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“I never knew how romantic a backseat could be,” Ivy said, resting against it, smiling at Tristan. Then she looked past him at the pile of junk on the car floor. “Maybe you should pull your tie out of that old Burger King cup.”


Tristan reached down and grimaced. He tossed the dripping thing into the front of the car, then sat back next to Ivy.


“Ow!” The smell of crushed flowers filled the air.


Ivy laughed out loud.


“What’s so funny?” Tristan asked, pulling the smashed roses from behind him, but he was laughing, too.


“What if someone had come along and seen your father’s Clergy sticker on the bumper?”


Tristan tossed the flowers into the front seat and pulled her toward him again. He traced the silk strap of her dress, then tenderly kissed her shoulder. “I’d have told them I was with an angel.”


“Oh, what a line!”


“Ivy, I love you,” Tristan said, his face suddenly serious.


She stared back at him, then bit her lip.


“This isn’t some kind of game for me. I love you, Ivy Lyons, and one day you’re going to believe me.”


She put her arms around him and held him tightly. “Love you, Tristan Carruthers,” she whispered into his neck. Ivy did believe him, and she trusted him as she trusted no one else. One day she’d have the nerve to say it, all of the words out loud. I love you, Tristan. She’d shout it out the windows. She’d string a banner straight across the school pool.


It took a few minutes to straighten themselves up. Ivy started laughing again. Tristan smiled and watched her try to tame her gold tumbleweed of hair—a useless effort. Then he started the car, urging it over the ruts and stones and onto the narrow road.


“Last glimpse of the river,” he said as the road made a sharp turn away from it.


The June sun, dropping over the west ridge of the Connecticut countryside, shafted light on the very tops of the trees, flaking them with gold. The winding road slipped into a tunnel of maples, poplars, and oaks. Ivy felt as if she were sliding under the waves with Tristan, the setting sun glittering on top, the two of them moving together through a chasm of blue, purple, and deep green. Tristan flicked on his headlights.


“You really don’t have to hurry,” said Ivy. “I’m not hungry anymore.”


“I ruined your appetite?”


She shook her head. “I guess I’m all filled up with happiness,” she said softly.


The car sped along and took a curve sharply.


“I said, we don’t have to hurry.”


“That’s funny,” Tristan murmured. “I wonder what’s—” He glanced down at his feet. “This doesn’t feel . . . ”


“Slow down, okay? It doesn’t matter if we’re a little late—Oh!” Ivy pointed straight ahead. “Tristan!”


Something had plunged through the bushes and into the roadway. She hadn’t seen what it was, just the flicker of motion among the deep shadows. Then the deer stopped. It turned its head, its eyes drawn to the car’s bright headlights.


“Tristan!”


They were rushing toward the shining eyes.


“Tristan, don’t you see it?”


Rushing still.


“Ivy, something’s—”


“A deer!” she exclaimed.


The animal’s eyes blazed. Then light came from behind it, a bright burst around its dark shape. A car was coming from the opposite direction. Trees walled them in. There was no room to veer left or right.


“Stop!” she shouted.


“I’m—”


“Stop, why don’t you stop?” she pleaded. “Tristan, stop!”


The windshield exploded.


For days after, all Ivy could remember was the waterfall of glass.


*   *   *


At the sound of the gun, Ivy jumped. She hated pools, especially indoor pools. Even though she and her friends were ten feet from the edge, she felt as if she were swimming. The air itself seemed dark, a dank mist, bluish green, heavy with the smell of chlorine. Everything echoed—the gun, the shouts of the crowd, the explosion of swimmers in the water. When Ivy had first entered the domed pool area, she’d gulped for breath. She wished she were outside in the bright and windy March day.


“Tell me again,” she said. “Which one is he?”


Suzanne Goldstein looked at Beth Van Dyke. Beth looked back at Suzanne. They both shook their heads, sighing.


“Well, how am I supposed to be able to tell?” Ivy asked. “They’re hairless, everyone of them, with shaved arms, shaved legs, and shaved chests—a team of bald guys in rubber caps and goggles. They’re wearing our school colors, but for all I know, they could be a shipload of aliens.”


“If those are aliens,” Beth said, rapidly clicking her ballpoint pen, “I’m moving to that planet.”


