the front so Abby wouldn’t see her cheeks flush. She felt like she
was hiding a dirty secret. Well, actually, she was. She couldn’t
stand this conversation any longer. She didn’t trust herself to
look Abby in the eye, but she knew she needed to say something.

“Actually, I found your journal
underneath some clothes when I went into your room to gather up the
dirty laundry. Honestly, you can hardly make a path to your bed
without tripping on something. It’s no wonder you couldn’t find
it.”

“Thanks, Mom, for harping on me
as we’re leaving,” Abby grunted. “I sure hope you didn’t read it.
But I looked everywhere and it wasn’t there. So where is it
now?” Her attitude had changed back to arrogance and Maggie bit her
tongue to avoid being pulled into the storm of Abby’s fury.

Maggie stayed silent. She
wondered what kind of mother she was turning into, reading her
daughter’s diary and then feigning ignorance. A good mother, she
thought; one that is looking out for her kid. She took a breath
before answering, trying to sound nonchalant.

“I stuck it in the front zipper
pocket of your suitcase.”

“So why didn’t you just tell
me? You know I’ve been looking all over for it! I thought
I’d lost it!” Abby yelled at Maggie, her face red with anger, the
words shooting out of her mouth like rifle fire. Penny shrunk lower
and lower in her seat, finally pulling her sweatshirt up over her
ears to block out the argument.

“I don’t know ... I just didn’t
really have a chance, and I put it in there so I wouldn’t forget.”
Maggie kept her voice low to avoid antagonizing Abby further. This
was not how she had envisioned their drive out to the airport. She
was beginning to feel that anything she might say or do would
trigger another outburst.

Abby rolled her eyes. “Well,
thank goodness it isn’t at school,” she sighed. “I’m going to want
it on the plane, though. I don’t want to risk losing it in my
luggage. Why would you put it in my suitcase?”

“So I wouldn’t forget to give
it to you.” Maggie sighed. She wasn’t very good at this lying
thing, but God forbid the truth ever came out.

“Never mind, sweetheart,” Glen
interrupted, putting his hand on Maggie’s knee as he spoke,
attempting to calm them both at the same time. “We’ll pull it out
as soon as we get to the airport. I’m sure you’ll remind us.” He
gave Maggie a reassuring look and turned his eyes back to the road.
Maggie just sighed and looked straight ahead.

“Aren’t you excited, Abby?”
Penny exclaimed breathlessly, as she emerged from the safety of her
sweatshirt. “I just can’t wait to get there and see the beach
again.” She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “Can’t you smell
the ocean already? And I can’t wait to see Grandma Gil and Mr.
Jack. I wonder if he’s got some business lined up yet for the Odd
Couple?” Last summer Penny and her buddy Simon had started up a
venture in Nova Scotia called the Odd Couple. She was the short
redhead and he was the tall scrawny kid, and together they had done
any job that needed doing, even getting T-shirts made so they could
advertise their business. They scraped paint off houses, painted
window frames and boarded up barns, weeded and watered gardens. You
name it. Mr. Jack would put the word out for them, and they always
had an endless list of jobs to do. It certainly kept her out of
trouble. “I don’t know what Mr. Jack would do without me!” Penny
said. The words spilled from her mouth like a waterfall and they
couldn’t help but laugh at her enthusiasm. If it wasn’t for Penny’s
spirit, we might all sink into the abyss, Maggie thought.

Maggie was proud of Penny’s
enthusiasm and as far as her business ventures were concerned,
Penny was tireless. At home, she had a paper route, delivered
flyers, shovelled snow in winter and mowed lawns in summer. She was
very wise with her money, usually saving up for something that she
really wanted, or donating it to her latest cause. Ever since Penny
had been old enough to walk, she had been attempting her own
business ventures. When she was five years old, the neighbours had
appeared at the door with Penny in tow to ask whether they had any
idea what their daughter was doing. Apparently Penny had been going
door to door, selling rocks. These weren’t painted rocks, or rocks
that were unique in any special way; they were just rocks that
Penny had found along the sides of the train tracks and apparently
she had made money doing it. After the incident they had explained
to her that she couldn’t just go door to door selling whatever she
wanted. She seemed to understand, but they could already see the
wheels turning as she considered her next venture. After all, the
neighbours hadn’t seemed too upset.

“I hope I have enough time to
get everything done in a month.” Penny sounded genuinely
concerned.

“I’m sure you will, Penny.
Otherwise, you’ll just have to find some more recruits to help you
out,” Glen said. “What about you, Abby? Got anything planned
yet?”

