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Tommy stood beside the bike racks, straddling his bike. “I found somewhere when I was out on my bike the other day. Who’s coming?”

“Where?” Anthony’s eyes narrowed into slits and his voice sunk to as deep a bass as was possible from his small wiry frame.

“It’s close to home. There’s a way onto those hills behind Foothill Drive.”

Anthony rubbed his hand over his shaved head, fingering the new curly hairs. “You can’t go up there.”

“You can. If you lean on the gate, the chain is loose enough you can squeeze through.”

Anthony stamped his foot. “You just don’t get it, do you? I’d get in so much trouble you wouldn’t see me for a month.”

Tommy puckered his lips and tried to whistle at the sky. Anthony’s mom was nice, but why was she such a worry-guts?

Cesar clicked the numbers on his padlock. “I’ll come.”

Good old Cesar! You could always depend on him. As long as he was home when she returned from work, his mom didn’t ask what was happening.

Max punched Tommy’s arm. “You still trying that old whistling? Come on. Admit it. You’re never going to get a sound out.”

Tommy punched him back. “Shut up! Are you coming?”

“Just gotta call my grandma.” Max dug out his phone and spoke in Korean.

Tommy held an invisible phone to his ear. “Yell-ow? Black, black, black, black... Eh! ... Eh! ... Red.” He turned off his imaginary phone and thrust his hand into his hoodie pocket. Max always had to assure his grandma that whatever he wanted to do was educational. And even then, she worried until he came home.

Anthony sprang to attention. “What?”

The others gawked at him.

“Wassa matter?” Cesar asked.

“He said my name. What’s he talking about me for?”

Max punched off his phone and replaced it in his pocket. “Sorry, Ant. I told her I was going to your house to do a project. She trusts your mom.”

“’S’okay.” Anthony grunted, running his finger over those tiny hairs again—a sure sign it wasn’t okay. “I guess it worked?”

“Yeah, but I can only stay till three thirty.”

“Three thirty? We’d better get going.” Tommy kicked up his bike stand. “Lucky for you, Maxie. It’s closer to your house than ours.”

“She said she’ll call the police if I’m not back by four. But her clock is always ten minutes fast, so I have to be back by three forty-five.”

Tommy raised his left eyebrow. He’d been practicing that lopsided look, and here was his chance to use it. “C’mon, she wouldn’t really call the police.”

“You wanna bet? She’d be sure I’d been kidnaped or drowned.”

“In that case, what’re we waiting for?”

Cesar wound his padlock around the stem of his bike seat. “Come on. We’ve gotta go. Otherwise, Maxie will have to leave before we’ve had time to get there.”

They left Anthony and swung onto their bikes, allowing Tommy to take the lead. This was his adventure. Their route wound through the park. Then he hooked a sharp right between two houses.

Max slammed on his brakes and put a foot down. “You can’t go here. Look at that.”

“That” was a gate carrying a no-trespassing notice and the threat of a thousand-dollar fine or six months in jail.

Behind him, Cesar came to a sudden stop. “Dude. What d’you do that for? I nearly ran into you.”

Tommy was already off his bike, wheeling it behind a low bush beside the path. “Leave him, Cesar. Look, there’s space for all the bikes here. Maxie can watch them and call us if anyone comes.”

“And miss all the fun?” Max woke from his bad dream and pushed his bike toward the bush.

“I knew that would bring him.” Tommy scoffed.

They set off climbing the unpaved road. At the gate, Tommy unhooked the latch and held it for them so they could slide through the narrow space afforded them by the length of the chain wound through the two wire mesh gates. Beyond the fence, the hillside stretched up before them, covered with dry brown grass.

“How far does it go?” Max pushed up the sleeve of his Sharks jersey and checked his watch.

“Don’t know, but I’m gonna find out.” Tommy marched into the lead. Climbing fast, he was winded before he’d gone far. The top of the hill showed fuzzy against the sky where the grass waved, beckoning him to come and see what lay on the other side.