Suzanne took the pen away from Beth and said in a husky voice, “God, I love swim meets!”


“But you don’t watch the swimmers once they’re in the water,” Ivy observed.


“Because she’s checking out the group coming up to the blocks,” Beth explained.


“Tristan is the one in the center lane,” said Suzanne. “The best swimmers always race in the center lanes.”


“He’s our flyer,” Beth added. “The best at the butterfly stroke. Best in the state, in fact.”


Ivy already knew that. The swim team poster was all over school: Tristan surging up out of the water, his shoulders rushing forward at you, his powerful arms pulled back like wings.


The person in charge of publicity knew what she was doing when she selected that photo. She had produced numerous copies, which was a good thing, for the taped-up posters of Tristan were continually disappearing—into girls’ lockers.


Sometime during this poster craze, Beth and Suzanne had begun to think that Tristan was interested in Ivy. Two collisions in the hall in one week was all that it took to convince Beth, an imaginative writer who had read a library of Harlequin romances.


“But, Beth, I’ve walked into you plenty of times,” Ivy argued with her. “You know how I am.”


“We do,” Suzanne said. “Head in the clouds. Three miles above earth. Angel zone. But still, I think Beth is onto something. Remember, he walked into you.”


“Maybe he’s clumsy when he’s outside the water. Like a frog,” Ivy had added, knowing all the while there was nothing clumsy about Tristan Carruthers.


He had been pointed out to her in January, that first, snowy day when she had arrived at Stonehill High School. A cheerleader had been assigned as a guide to Ivy and was leading her through a crowded cafeteria.


“You’re probably checking out the jocks,” the cheerleader said.


Actually, Ivy was busy trying to figure out what the stringy green stuff was that her new school was serving to its students.


“At your school in Norwalk, the girls probably dream about football stars. But a lot of girls at Stonehill—”


Dream about him, Ivy thought as she followed the cheerleader’s glance toward Tristan.


“Actually, I prefer a guy with a brain,” Ivy told the fluffy redhead.


“But he’s got a brain!” Suzanne had insisted when Ivy repeated this conversation to her a few minutes later.


Suzanne was the only girl Ivy already knew at Stonehill, and she had somehow found Ivy in the mob that day.


“I mean a brain that isn’t waterlogged,” Ivy added. “You know I’ve never been interested in jocks. I want someone I can talk to.”


Suzanne blew through her lips. “You’re already communicating with the angels—”


“Don’t start on that,” Ivy warned her.


“Angels?” Beth asked. She had been eavesdropping from the next table. “You talk to angels?”


Suzanne rolled her eyes, annoyed by this interruption, then turned back to Ivy. “You’d think that somewhere in that wingy collection of yours, you’d have at least one angel of love.”


“I do.”


“What kind of things do you say to them?” Beth interjected again. She opened a notepad. Her pencil was poised as if she were going to copy what Ivy said, word for word.


Suzanne pretended Beth wasn’t there. “Well, if you do have an angel of love, Ivy, she’s screwing up. Somebody ought to remind her of her mission.”


Ivy shrugged. Not that she wasn’t interested in guys, but her days were full enough—her music, her job at the shop, keeping up her grades, and helping to take care of her eight-year-old brother, Philip. It had been a bumpy couple of months for Philip, their mother, and her. She would not have made it through without the angels.


After that day in January, Beth had sought out Ivy to question her about her belief in angels and show her some of her romantic short stories. Ivy enjoyed talking to her. Beth, who was round-faced with shoulder-length frosted hair and clothes that ranged from flaky to dowdy, lived many incredibly romantic and passionate lives—in her mind.


Suzanne, with her magnificent long black mane of hair and dramatic eyebrows and cheekbones, also pursued and lived out many passions—in the classrooms and hallways, leaving the guys of Stonehill High emotionally exhausted. Beth and Suzanne had never really been friends, but late in February they became allies in the cause of getting Ivy together with Tristan.


“I heard that he is pretty smart,” Beth had said at another lunch in the cafeteria.


“A total brain,” Suzanne agreed. “Top of the class.”


Ivy raised an eyebrow.


“Or close enough.”


“Swimming is a subtle sport,” Beth continued. “It looks as if all they’re doing is going back and forth, but a guy like Tristan has a plan, a complex winning strategy for each race.”


