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  Chapter One




  Splash! I swing back my arms and push myself forward, landing in the cool turquoise water of the swimming pool. I dip down and dive beneath the surface, loving the smooth feeling of gliding along in my own quiet world. With my swim goggles on, I can see the dark-blue tiles at the bottom of the pool and the wavy patterns of the California sunlight dancing across them.




  When I can't possibly hold my breath a second longer, I pop back up and take deep gulps of fresh air. A sudden breeze makes the branches of the trees shiver, and I shiver too. It really is fall now. Pushing my goggles to the top of my head, I turn slowly around and admire all the colors. The Chinese pistache tree at the very back of our yard is glowing red-orange, the mulberry trees are golden, and the gigantic maple tree that stands between our house and the next-door neighbors' is as bright as fire.




  Suddenly I realize I'm cold, so I swim to the edge of the pool, climb up the steps, and slip into the Jacuzzi. No one's been in it for a little while, so I have to push the button that makes the jets start churning. I shrink down so the warm water covers my shoulders and relax. I love fall. In fact, I'd have to say it's my favorite season. The whole San Francisco Bay Area, where I live, comes alive with color. The temperature drops, and everything becomes cozier. Then, of course, there are Halloween and Thanksgiving and the beginning of the Christmas season.




  I smile to myself. I should probably focus on Halloween for now. I already have my costume picked out. I'm going to be a genie, dressed in shimmering yellow and mint-green, and instead of a pumpkin pail, I'm going to carry a bag that I made to look just like a genie bottle. I'm also making yellow and green beaded jewelry to wear with the costume. In case you can't tell, I love arts and crafts.




  I also love writing. I take my journal most places, filling it up with my thoughts and feelings, short stories, drawings, and doodles. Mom says that my creativity comes from Dad, who is a graphic designer at an advertising agency. I'm not exactly sure what that means, but I do know you have to be artistic for a job like that.




  I think Mom is creative, too. After all, she is a second-grade teacher at Jaramillo School, where my little brother Ethan and I go. To be a teacher, you have to come up with creative ideas that will keep kids interested. Mom is great at that.




  "Joy!" Mom steps onto the patio, interrupting my thoughts. "Come here for a minute. I need to talk to you."




  I pull myself out of the Jacuzzi, grab my Hello Kitty towel from the lounge chair where I left it and wrap it around me like a very long skirt. Pushing my feet into my flip-flops, I walk toward Mom, my long hair dripping in streams down my back. "What is it?" I ask.




  Mom smiles. "I just wanted to remind you that Dad and I have that dinner meeting tonight with some potential clients of A Different Angle. Bella is going to watch you and Ethan. We might be out a bit late, so I expect you all to do your homework and get to bed on time."




  A Different Angle is the name of the advertising agency Dad works for. Now that Mom mentions it, I do remember something about a meeting, but I was not expecting it to be tonight, or to go late. "What time will you be home?" I want to know. My voice trembles as I speak.




  Mom must have noticed. She puts her hand on my damp shoulder and looks into my eyes. "Joy, baby, there's nothing to be afraid of. Bella's babysat you and Ethan many times. She's never let anything happen to either of you."




  "But I don't like it when it's dark and you and Dad are gone," I admit. "Having Bella here just isn't the same."




  "Joy." Mom's voice is calm and steady. "We won't be gone all night, probably only until ten-thirty or eleven. Okay?"




  "Eleven?" I wail. I know I sound like a baby. But can I help it if I don't want my parents to leave?




  ***




  "So, what do you think?" Mom asks me. "The flowered scarf? Or the green one?" She turns this way and that in front of her dresser mirror, trying to make up her mind.




  After Mom stepped outside to remind me about the dinner meeting, I was not in the mood to swim any longer. Instead, I took a shower and traded my tankini for a pair of capri jeans and a short-sleeved top. I'm sitting cross-legged on Mom and Dad's bed, watching Mom get ready to go out.




  She's wearing a lightweight cream-colored sweater with a flowered skirt that swishes around her ankles. Mom is beautiful. She has long wavy brown hair cut in soft layers and smooth, naturally tan skin and almond-shaped green eyes. She's half-Hawaiian and half-Caucasian. She was born on the Hawaiian island of Kauai, where her side of the family still lives.