From the rounded summit, the ground dropped away into a gentle valley. As they made their way down, Tommy scanned the hilltops to assure himself no one else was around. The silence throbbed. Probably nobody ever came here. They ran the rest of the way down into the cooler patches caused by the long shadows of the rocks at the bottom.

Max spotted footholds on the side of one. “These are fantastic for climbing.”

“Hey! Look at these ones all leaning toward each other like a cave. This could be our clubhouse.” Tommy always felt cramped at home with six people in their small duplex. How awesome to have a secret den! He crawled between two upright rocks and under the lintel. As a clubhouse for four of them, it had its limitations, but as a cave, it was perfect. He crept out and said no more about it. Maybe he’d come here on his own. He could even keep some supplies here. In a pinch, he could live here for a short time if things got too difficult with his dad.

Max caught sight of the time and wailed. “Oh no, I’m so dead. It’s already three fifty. I’ll never get back in time.”

They stared at each other with wide eyes. This was bad. If Max’s grandma really called the police, there’d be big trouble.

The gentle slope of the valley didn’t seem so gentle when they were pegging away at it as fast as they could go.

“We’ll come back with you and explain.” Tommy spent half his life thinking of explanations.

“No, she can’t know I’m with you. Remember? I’m at Anthony’s doing a project.”

“Why don’t you phone her and tell her you’ve got a flat on your bike?”

“I don’t have a flat.”

“We can soon solve that.” Tommy slapped his pockets to see what they held.

“Agh!” Max raked his hands down his cheeks. “But then I’ll have to fix a flat.”

“Come on, Max. It’s the only way.” And it’d be fun to put a hole in a tire—deliberately. Tommy’s pockets had come up empty so, while Max made another phone call, Tommy scoured the bushes for something with big thorns.

“Hey, don’t do that.” Cesar pulled out a ballpoint pen. “I just remembered how to let the air out of the tire without puncturing it. Then he won’t have to repair it. Plus, he can do it when he’s nearly home. Then he won’t be so late.”

As Max put his phone back into his backpack, Cesar showed them how to insert the pen cap’s pointed end into the valve to keep the pin depressed.

“Thanks, dude.” Max mounted his bike and coasted down to the road.

“Guess I should be going too.” Cesar swung his leg over his crossbar. “Coming?”

“Might as well.” Tommy followed. But he’d come back another time and explore the cave.
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A fire engine sped past Carrie, siren blaring. The sun burned down on her head. So, this was what ice cream felt like when it had been out of the freezer too long. Awful to have your house on fire right now. It was way too hot.

She turned the corner into the road where Mr. and Mrs. Kowalski lived. Funny! The fire truck was right by their house. She couldn’t see a fire. She sped up a little and then stopped. Mr. Kowalski had wandered out of their house. He gazed in her direction but gave no sign of seeing her, then tottered back up the drive. Mr. Kowalski didn’t totter. He was old, but he walked with a strong upright gait and only the slightest limp due to his bad knee.

She started to run, her backpack banging against her. As she did so, an ambulance approached from the opposite direction, followed by a police car.

“Mr. Kowalski, Mr. Kowalski,” Carrie called as she ran.

He stopped but didn’t turn around.

Two firefighters approached the old man and spoke to him, then carried on into the house. More sirens, and an ambulance drove up. The passenger door slammed, and a young woman appeared around the end and approached Mr. Kowalski. She put her hand on his elbow and steered him toward the front door.

Carrie stopped. She didn’t belong here. What should she do? She hesitated, crept toward the corner of the house, and sank against the wall under the shade of the lilac bush. If she clutched her knees to her chin, tautening her muscles to the screaming point, she could almost stop the cold shiver that had started in her stomach and spread through her whole body. What was happening inside? Something was wrong with Mrs. Kowalski—Mrs. Kowalski with her short, snowy curls whose rooms were a nightmare of starched, lacy chair covers and glass-fronted china closets filled with porcelain figurines.