“Uh-huh,” Ivy said.


“All we’re saying is that you should come to one swim meet,” Suzanne told her.


“And sit up front,” Beth suggested.


“And let me dress you that day,” Suzanne added. “You know I can pick out your clothes better than you.”


Ivy had shaken her head, wondering then and for days after how her friends could think a guy like Tristan would be interested in her.


But when Tristan had stood up at the junior class assembly and told everyone how much the team needed them to come to the last big school meet, all the time staring right at her, it seemed she had little choice.


“If we lose this meet,” Suzanne said, “it’s on your head, girl.”


Now, in late March, Ivy watched Tristan shake out his arms and legs. He had a perfect build for a swimmer, broad and powerful shoulders, narrow hips. The cap hid his straight brown hair, which she remembered to be shortish and thickish.


“Every inch of him hard with muscle,” breathed Beth. After several clicks of her pen, which she had taken back from Suzanne, she was writing away in her notebook. “ ‘Like glistening rock. Sinuous in the hands of the sculptor, molten in the fingers of the lover . . . ’ ”


Ivy peered down at Beth’s pad. “What is it this time,” she asked, “poetry or a romance?”


“Does it make a difference?” her friend replied.


“Swimmers up!” shouted the starting official, and the competitors climbed onto their blocks.


“My, my,” Suzanne murmured, “those little suits don’t leave much to the imagination, do they? I wonder what Gregory would look like in one.”


Ivy nudged her. “Keep your voice down. He’s right over there.”


“I know,” Suzanne said, running her fingers through her hair.


“On your marks . . . ”


Beth leaned forward for a look at Gregory Baines. “ ‘His long, lean body, hungry and hot . . . ’ ”


Bang!


“You always use words that begin with h,” Suzanne said.


Beth nodded. “When you alliterate h, it sounds like heavy breathing. Hungry, heated, heady—”


“Are either of you bothering to watch the race?” Ivy interrupted.


“It’s four hundred meters, Ivy. All Tristan does is go back and forth, back and forth.”


“I see. Whatever happened to the total brain with his complex winning strategy in the subtle sport of swimming?” Ivy asked.


Beth was writing again. “ ‘Flying like an angel, wishing his watery wings were warm arms for Ivy.’ I’m really inspired today!”


“Me too,” Suzanne said, her glance traveling down the line of bodies in the ready area, then skipping over the spectators to Gregory.


Ivy followed her glance, then quickly turned her attention back to the swimmers. For the last three months Suzanne had been in hot—heated, hungry—pursuit of Gregory Baines. Ivy wished that Suzanne would get herself stuck on somebody else, and do it soon, real soon, before the first Saturday in April.


“Who’s that little brunette?” Suzanne asked. “I hate little petite types. Gregory doesn’t look right with someone petite. Little face, little hands, little dainty feet.”


“Big boobs,” Beth said, glancing up.


“Who is she? Ever seen her before, Ivy?”


“Suzanne, you’ve been in this school a lot longer than—”


“You’re not even looking,” Suzanne interrupted.


“Because I’m watching our hero, just like I’m supposed to be doing. What does waller mean? Everybody shouts ‘Waller!’ when Tristan does a turn.”


“That’s his nickname,” Beth replied, “because of the way he attacks the wall. He hurls himself head first into it, so he can push off fast.”


“I see,” Ivy said. “Sounds like a total brain to me, hurling his head against a concrete wall. How long do these meets usually last?”


“Ivy, come on,” Suzanne whined, and pulled on her arm. “Look and see if you know who the little brunette is.”


“Twinkie.”


“You’re making that up!” Suzanne said.


“It’s Twinkie Hammonds,” Ivy insisted. “She’s a senior in my music class.”


Aware of Suzanne’s continuous staring, Twinkie turned around and gave her a nasty look. Gregory noticed the expression and glanced over his shoulder at them. Ivy saw the amusement spreading over his face.


Gregory Baines had a charming smile, dark hair, and gray eyes, very cool gray eyes, Ivy thought. He was tall, but it wasn’t his height that made him stand out in a crowd. It was his self-confidence. He was like an actor, like the star of a movie, who was part of it all, yet when the show was over, held himself apart from the others, believing he was better than the rest. The Baineses were the richest people in the wealthy town of Stonehill, but Ivy knew that it wasn’t Gregory’s money but this coolness, this aloofness, that drove Suzanne wild. Suzanne always wanted what she couldn’t have.