  Dad tells me I look a lot like Mom, and Mom agrees, but she says there are an awful lot of things about me that remind her of Dad, too.




  Dad is Peruvian-American. Although he was born here in the United States (in Chicago, actually), his parents, my Abuelito and Abuelita Salinas, were born in Lima, Peru, in South America. Dad speaks Spanish every bit as well as he speaks English, and he has caramel-colored skin and dark eyes and curly black hair.




  Between Mom and Dad, my sister Bella and my brother Ethan and I are an interesting combination. I have very long, wavy brown hair and green eyes like Mom, but my skin is a shade or two darker than hers. Both Bella and Ethan have much darker brown hair than I do. Bella's eyes are brown, but Ethan's are the same green as mine.




  I slide forward on the bed now, stretching out on my stomach and cupping my chin between my hands. "Wear the flowered scarf," I tell Mom. "It goes perfectly with your skirt. The green scarf is a little too green. See? The flower stems on your skirt are much lighter."




  Mom laughs gently. "That's very true. You have a good eye, sweet love. Maybe you'll be a fashion designer one day."




  "Maybe," I say, my cheeks turning pink. I actually have thought about that.




  At that moment, the bedroom door swings open, and in comes Dad, home from work. His arms are filled with a big bouquet of beautiful flowers. I recognize orchids and bougainvillea, two of Mom's favorites, which remind her of Kauai. Dad walks over to Mom, sweeps her off her feet, and presses the flowers into her arms. "Surprise!" he exclaims, looking very happy with himself.




  "Oh, Javi!" gasps Mom. "They're gorgeous! What's the occasion?"




  Dad shrugs. "Does there have to be one? Isn't 'I love you' enough?"




  Mom gently sets the bouquet on the dresser, throws her arms around Dad's neck, and kisses him. This kind of a scene is not unusual in my family. Mom tells Dad he is her "Latin lover" since he is always doing romantic things when she least expects it. I hope I have a husband like that one day.




  Suddenly, Dad seems to realize I'm in the room, and he breaks away from Mom to scoop me off the mattress. "How's my angelita (little angel)?" he asks, kissing both of my cheeks and then tossing me back onto the bed.




  I giggle. "Hi, Daddy."




  "Hey, sweetheart. How was your day? Anything interesting happen at school?"




  I shake my head no. "Not really."




  "Not really?" Dad pretends to be shocked. "That's all you ever say after school. Next time, I expect some interesting scoop. You got it? Good gossip, like which of the fourth-grade boys got himself in trouble for coming to school with underwear on his head, or who told your teacher she looks like Miss Piggy. Okay?"




  "Daddy!" I shriek, laughing hard.




  "What? Mrs. Cruz really could pass for Miss Piggy. I doubt I'm the first one who's thought it."




  "Javier!" cries Mom.




  Dad lifts his hands in an innocent shrug. "What did I do?"




  Abuelita calls Dad "mi payaso," which is Spanish for "my clown." The nickname fits him. Dad is much sillier than his siblings. He always talks about my Uncle Dante being his "serious" big brother.




  "Do you think I've got time for a shower before we leave?" Dad asks Mom now.




  Mom glances at the clock. "If you hurry," she replies.




  "I don't want you to go," I say unhappily.




  "Joy," Mom says patiently. "We've been through this."




  I look pleadingly at Dad.




  "Sorry, angel," he tells me, and he really does look sorry. "But your mom and I don't have any choice. If it were up to me, I'd rather stay home too, eat some dinner, relax, spend time with the best three kids in the universe. But the fact is, we've got to meet with these potential clients. They could be very important to the agency."




  "Why does Mom have to go with you?" I ask.




  "It's a social dinner, Joy. Everyone else will be bringing their husband or wife. You wouldn't want your poor old man to have to show up alone, now would you?" Dad winks at me.




  "But it'll be dark before you get back," I protest.




  "Bella will be here," Mom reminds me, as if that should make me feel better. "Why don't you come downstairs with me, Joy, while I put these flowers in water? Your dad needs to take his shower now, or we'll be late." She shoots Dad a meaningful look.




  Dad grabs a fresh towel from the basket inside the doorway. "I'm on it!" he tells Mom, making a big show of sprinting toward the bathroom.