Abby looked out the window,
fiercely concentrating on the cars zooming past. She seemed like
she didn’t even hear her dad’s question. Maggie glanced over her
shoulder to look at Abby. She thought Abby seemed a little distant
but didn’t dare say anything for fear of another outburst.

“Hey, Abby?” Glen asked
again.

Abby quickly came out of her
reverie. “What? Oh, yeah. What did you say?”

“I asked if you had made any
plans yet with your friends in Nova Scotia.”

“Nothing definite, other than
spending tons of time at the beach. Sarah and I will do lots of
stuff for sure.”

Maggie was glad that Abby had
someone to chum around with when she was visiting with Grandma Gil.
Abby and Sarah had known each other since they were five, and they
spent as much time together as possible while Abby was in Nova
Scotia. It had always been that way and Maggie secretly wished Abby
had a close friend like Sarah at home. Abby didn’t really have one
person that she would call a good friend, someone she could hang
out with and tell secrets to. It worried Maggie because she knew
how important girlfriends could be. Abby had been spending a lot of
time with this Tyson boy. Maggie didn’t have a good feeling about
him, but then she often didn’t. She’d prefer that Abby didn’t have
a boyfriend at all, especially one who was 18 going on 19. Those
older boys were nothing but trouble. Maggie hoped this trip would
be good for Abby. She seemed distracted and more withdrawn than
usual lately and Maggie hoped some time away might change Abby’s
view of Tyson.

“You’re awfully quiet,” Maggie
said finally, instantly regretting it, and holding her breath for
fear of another onslaught. She tried to sound as sympathetic as
possible. “Is everything okay?”

“Oh, I was just thinking about
Tyson,” Abby offered grudgingly. “He gave me something before we
left but told me not to open it until I’m on the plane.” She
resumed looking out the window. “But I’d rather not talk about it,
okay?”

Maggie sighed. At least the
arguing had subsided and they had moved on. She settled back into
her seat, angling the air conditioning directly onto her face.
Thank God people weren’t able to read your thoughts, because hers
would be written all over her face. She couldn’t stop thinking
about what she had read in Abby’s journal and once Abby was gone,
she was going to have to figure out what the hell she was going to
do about it.


Chapter 8

Abby and Penny tried to contain
their excitement as they shuffled down the aisle scanning for their
seats. They came to a halt and waited while a man tried
unsuccessfully to cram his oversized bag into the compartment.

“What has he got in that bag?”
Penny whispered to Abby over her shoulder as she rolled her eyes in
disgust. “There is no way in heck he is getting that to fit
in there. Jeez, if there was a whale that needed to be
brought back to Nova Scotia, why didn’t he just pull it on a
flatbed trailer?” Penny continued.

Abby shook her head and gave
Penny a scolding look, worried that he might hear her response. She
knew Penny was just excited and impatient to get going, but her
comments were drawing stares from other people. Abby just smiled
back. She leaned forward to shush Penny, and sighed as they waited
for the flight attendant to jump in and take action. She wondered
where they found the patience to deal with people like this, and
was secretly glad that they wouldn’t be sitting anywhere near this
guy. Penny would probably have told him exactly what she thought of
him. The bag was finally lowered, and the man backed into his spot
momentarily to let people pass.

“Good luck with that,” Penny
commented as she went by, and the guy gave her a dirty look.

“Penny, just keep your thoughts
to yourself, will you?” Abby said, once they had passed.

They reached their row and Abby
scooted across to grab the window seat. It was important to be able
to see the trees and lakes coming into view as they flew into
Halifax. She knew then that it wouldn’t be much longer after that
before they would be at the beach. She could almost smell the ocean
already. She had to admit she was as excited as Penny. Abby checked
her watch.

“We should be taking off soon,
kiddo. I brought along some snacks.” She pulled some zip-lock
baggies with treats out of her knapsack. “I got this fruit and nut
bar yesterday at the coffee shop. It’s good but it’s a little hard.
Want some?”

“You did a great job of selling
me on it,” Penny said sarcastically, “but no thanks, I’m good.”

Penny struck up a conversation
with the boy sitting across the aisle, who looked to be about her
age. Abby figured they’d know each other intimately by the end of
the flight. She wished she could be more like that and often
wondered where Penny’s confidence came from. She glanced over at
Penny chatting away effortlessly. If she wanted to say something,
she said it; if she wanted to do something, she did it.