If Carrie had ever had a grandmother, she’d have chosen one like Mrs. Kowalski whose kindness lit up the solemn rooms with their blinds closed to prevent the light from damaging the furnishings.

The ambulance driver flung open the back doors of the vehicle and tugged on something which revealed itself as a stretcher. He wheeled it into the house and, moments later, rolled it back out bearing a still white-haired figure. He slid it inside the ambulance. Behind him came the firefighters and the woman with Mr. Kowalski. She shut and locked the front door and helped him into the front seat of the ambulance. Even knowing it was Mr. Kowalski, Carrie barely recognized him. He seemed like an incredibly old man. His face drooped, his cheeks were wet, and a drip hung unnoticed from the end of his nose. Carrie couldn’t bear to see the two vehicles drive off. She flung herself facedown under the lilac bush, unable to shake the memory of the still white figure on the stretcher and the gentle old man, who reminded her of Grandpa, tottering down the drive as though he’d been hypnotized. Hypnotized, hypnosis, from the Greek word hypnos—sleep. He stumbled like a sleepwalker in a bad dream.

Grandpa loved words and taught her the Greek and Latin origins when she was a little girl. They often played games to see who could spot a root word.

But as the word hypnos swirled in her brain, the question struggling to the surface was—“What will happen to me now?”

###
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Much later, she sat up. If she didn’t want to spend a night outside, she had to do something. Why hadn’t she told anyone she was there?

Duh! Those blue shirts and navy pants reminded her of the policewoman who had taken her away from the house when somebody snitched on her for staying alone without her mother. The woman said they were taking her for her own safety, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of being arrested. She shuddered as the fear of being taken to juvie flooded her once more. How was she to know it was a crime for a sixth grader to stay alone? Never again would she let them shut the door of a police car on her.

But now nobody knew she was here. Was there a bathroom window open? Maybe she could get in. She was used to being alone at night. Mom had had to leave her to go to work every evening.

She peered through the bush to make sure the street was clear, then edged toward the back gate, and jerked the latchstring. Today was garbage day, and nobody had bolted it again since taking the cans in. One piece of luck. It’s hard to persuade someone you’re where you ought to be when you’re caught climbing a gate. She leaned her back against it and exhaled deeply. Now for the bedroom window...

Almost too good to be true. She’d left it cracked open this morning. It was high, but Mr. Kowalski kept a small pair of folding steps in the shed. If they could just give her a boost up...

She held onto the window ledge and kicked against the wall. Good thing she’d practiced climbing out of the swimming pool this way. But it took several tries before she landed her stomach across the windowsill. She wriggled into a sitting position, swung her legs over one at a time, and jumped down.

She’d forgotten about food until now, but after all that effort, she felt trembly in her stomach. Even though the kitchen faced the back of the house, she must be careful when she opened the fridge. If the neighbors saw a light in a house they knew was empty, they might call the police.

What would there be in the fridge? They had meatloaf last night. She’d put the leftovers away on the left side of the second shelf. Gripping the heavy handle in her right hand, she slid her left hand in to grab the glass storage container and slammed the door shut. Peering at her haul in the dim light still filtering through the windows, she decided it was enough to make a meal. She couldn’t handle Mrs. Kowalski’s method of reheating it by putting it onto a tin plate over a pan of boiling water, so she ate it cold. It wasn’t bad, but she’d have to decide what to do tomorrow.

It was too early to go to bed, but with no light, what else could she do? She crept along the dark hallway, keeping her eyes averted from the shadow in the corner with its long arms waiting to grab her as she went past.

After the hot afternoon, the night had turned chilly. She was glad of the warm blankets on her bed. She tucked her head underneath, like a bird with its head under its wing. It smothered the strange sounds in the house, but it also smothered her. She poked her head out and listened. Did the furnace usually make a clanking sound before the heater went on? Why did the floorboards creak? Was someone coming along the corridor? She hugged herself and gritted her teeth.