Ivy put her arm lightly around her friend. She pointed to a hunk of a swimmer stretching out in the ready area, hoping to distract her. Then she yelled, “Waller!” as Tristan went into his last turn. “I think I’m getting into this,” she said, but it appeared Suzanne’s thoughts were on Gregory now. This time, Ivy feared, Suzanne was in deep.


“He’s looking at us,” Suzanne said excitedly. “He’s coming this way.”


Ivy felt herself tensing up.


“And the Chihuahua is following him.”


Why? Ivy wondered. What could Gregory have to say to her now after almost three months of ignoring her? In January she had learned quickly that Gregory would not acknowledge her presence. And as if bound by some silent agreement, neither he nor Ivy had advertised that his father was going to marry her mother. Few people knew that he and Ivy would be living in the same house come April.


“Hi, Ivy!” Twinkie was the first to speak. She squeezed herself in next to Ivy, ignoring Suzanne and barely glancing at Beth. “I was just telling Gregory how we always sit near each other in music class.”


Ivy looked at the girl with surprise. She had never really noticed where Twinkie sat.


“He said he hasn’t heard you play the piano. I was telling him how terrific you are.”


Ivy opened her mouth but could think of nothing to say. The last time she had played an original composition for the class, Twinkie had shown her appreciation by filing her nails.


Then Ivy felt Gregory’s eyes on her. When she met his look, he winked. Ivy gestured quickly toward her friends and said, “You know Suzanne Goldstein and Beth Van Dyke?”


“Not real well,” he said, smiling at each in turn.


Suzanne glowed. Beth focused on him with the interest of a researcher, her hand clicking away on the ballpoint.


“Guess what, Ivy? In April you won’t be living far from my house. Not far at all,” Twinkie said. “It will be a lot easier to study together now.”


Easier?


“I can give you a ride to school. It will be a quicker drive to your house.”


Quicker?


“Maybe we can get together more.”


More?


“Well, Ivy,” Suzanne exclaimed, batting her long, dark lashes, “you never told me that you and Twinkie were such good friends! Maybe we can all get together more. You’d like to go to Twinkie’s house, wouldn’t you, Beth?”


Gregory barely suppressed his smile.


“We could have a sleepover, Twinkie.”


Twinkie didn’t look enthused.


“We could talk about guys and vote on who’s the hottest date around.” Suzanne turned her gaze upon Gregory, sliding her eyes down and up him, taking in everything. He continued to look amused.


“We know some other girls, from Ivy’s old school in Norwalk,” Suzanne went on cheerily. She knew that Stonehill’s high-class commuters to New York City would have nothing to do with blue-collar Norwalk. “They’d love to come. Then we can all be friends. Don’t you think that would be fun?”


“Not really,” Twinkie said, and turned her back on Suzanne.


“Nice talking to you, Ivy. See you soon, I hope. Come on, Greg, it’s crowded over here.” She tugged on his arm.


As Ivy turned back to the action in the pool Gregory caught her chin. With the tips of his fingers he tilted her face up toward him. He was smiling.


“Innocent Ivy,” he said. “You look embarrassed. Why? It works both ways, you know. There are plenty of guys, guys I hardly know, who are suddenly talking like they’re my best friends, who are counting on dropping by my house the first week of April. Why do you suppose that is?”


Ivy shrugged. “You’re part of the in crowd, I guess.”


“You really are innocent!” he exclaimed.


She wished that he would let go of her. She glanced past him to the next set of bleachers, where his friends sat. Eric Ghent and another guy were talking to Twinkie now and laughing. The ultra-cool Will O’Leary looked back at her.


Gregory withdrew his hand. He left with just a nod at her friends, his eyes still bright with laughter. When Ivy turned back to the pool again, she saw that three rubber-capped guys in identical little swimsuits had been watching her. She had no idea which, if any, of them was Tristan.
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“I feel like a fool,” Tristan said, peeking through the diamond-shaped window in the door between the kitchen and the dining room of the college’s Alumni Club. Candelabra were being lit and crystal stemware checked. In the large kitchen where he and Gary were standing, tables were laid out with polished fruit and hors d’oeuvres. Tristan had no idea what most of the hors d’oeuvres were or if they were to be served in any special way. He hoped simply that they and the champagne glasses would stay on the up side of his tray.