  With a sigh, I follow Mom down the stairs.




  ***




  "This macaroni and cheese is nasty," whines Ethan. He stabs his fork through the goopy yellow noodles on his plate. "Bella doesn't know how to make it like Mommy."




  "Cut it out, Ethan," snaps Bella. "It's Stouffer's macaroni and cheese. Do you know what that means? You pop it in the microwave and stir it up, and then you eat it. There is no possible way to mess up Stouffer's."




  Ethan twists his mouth, and I can tell he is about to cry. I feel sorry for him. After all, he's only six. I'm nine, and I still miss Mom and Dad. "I'm not going to eat it," says Ethan. "I'm going to feed it to the dogs."




  "Don't be stupid," says Bella. "You'll make them sick." She glances at our six-month-old puppy Sage, an all-brown cocker spaniel mix. Sage is lapping water from her bowl, one ear pricked as if she is listening for the soft sound of food crumbs dropping to the floor. Our golden retrievers, Cheyenne and Sierra, are play-fighting over a squeaky cat in the family room.




  "Then nobody will eat it!" Ethan announces, his voice rising. He lets his fork clatter onto his plate and stares at Bella, his eyes full of tears.




  "If you don't finish your dinner, then you don't get your Mickey Mouse ice cream bar," Bella answers calmly. She is thirteen and loves being in charge when Mom and Dad are gone.




  Ethan bursts into tears. "I want my Mickey Mouse ice cream bar!" he screams.




  He is so loud that Bella and I jump in our chairs and all three dogs start barking.




  "For heaven's sake, Ethan!" says Bella. "Take five more bites, and then you can have your stupid Mickey Mouse."




  Ethan doesn't dare argue. He eats the five bites, and then Bella gets up, takes the ice cream bar out of the freezer, and peels the wrapper off of it with loud, angry rips.




  "You happy now?" she asks, handing it to Ethan.




  As an answer, my brother stuffs the chocolate and vanilla Mickey Mouse head into his mouth and slurps noisily.




  ***




  I'm a lot quieter than my sister and brother. They talk more, yell more, fight more. It is not at all unusual for the three of us to eat dinner together without me saying a word. In fact, that's just what happened tonight.




  When the meal is over, I help Bella clear the table and load the dishes into the dishwasher. Then I unzip my backpack and empty a stack of folders and workbooks onto the island counter. I take a sparkly pink pencil out of my pencil pouch, popping a blue eraser onto the end of it. "I have to finish my history worksheet," I tell my sister. "Then I'll be done with my homework."




  Bella nods. "As long as you get it done," she says. "Mom will kill me if you don't. I'm going upstairs to check on Ethan and finish my own homework."




  I agree. But as soon as my sister has left the room, I wish I hadn't. Out the kitchen windows, I can see that it's starting to get dark. The underwater lights in our swimming pool and Jacuzzi cast a creepy glow over the patio and backyard. The palm trees that stand on either side of the Chinese pistache sway eerily in the evening wind. They look almost out of place, nestled in with all the trees that are changing color.




  I shiver, even though I know I'm being silly. Sage jumps up against the stool where I'm sitting and nudges my lap with her furry face. That makes me feel a little better. I scoop the puppy into my arms and give her a kiss. Then I set her gently down on the floor. I pull my history worksheet out of my Hello Kitty folder and get to work.




  About fifteen minutes later, I am interrupted by a scraping sound against the window. I drop my pencil, slip off the stool, and walk slowly around the island counter to have a better look. "Anybody there?" I ask, my heart thumping in my chest. I tell myself I'm being ridiculous. The sound must have been a tree branch, or maybe a small animal, or something.




  I lean over the kitchen sink to peer out the window, trying to calm myself down. I don't know what I expect to see, but it is definitely not a hairy monster with sharp fangs and a hideous grin! The monster jumps from the ground, its claws scraping the window, and gives a terrible screech.




  For a moment, I am frozen with fear. When I finally can move again, I scramble away from the counter and run out of the room, almost tripping over my feet in the rush. "Bella!" I scream. "Bella, come quick!"




  My sister is down the stairs like a shot. "Joy?" she cries. "What is it? Are you okay?"




  "A-A monster," I manage to say. I point toward the kitchen with a trembling finger.
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