A light flashed at her window. The police had found her! Why did she allow herself to sleep? Then she breathed deeply. It was only the security light outside. She hadn’t noticed it any other night with the curtains drawn.

Little feet skittered across the roof. “It’s only a squirrel, Carrie. It’s only a squirrel.” Why was a squirrel awake in the middle of the night?

Once again, she wrapped herself in her arms, and sleep took her. But the security light wouldn’t allow her to stay there. And this time, it brought with it questions about what would happen to her. How long could she stay here without anyone looking for her? How long would the food in the house last? How long before a neighbor discovered her climbing out of a window?

At last, it was light enough to see the window’s shape. Thank goodness for morning! The night had lasted an eternity.

As loud as a rat-a-tat-tat on the front door, a thought knocked at her mind. Mr. Kowalski might be back anytime. Why hadn’t she thought of that before? He’d probably gone to the hospital to be with his wife, but he wouldn’t be there forever. And, when he got back, they’d know she’d spent the night in the house alone.

But why hadn’t anyone come to find her? Why hadn’t he told them she’d be there? Why hadn’t she thought of this last night? And what should she do now? She couldn’t run the risk of being arrested again for staying alone.

When her mom was in Las Vegas interviewing for a job, the policewoman had assured her she was not in trouble. But Carrie didn’t believe her. Why else would they carry her off in a police car?

No point trying to run away. Where would she run to? Her mom had gotten the job in Las Vegas. She said she was saving money to get an apartment, and when she’d found one, she’d send for Carrie. Since then, Carrie hadn’t heard from her. She must have changed her phone number, too. The old number had a message saying it was disconnected. If Mom was in as much trouble for leaving her alone in San Jose as she was for staying alone, it was no surprise she’d change her phone.

Carrie had reviewed this argument every night as she lay in bed. But the next step was the one that kept her awake. Where did that leave her? Abandoned. Alone. Unwanted? If Mom really wanted her, wouldn’t she have found some way—any way—for them to be together? She clenched her fists and her teeth. She wasn’t going to cry for someone who didn’t want her.

Mom wasn’t the only person who abandoned her. Grandpa did too. Of course, he didn’t mean to. He couldn’t help dying, but without him, everything that made home feel safe was gone.

And what should she do now? She must tell her social worker what had happened before anyone else did. She prepared her story as she searched for the phone number and then crept down the hall to the phone and dialed the after-hours number.

“Sarah Collins.”

“It’s Carrie.”

“Carrie, are you all right?”

She always put on that concerned tone as though she really cared about her. Carrie imagined her going home each evening, kicking off her shoes, and wishing she could turn off her cell phone. “I hope none of my brats phone before tomorrow morning.”

“Mrs. Kowalski was taken away in an ambulance in the middle of the night, and Mr. Kowalski went with her.” Carrie crossed her fingers. “The neighbor said I could come and stay with her for the night.” Hopefully, close enough to the truth if anyone investigated.

“Carrie, I’m so sorry.” Sarah clicked her tongue in the annoying way that meant she was trying to think what to do. “I’ll find out what’s happening and get back to you. You stay right where you are for now, okay? You’re still at the neighbor’s?”

“No, I went home to get ready for school. Should I go to school?”

“Can the neighbor take you?”

“I take the school bus.”

“I suppose that would be best. But don’t go home after school. I’ll pick you up and let you know what’s happening.”

Carrie replaced the receiver and wriggled the tension out of her shoulders. So far so good.
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Between races, Elise sat in the locker room—away from the sun burning down on her skin. No need for icky sunscreen indoors.

If she finished all her homework before they got home, she could practice her piano pieces or work on writing her song. Since the summer when Rebekah had persuaded her to give up her piano lessons, no one told her whether she was playing well. Was she improving? Spending time in practice felt like trying to beat her own swimming speed without anyone timing her.