Abby remembered a time when
Penny was just four years old and they were at the mall with their
mom. At the centre of the mall a large crowd was gathered around a
stage where a perfume company was promoting a new product called
Summer Rain. People from the crowd were invited to perform their
rendition of a commercial for the product to win prizes. Their mom
had said they could sit closer to the front if they promised to
stay together and hold hands. The participants put on themed
accessories: a rain bonnet, an umbrella and long white cotton
gloves, and paraded across the stage while acting out the slogan
for the perfume. The prize was a Sony Walkman. Penny begged Abby to
take her over and try, but Abby was worried they wouldn’t take her
because she was too young. Abby tried to pull her away but Penny
had yelled at the top of her lungs: “I want to try out, and you
can’t stop me!” Abby was embarrassed enough so she took Penny to
the front and handed her off to the assistant. The transformation
was instantaneous, as Penny danced and spiralled her way across the
stage, playing to the crowd and the judges as required. When the
music stopped the crowd cheered, and Penny grinned and took a bow.
It was no contest.

Abby reached down to slide her
knapsack under the seat in front of her and felt a small roll of
fat sticking out over the top of her jeans. She poked at it like
she was the Pillsbury Doughboy. That would have to go. She hadn’t
had time to do anything except study these past few weeks, not to
mention eating a few more cheesies than normal from study stress.
She intended to work it off by the end of vacation, planning to be
fit and in shape when she got back. She wondered whether Tyson had
ever noticed. She quickly pulled her hoodie into her lap to cover
herself up and felt something hard push against her leg. Tyson’s
present! She had completely forgotten about it. He had told her not
to open it until she was on the plane. Well, she was on the plane
now! But why the secrecy, she wondered? She glanced over at Penny,
who was still engrossed with her new friend. They had already
pulled out a pack of cards, so she was paying no attention
whatsoever to Abby.

Butterflies fluttered in Abby’s
stomach. She had no idea what could be in the box and was half
afraid to open it; afraid of what it might mean. It was small
enough to hold a ring, but she hoped that he would give her
something as special as that in person. She was able to pull away
the string easily and carefully opened the flap on the small
cardboard box. There was a small tuft of red tissue paper sitting
on top. She pulled it off to find a Hershey’s Kiss and a necklace
with a thick chain knotted in the middle. Underneath lay a note,
folded several times into a teeny square.

She turned herself away from
Penny and pulled it open carefully. In Tyson’s familiar scrawl he
had written: “Enjoy yourself, but I know you’ll save yourself
for me.” Abby quickly refolded the note and shoved it in her
pocket. He had never truly come out and said he loved her, so what
was this supposed to mean? He never seemed to know what he really
wanted and yet when they were together she was in heaven. He was
such an amazing kisser that she got wet just thinking about it. And
whenever they had a fight he would always show up with flowers or
chocolates to make up for it. Was she supposed to wait for him,
even though she was the one who had gone away?

Abby had hinted at some things
she intended to do during her birthday year, without actually
telling him about what she had written in her journal. He’d just
think she was being corny. Being two years older, Abby figured he
would be able to help her with what she had in mind. She was even
glad that he wasn’t a virgin anymore because she was counting on
him to know what to do when the time came. She smiled to herself
just thinking about it.

But suddenly she felt angry.
How dare he drop this present on her this way? Now she would spend
her whole trip worrying about what it really meant. Screw that. She
was still upset that he had messed up the one night they had
planned before she went away, and now this. How dare he keep tabs
on her when they weren’t together? She intended to have a good time
regardless of what he was insinuating and would deal with it when
she got back.

She turned toward the window
and carefully pulled out the necklace for a closer look. It was
interesting the way it came together in the middle, as though the
chain had thickened and pulled itself into a knot. You couldn’t
tell where the chain ended and the knot began. Did the knot imply
something? She stuffed the box back into the pouch of her hoodie,
and shoved the necklace into her pants pocket. The whole thing was
making her feel really anxious and she felt an overwhelming urge to
throw up. She climbed over Penny’s knees and made a beeline for the
stall at the back of the plane. She pushed the Occupied sign into
place and leaned over the small tin toilet. The space was so small
she could hardly bend over. The relief was instantaneous. She
splashed her face gently with water and checked herself in the
mirror. Much better, she thought. She pulled the necklace out of
her pocket again and felt its cool chain between her fingers. She
carefully clasped the necklace around her neck before edging her
way back to her seat.


Chapter 9

Maggie picked at her food,
despite the fact that she and Glen were finally enjoying a rare
dinner alone. She was deep in thought over what she should do about
Abby’s diary. After dropping the girls at the airport, Glen had
happily prepared a tasty meal of steaks on the barbecue, complete
with his favourite mushrooms and peppers on the side. He had
ceremoniously opened a bottle of wine to celebrate the fact that
they were officially alone. Glen savoured his meal as though he
hadn’t eaten in weeks, but Maggie’s meal remained virtually
untouched.