Gary was struggling with his cuff links. The cummerbund of his rental tuxedo kept unwrapping itself from his waist, its Velcro failing to stick. One of his shiny black shoes, a size too small, was tied with an emergency purple sneaker lace. Gary was a real friend, Tristan thought, to agree to this scheme.


“Remember, it’s good money,” Tristan said aloud, “and we need it for the Midwest meet.”


Gary grunted. “We’ll see what’s left after we pay for the damages.”


“All of it!” Tristan replied with confidence. How hard could it be to carry this stuff around? He and Gary were swimmers. Their natural athletic balance had given them the right to fib about their experience when they interviewed with the caterer. A piece of cake, this job.


Tristan picked up a silver tray and surveyed his reflection. “I don’t just feel like a fool—I look like one.”


“You are one,” said Gary. “And I want you to know I’m not that much of a fool to believe your line about earning money for the Midwest meet.”


“What do you mean?”


Gary snatched up a spaghetti mop and held it so its spongy strings flopped over his head. “Oh, Tristy,” he said in a high-pitched voice, “what a surprise to see you at my mother’s wedding!”


“Shut up, Gary.”


“Oh, Tristy, put down that tray and dance with me.” Gary smiled and patted the mop’s spongy head.


“Her hair doesn’t look like that.”


“Oh, Tristy, I just caught my mother’s bouquet. Let’s run away and get married.”


“I don’t want to marry her! I just want her to know I exist. I just want to go out with her. Once! If she doesn’t like me, well . . . ” Tristan shrugged as if it didn’t matter, as if the worst crush he’d ever had in his life might really disappear overnight.


“Oh, Tristy—”


“I’m going to kick your—”


The kitchen door swung open. “Gentlemen,” said Monsieur Pompideau, “the wedding guests have arrived and are ready to be served. Could Fortune be so smiling upon us that you two experienced garçons would be available to help serve them?”


“Is he being sarcastic?” Gary asked.


Tristan rolled his eyes, and they hurried to join the other waiters at their stations.


For the first ten minutes, Tristan occupied himself with watching the other workers, trying to learn his job. He knew that girls and women liked his smile, and he used it for all it was worth, especially when the caviar he was serving leaped like a fully evolved fish into an older woman’s lap.


He worked his way around the large reception hall, searching for Ivy, sneaking peeks while big-bellied men unloaded his trays. Two of them went away wearing their drinks and muttering, but he barely noticed. All he could think about was Ivy. If he came face-to-face with her, what would he say? “Have some crab balls?” Or perhaps, “May I suggest le ballée de crabbe?”


Yeah, that would impress her.


What kind of guy had he turned into? Why should he, Tristan Carruthers, a guy hanging up in a hundred girls’ lockers (maybe a slight exaggeration) need to impress her, a girl uninterested in hanging in his locker or anybody else’s, for all he could tell? She walked the same halls he did, but it was as if she traveled in another world.


He’d noticed her on her first day at Stonehill. It wasn’t just her different kind of beauty, that wild tangle of kinky gold hair and her sea green eyes, that made him want to look and look, and touch. It was the way she seemed free of things other people were caught up in—the way she focused on the person she was talking to, without scanning the crowd to see who else was there; the way she dressed not to look like everyone else; the way she lost herself in a song. He had stood in the doorway of the school music room one day, mesmerized. Of course, she hadn’t even noticed him.


He doubted that Ivy knew he existed. But was this catering thing really a good way to clue her in? After recovering a fat crab ball that had rolled to a stop between some pointy-toed shoes, he was starting to doubt it.


Then he saw her. She was in pink—and pink and pink: yards of pink sparkly stuff that fell off her shoulders and must have had some kind of hoop under its skirt.


Gary passed by him then. Tristan turned a little too quickly and their elbows hit. Eight glasses shivered on their stems, spilling dark wine.


“Some dress!” Gary said with a quiet snicker.