“We’re not very good at piano, and we are good at swimming. We should stick to the things we’re best at.” Rebekah’s voice never left you with any doubt of what she was thinking. She knew what she wanted, and she was probably right about herself. She liked tasks where she could show off. Every note in her piano performances was perfect. Every finger was in the right place. But they sounded like exercises. Her brilliant études and sonatas conveyed no more feeling than her scales and arpeggios.

Elise closed her eyes and fingered out the Beethoven bagatelle she was working on. The notes played in her head, and she remembered the day she played it for Mrs. Joubert and stumbled in the middle. “I’ll never get this right.”

Mrs. Joubert put her long fingers under Elise’s chin and turned it toward her. “Yes, you will. That was beautiful.”

“I don’t play as well as Rebekah.”

“Elise, you pour your heart into the music. I love to listen to you playing. The technical expertise will come with practice.”

But now she had no time for practice. Her sadness was shooting up and growing into a strong tree with branches reaching into every other part of life. Even her songs were failures.

But Carrie wrote songs.

Elise glanced at the locker room clock. Five minutes till she had to get ready for the next race. She tore a page out of her math notebook and sat biting the eraser of her pencil. How could she express how she felt when she heard Carrie say she loved writing songs? Using her best cursive, because her thoughts seemed to flow better when she took the time to make her handwriting beautiful, she wrote.


I thought I was the only one

And then I met another.



She pouted as she underlined the words, grappling with ideas for what came next. Nothing. Another underline. Then a furious scribble, back and forth until she wore a hole in the page. What was the use of trying? If only she could ask for Carrie’s help, but Carrie didn’t talk to anyone. Yet sometimes, as Elise avoided her eyes, it felt as though Carrie was doing the same.

Mom came into the locker room.

Elise slammed her notebook shut.

“Good girl. Getting your homework done?”

She just prevented herself from nodding. No need to lie about it. Mom didn’t expect an answer.

“It’s nearly time for the next race. Let me give you some more sunscreen.”

Elise held out her hand for a dollop for her face, then turned so Mom could rub some on her back.

Rebekah was outside. She stood in the full sun, doing neck stretches. “Ready?”

The starter went, and they dove in. Elise tried to stay aware of Rebekah’s position. If she set a fast pace for herself, she’d put Rebekah on her mettle. As they came down the final stretch, she let up speed just as Rebekah put on her final burst and overtook her, reaching the side seconds ahead of her.

“And the Chan Twins do it again,” called the announcer. They got out and high-fived. It was good for publicity. People liked to see that the Chans were good friends out of the water as well as good competitors in the water.

“Good swimming, Elise.” That’s what Rebekah always said.

Elise replied in her usual words. “Congratulations, Rebekah.”

They never discussed the fact that Elise always started out in front but came in second. Rebekah loved being one of the Chan Twins, but she loved being the winning twin even more.
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Tommy was woken the next morning by his brothers giggling under the blankets. When eight people live in a two-bedroom condo, there isn’t much privacy. Lucy was the only person who really got any, with the little cubby Dad had fixed up for her behind the bookshelves in the living room.

Tommy turned over, rolling away from Mikey’s warm body. His younger brother’s sleeping form always crept toward him as though seeking the physical comfort so often denied him in waking life. Tommy shoved his head under his pillow and thought about the caves among the rocks. Yes, after school today, he’d go explore further.

The door handle squeaked, and his mother entered the room.

“Get up quietly, boys. Your father isn’t well today.”

When Dad’s illness flared up, he was depressed, morose, ready to jump on them. Any little thing set him going.

At least it wasn’t Sunday. If it had been, they’d have all had to go to church this morning. Tommy was never going to go to church when he grew up. According to his father’s description, God was always angry with you, especially if you had too much fun.

Subdued, the boys dressed in their school clothes and wandered into the kitchen in silence. Mikey, polishing his glasses on his sweater as he walked, tripped over a truck John and Trevor had left beside the sofa last night. The thump as he fell against the wall brought a muffled roar from the other bedroom. The boys all snatched their backpacks and fled from the house while Lucy, who could twist her father around her little finger, remained sitting at the table eating a bowl of cereal and humming to herself, a self-satisfied grin on her face. Tommy hated her.