“Something wrong, Mags?” Glen
mumbled as he devoured another medium-rare mouthful smothered in
mushrooms. “You’ve hardly touched your dinner — are you missing the
girls already?”

Maggie took a sip of wine. “Of
course I miss them… It’s so much quieter when it’s just you and
me.” She paused, taking another deep swig of wine. “Actually,
there’s something I need to talk to you about.”

Glen’s fork stopped in mid-air.
“Is everything okay?”

Maggie noted Glen’s puzzled
expression as he tried to figure out what she was referring to. He
probably thinks it’s about us, she thought, and he has every right
to think that. They had both been so focused on their own projects
that they’d all but forgotten about each other. The disconnection
was adding to the stress of the household but there always seemed
to be something more urgent to be dealt with first. Like this. Glen
looked her in the eyes and placed his hands gently over hers.
Maggie relaxed a little, feeling the warmth of his touch.

“I know we’ve both been running
in different directions, Maggie. I was hoping with the girls being
away, we could find some time for each other. There won’t be as
many demands or distractions, and we could arrange some dates with
each other. Something we never quite learned to do properly.” His
deep brown eyes looked at her lovingly, full of warmth and
expectation as Maggie realized he was waiting for her response.

Maggie frowned. She was so
focused on what she was going to say that she had only half-heard
what Glen was saying. She nodded fiercely, trying to cover the fact
that she hadn’t been paying attention.

“Of course, yes, that would be
lovely, but that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. It’s
actually about Abby ... I read something disturbing in her
journal.”

“You read her journal?” Glen’s
eyes, so warm and gentle a moment ago, were fairly popping out of
his head. “Do you have any idea how she would react if she knew?”
Glen typically deferred to Maggie in decisions involving Abby, as
she was the most involved and seemed to know best, but his reaction
suggested he felt otherwise in this case. He set his cutlery on the
edge of his plate and continued to look at her in disbelief. She
knew exactly how Abby would react and she didn’t really want to
think about it. They were well past worrying about that now.

“Yes, of course I do, but she’s
not going to find out.”

“You said you had found it, but
why didn’t you just leave it where it was?” Glen asked. He looked
so worried Maggie wondered if she had done the right thing.

“Abby was in such a rush to get
everything ready, and I was just trying to help with the laundry
when I just happened across it. I had just picked it up when she
came rushing into her room. She caught me by surprise, so I hid it
in the back of my jeans. I know that sounds wrong but I had no
choice, or risk her finding out. I left the room so quickly there
was nothing else I could have done. I never intended to actually
read it, but later, one of the pages caught my eye and next thing I
knew, I was hooked.”

“So, what was so addictive that
you couldn’t just leave well enough alone?” He had leaned back in
his chair, arms crossed, waiting uncertainly for what she had to
say next. Maggie could see that Glen was unhappy with the way she
had handled this, but it had all happened by accident, and now that
she knew what was written in the journal she couldn’t just ignore
it. She stopped and looked him in the eyes. She needed him to know
how serious she was about all of this; how serious the situation
was.

“Glen ... she has a list.”

“A list? What kind of
list?”

“A to-do list. A Things to Do
the Year I Turn 16 list.”

“Okay.” He paused for a moment,
resting his elbows on the table and rubbing his forehead with his
fingers. He looked up at her again. “Do I want to know what’s on
this list?”

“Have my first shooter, smoke a
joint.” She paused. “Have sex ...”

“Have sex?” Glen raised both
eyebrows in surprise. She could tell it was hard for him to picture
his little girl in this light; it was hard for her, too. He had
probably never even considered the possibility, but he certainly
was considering it now.

Maggie could feel her cheeks
burning. She had violated her daughter’s privacy in a big way. It
hadn’t seemed such an awful thing to do when she was reading it by
herself. At that point nobody knew but her. But now that she was
saying it out loud, it seemed like she had crossed a line. But all
she was really trying to do was protect Abby. Wasn’t that what she
had done her whole life? Or was she just worried that history would
repeat itself? She wasn’t sure she could bear it. And now this
journal entry proved it, didn’t it? Her worst fears seemed to be
coming true.

“So what do you plan to do?”
Glen asked.

“Me? It’s what we have
to do. We have to do something, Glen. She’s off in Nova
Scotia on her own, and knowing her, she’ll be on a mission to work
through that list. And without us there to keep an eye on her ...”
She let the sentence hang. “She’ll be 17 in August, so her time as
a 16-year-old is running out.”