Tristan shrugged. He knew the dress was cheesy, but he didn’t care. “Eventually she’ll take it off,” he reasoned.


“Pretty cocky there, buddy.”


“That’s not what I meant! What I—”


“Pompideau,” Gary warned, and the two of them quickly parted. The caterer snagged Tristan, however, and hauled him into the kitchen. When Tristan emerged again, he was carrying a low-lying spread of vegetables and a shallow bowl of dip—stuff that couldn’t spill. He noticed that some of the guests seemed to recognize him now and moved quickly out of his way when he approached. Which meant he carried a full tray round and round, hardly needing to look where he was going, and had plenty of time to scope out the party.


“Hey, swimmer. Sssswimmer.”


It was someone from school calling him, probably one of Gregory’s friends. Tristan had never liked the guys or girls in Gregory’s crowd. All of them had money and flaunted it. They did some stupid things and were always looking for a new thrill.


“Sssswimmer, are you deaf?” the guy called out. Eric Ghent, thin-faced and blond, lounged against the wall, one hand hanging on to a candle sconce.


“I’m sorry,” said Tristan. “Were you talking to me?”


“I know you, Waller. I know you. Is this what you do between laps?” Eric let go of the sconce and swayed a little.


“This is what I do so I can afford to do laps,” Tristan replied.


“Great. I’ll buy you ssssome more laps.”


“What?”


“I’ll make it worth your time, Waller, to get me a drink.”


Tristan looked Eric over. “I think you’ve already had one.”


Eric held up four fingers, then dropped his hand limply.


“Four,” Tristan corrected himself.


“This is a private party,” Eric said. “They’ll serve under age. Private party or not, they’ll serve whatever to whoever old Baines wants them to ssserve. The man buys everybody, you know.”


That’s where Gregory learned it from, Tristan thought to himself. “Well, then,” he said aloud, “the bar’s over there.” He tried to move on, but Eric placed himself squarely in front of Tristan. “Problem is, I’ve been cut off.”


Tristan took a deep breath.


“I need a drink, Waller. And you need some bucks.”


“I don’t take tips,” Tristan said.


Eric started to laugh. “Well, maybe you don’t get them—I’ve been watching you bump around. But I think you’d take ’em.”


“Sorry.”


“We need each other,” Eric said. “We’ve got a choice. We can help each other or hurt each other.”


Tristan didn’t reply.


“Know what I mean, Waller?”


“I know what you mean, but I can’t help you out.”


Eric took a step toward him. Tristan took a step back. Eric stepped closer again.


Tristan tensed. Gregory’s friend was a lightweight in Tristan’s book, the same height but nowhere near as broad as Tristan. Still, the guy was drunk and had nothing to lose—such as a large tray loaded with vegetables.


No problem, thought Tristan. A quick sidestep would send Eric plunging to his knees, then flat on his face.


But Tristan hadn’t counted on the bridal party passing through at that moment. Catching sight of them out of the corner of his eye, he suddenly had to shift direction. He slammed into the lurching Eric. Celery and cauliflower, mushrooms and pepper curls, broccoli and snow peas were launched toward a chandelier, then rained down upon the party.


And then she looked at him. Ivy, sparkling Ivy. For a moment their eyes met, hers round as the cherry tomatoes that rolled onto her mother’s train.


Tristan was sure that she finally knew he existed.


And he was just as sure that she’d never go out with him. Never.


*   *   *


“Maybe you were right, Ivy,” Suzanne whispered as they looked down at the splatter of raw vegetables. “On land, Tristan’s a klutz.”


What is he doing here? Ivy wondered. Why didn’t he stay in his pool, where he belongs? She knew her friends would be convinced he was following her around, and it embarrassed her.


Beth picked her way toward them, spearing a tomato with her high heel. “Perhaps this is how he earns money,” she said, reading Ivy’s troubled face.


Suzanne shook her head. “Throwing broccoli at the bride?”


“That cute redheaded swimmer is here, too,” Beth went on. Her frosted hair was up on her head that night, making her look even more like a sweet-faced owl.


“Neither of them knows what he’s doing,” Suzanne observed. “They’re here just for tonight.” Ivy sighed.


“I guess Tristan’s hard up,” Beth said.


“For money or for Ivy?” Suzanne asked, and they both laughed.