As they went through the porch, he grabbed his bike and followed the other boys onto the sidewalk. The September morning was cool, and Mikey hadn’t brought a jacket.

“Here, take mine.” Tommy wriggled out of his and draped it around his brother’s shoulders.

Shivering, Mikey dug his arms into the sleeves and shoved them up to get his hands out. They gathered in large bunches at his wrists. His face was pale and his hands unsteady as he zipped the jacket. Being cold was only part of the problem. The family joked that Mikey had two left feet. To his father, whose spare time as a kid was spent on a soccer field, it wasn’t a joke as much as a source of shame. The narrow escape from becoming the butt of his father’s scornful tongue-lashing again would color Mikey’s whole day.

Tommy waited till his brothers clambered onto the school bus, then put his left foot onto the bike pedal and flung his right leg over the crossbar.

Pity he’d had to leave so quickly. It would have been cool to find some snacks to keep in his cave. It seemed a poor thing to have a cave without food supplies.

He arrived at school in plenty of time to eat breakfast, but the box of Marshmallow-Os cereal could be the first contribution to his snack stash. He stashed it in the pocket of his backpack, and, grabbing a chocolate milk and a straw, headed out to the quad. Nobody was there yet, so he sat on the corner of the third step—the place cheerleaders usually monopolized. He leaned his head back against the brick wall and thought about his favorite dream that one day his dad would say, “It’s take-your-child-to-work day today, and since you’re my oldest child, I want you to see what my life is like.”

That’s what Anthony’s dad had done. But Anthony’s dad worked at some snobby place where they encouraged fathers to help their children plan for the future. He was a gardener. “Not a yard worker.” Anthony would frown if they even suggested it—which they did often. Seeing Ant get all worked up was fun. “Not the guy who mows and blows. A real gardener. He works for rich people with big gardens.”

If only he, Tommy Hughes, could speak with the same pride Anthony used when he spoke of his dad. Tommy’s dad rarely talked about what he did at work, but judging from the days when his comments were punctuated by involuntary yelps of pain, it had something to do with toilets. Maybe he didn’t want to go to work with his dad after all.

The straw gave the slurp that showed the milk carton was empty, and he crushed both carton and straw and threw them toward the trash can. They missed, of course, and he had to go pick them up before the campus supervisor came and gave him detention. Not that the detention room wasn’t well known to him, but he didn’t want to spend an hour there this afternoon.
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Phew! The last bell of the afternoon and he’d made it without a detention. Teachers were so sneaky. You’d be minding your own business reading a comic under the desk. They’d ask you a question, and when you couldn’t answer, they’d head up the aisle to see what you were doing. Then they’d take away the comic and give you detention.

“Tommy, since you are using my time for your pursuits, I think it only fair that you should use your time for my pursuits.” That was the way Mr. Bordeaux, the history teacher, spoke, giving him an extra writing assignment to do in detention. Tommy had played with the idea of telling him it wasn’t fair to give him three punishments for the same offense—stealing his comic, taking his time, and giving him extra work. But Mr. Bordeaux wasn’t the type of person to be persuaded by logic.

Tommy made his way to the bike racks. Max had piano lessons on Wednesday afternoons. As his grandma didn’t drive, a driver picked him up from school. And Anthony was being careful not to give his mom any reason to worry about him so in a couple of weeks she might be more lenient about what he did after school. Maybe Tommy would check out the caves on his own. Sometimes it was nice to be alone.

Cesar caught him as he opened his padlock. “Wait up. I’m coming with you.”

“I’m going to the rocks. Wanna come?”

“Sure.” Cesar’s brown eyes lit up as though he was hoping for mischief. “What’re you doing there?”

“Want to see if we can find a cave? We could have a clubhouse—have a stash of snacks, leave notes for each other. It’d be a good hideout if we needed it.”
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