“Oh come on, Maggie. She’s not
on her own. She’s with your mom and she’s no slouch. Do you really
think Abby is the type to just take on the world in four short
weeks? I’m more worried about her finding out that you stole her
journal.”

“I didn’t steal it!”

“Whatever. It will seem that
way to her if she ever finds out.” Glen had pushed his chair back
from the table, and was pacing back and forth the length of the
dining room.

“She is not going to
find out!” Maggie put her face in her hands. She had given this a
lot of thought, and knew what she had to do. She had made up her
mind. Ever since she had read the diary she had been going over all
the options and she hoped that Glen would understand. She took a
deep breath. “I have to go too,” she murmured through her
fingers.

Glen stopped pacing and turned
to face her. “What? Have to go where?”

“Home. I have to go to Nova
Scotia.” Maggie couldn’t look at him. She knew that she needed to
do this, that it was the right decision, but if she looked at him,
he might see that bit of doubt and try to talk her out of it. She
knew she was the only one who could protect Abby from doing
anything she might regret later. And if she didn’t go and something
happened, she would always blame herself. She had to do this.

Glen poured himself some more
wine and leaned against the countertop. Maggie could almost see the
wheels turning as he considered what she was suggesting. She also
knew deep down that even though he might not agree with her, he
would never challenge her as far as Abby was concerned. It had
always been that way. It had to be that way. He took a long time to
respond.

“I guess if you think it’s the
best idea. Have you thought about what reason you are going to give
the girls for showing up unexpectedly?”

Maggie slouched back in the
chair, relieved to have this part of the conversation out of the
way. She took another big sip of wine. “No, but I’ll think of
something.”


Chapter 10

“I see the Hallelujah tree!”
hollered Penny from the back seat. “Grandma Gil, she needs to be
properly dressed for summer. Can I do it?”

Abby had to laugh too. “Yeah,
GG — she’s half-naked.”

And it was true. The old maple
tree had been on the property as long as anyone could remember. It
stood at the end of the lane just to the left of the house, its two
large arms reaching in opposite directions. The tree was dying and
even though it no longer produced any leaves, no one had the heart
to actually chop it down. As the story went, one day Grandma Gil
had hung her wash out to dry in a very stiff breeze and one of her
sheets had come loose. The wind had carried it up and it had become
entangled in the old maple. When they all came out to have a look,
it looked like an angel with her arms stretched to heaven and from
then on it became the Hallelujah tree. Once they had put a large
caftan on it to look like a witch, and so it became a seasonal
tradition to change her outfit.

GG pulled the car into the
grassy spot beside the house. The car had barely reached a full
stop before the doors flew open and the girls jumped out, running
to the bluff to get a view of the ocean.

“Can we go down to the beach,
GG?” Penny called back excitedly.

“Just relax a minute, Miss
Penny. You’re here for a whole month. There will be lots of time to
do everything.” GG chuckled as she joined them at the edge of the
bluff. “It’s not like we have to do everything on the first
day.”

“But we have to go down to the
beach first, GG, before we do anything else!” Abby put in. The
anticipation of being able to run along the beach splashing through
the waves was almost too much for her. After all, she had been
waiting a whole year to do this again.

“I know, I know,” GG said.
“Your mother is the same way. The first thing she does when she
gets here is go down to the beach too. You two sit tight for a
minute while I go grab my running shoes.” The girls tried to be
patient as GG sauntered back to the house.

“You know what?” Penny stood at
the edge of the bluff and looked out across the water.

“Yeah?” Abby said dreamily as
she closed her eyes and breathed in deeply.

“Everything connected to the
beach seems to start with the letter S: salt, sand, seashells,
starfish, sandpipers, surf, sea glass, seaweed, stones ...”

“Okay, okay. I get the
picture,” Abby said. “You are absolutely right. I never thought of
that before.”

And sailboats too, Abby
thought. She watched them tacking back and forth across the water
in the stiff breeze. She gazed out over the water, squinting from
the brightness of the sun sparkling off the waves like crystals.
The sky was a brilliant blue, the shade of blue you would choose
from a box of crayons, and the clouds so thick and fluffy that you
truly believed you could jump into them without falling
through.

This is going to be an awesome
summer, she thought to herself. It was going to be such a relief to
not have her mother breathing down her neck and questioning her
every move. She held her arms out to the side to catch the breeze
and breathed a deep sigh of freedom. Now that she had her license,
she and Sarah could go to the beach every day if they wanted. She’d
just have to figure out a way to talk GG into letting her have the
car. That shouldn’t be too difficult, she thought. GG was a real
pushover when it came to letting the girls do things. She spoiled
the girls rotten.
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