“Oh, come on, Ivy,” Beth said, touching her gently on the arm. “It’s funny! I bet his eyes got big when he saw what you were wearing.”


Suzanne made her eyes gigantic and started humming the theme from Gone with the Wind.


Ivy grimaced. She knew she looked like Scarlett O’Hara dropped in a bucket of glitter. But it was the gown her mother had picked out especially for her.


Suzanne kept humming.


“I bet Gregory’s eyes got big when he saw what you weren’t wearing,” Ivy told her friend, hoping to shut her up. Suzanne was in a plunging black sheath.


“I certainly hope so!”


“And speaking of,” said Beth.


“There you are, Ivy.” Gregory’s voice was warm and almost intimate. Suzanne swung toward him. He offered Ivy his arm. “We’re expected at the head table.”


With her hand resting lightly on his arm, Ivy fell into step beside him, wishing Suzanne could go in her place. Her mother looked up as the two of them approached, beaming at Ivy in her plantation-poof gown.


“Thank you,” Ivy said as Gregory held out her chair for her.


He smiled at her—that secret kind of smile she had first seen at the swim meet. He leaned down, his lips close to her bare neck. “My pleasure, ma’am.”


Ivy’s skin prickled a little. He’s playing, she told herself. Just play along. Since the swim meet, he had been teasing her and trying to be friendly, and she knew she should give him credit for that; but Ivy preferred the old, cold Gregory.


She had understood completely his icy response when she arrived at his school. She knew it must have been a terrible shock when he found out that Maggie was moving her brood from their apartment in Norwalk to one his father was leasing in Stonehill, and that this was in preparation for marriage.


Andrew and Maggie’s affair had begun years earlier. But affairs were affairs, people said, and Andrew and her mother were such an odd romantic pair—a very wealthy and distinguished president of a college and his wife’s hairdresser. Who’d have guessed that years after their fling, years after Andrew’s divorce, he and Maggie would tie the knot?


It had been a shock even to Ivy. Her own father had died when she was an infant. She had grown up watching her mother run through a series of boyfriends, and thought it would always be that way.


Ivy leaned forward to look down the table at her mother. Andrew caught her eye and smiled, then nudged his new wife. Maggie beamed back at Ivy. She looked so happy.


Angel of love, Ivy prayed silently, watch over Mom. Watch over all of us. Make us a loving family, loving and strong.


“Should I tell you that your—uh—sparkles are dipping in the soup?”


Ivy sat back quickly. Gregory laughed and offered her his napkin.


“That dress can get you in a lot of trouble,” he teased. “It nearly blinded Tristan Carruthers.”


Ivy could feel the warmth spreading in her cheeks. She wanted to point out that it was Eric, not she—


“I feel sorry for the table he’s waiting on tonight. He and that other jock,” Gregory said, still grinning. “I hope it’s not ours.”


They both glanced around the room.


Me too, Ivy thought, me too.


*   *   *


Shortly after the raw vegetable shower, Tristan was told he could leave and should leave, immediately. Tired and humiliated, he would have been glad to clear out, but he was Gary’s ride home. So he poked around behind the kitchen until he found a storeroom to hole up in.


It was dark and peaceful there, its shelves stacked with large boxes and cans. Tristan had just settled down comfortably on a carton when he heard rustling behind him. Mice, he thought, or rats. He really didn’t care. He tried to console himself, imagining himself standing on the top winner’s block, the flag of the United States rising behind him while the anthem played, Ivy watching on TV and sorry she had missed her chance to go out with him.


“I’m an idiot!” he said, dropping his head in his hands. “I could have any girl I want and—”


A hand rested lightly on his shoulder.


Tristan’s head shot up and he looked into the pale, triangular face of a kid. The kid, who looked about eight years old, was all dressed up, his tie knotted tightly and his dark hair plastered down. He must have been one of the wedding guests.


“What are you doing in here?” Tristan demanded.


“Would you get me some food?” the boy asked.


Tristan frowned, annoyed that he had to share his hideout, a cozy place for pining over Ivy. “Why can’t you get your own food?”


“They’ll see me,” said the boy.


“Well, they’ll see me too!”


The boy’s mouth formed a thin, straight line. His jaw was set. But his eyes looked uncertain and his brow was puckered.


Tristan spoke in a gentler voice. “Looks as if you and I are up to the same thing. Hiding out.”


“I’m really hungry. I didn’t eat breakfast or lunch,” the kid said.


Through the door, which was open a crack, Tristan could see the other waiters whisking in and out. They had just begun to serve the dinner.


“I might have something in my pocket,” he told the kid, and pulled out a squashed crab ball, several shrimp, three stalks of stuffed celery, a handful of cashews, and something unidentifiable.


“Is that sushi?” asked the boy.


“Got me. All of this was on the floor and then it was in my pocket, and I don’t know where this jacket has been, it was rented.”


The boy nodded solemnly and studied Tristan’s selection. “I like shrimp,” he said at last, picking up one, spitting on it, then wiping it clean with his finger. He did this with each shrimp in turn, then the crab ball, then the celery. Tristan wondered if he’d spit on each tiny nut. He wondered how big a problem this kid was carrying around to make him not eat all day and hide in a dark storeroom.


“So,” said Tristan, “I guess you don’t really like weddings.”


The kid glanced at him, then took a nibble out of the unrecognizable thing.


“Do you have a name, kid?”


“Yes.”


“Mine’s Tristan. What’s yours?”


The kid set aside the unrecognizable hors d’oeuvre and began working on the nuts. “I’d like dinner,” he said. “I’m real hungry.”


Tristan peered through the crack. Waiters were rushing in and out of the kitchen. “Too many people around,” he said.


“Are you in some kind of trouble?” the kid asked.


“Some kind. Nothing serious. How about you?”


“Not yet,” said the kid.


“But you will be?”


“When they find me.”


Tristan nodded. “I guess you’ve already figured out that you can’t stay here forever.”


Squinting, the boy surveyed the shelves in the dim room, as if he were seriously considering its possibilities.


Tristan laid his hand gently on the boy’s arm. “What’s the problem, pal? Want to tell me about it?”


“I’d really like dinner,” the boy said.


“All right, all right!” Tristan said irritably.


“I’d like dessert, too.”


“You’ll take what I can get!” snapped Tristan.


“Okay,” the boy replied meekly.


Tristan sighed. “Don’t mind me. I’m grouchy.”


“I don’t mind you,” the boy assured him softly.


“Look, pal,” Tristan said. “Only one waiter left, and plenty of food. You coming with me? Good! There he goes. Raiders, take your mark, get set—”


*   *   *


“Where’s Philip?” Ivy asked.


The wedding party was halfway through their dinner when she realized that her brother wasn’t in his chair. “Have you seen Philip?” she said, rising from her seat.


Gregory pulled her back down. “I wouldn’t worry, Ivy. He’s probably messing around somewhere.”


“But he hasn’t eaten all day,” said Ivy.


“Then he’s in the kitchen,” Gregory said simply.


Gregory didn’t understand. Her little brother had been threatening to run away for weeks. She had tried to explain to Philip what was happening and how nice it would be in their big house with a tennis court and a view of the river, and how great it would be to have Gregory as an older brother. He didn’t buy any of it. Actually, Ivy didn’t, either.


She pushed back her chair, too quickly for Gregory to stop her, and hurried off to the kitchen.


*   *   *


“Dig in,” said Tristan. On the box between the kid and him sat a mound of food—charred filet mignon, shrimp, an assortment of vegetables, salad, and rolls with lots of whipped butter.


“This is pretty good,” said the kid.


“Pretty good? This is a feast!” said Tristan. “Eat up! We’ll need our strength to capture dessert.”


He saw a trace of a smile, then it disappeared.


“Who’re you in trouble with?” the boy wanted to know.


Tristan chewed for a moment. “It’s the caterer, Monsieur Pompideau. I was working for him and spilled some things. You know, I wet a few people’s pants.”


The boy smiled, a bigger smile this time. “Did you get Mr. Lever?”


“Should I have aimed for him?” Tristan asked.


The kid nodded, his face brightened considerably by this thought.


“Anyway, Pompideau told me to stick to things that didn’t spill. Imagine that.”


“You know what I’d tell him?” said the kid. The pucker in his brow was gone. He was gulping down food and talking with his mouth full. He looked about a hundred times better than he had fifteen minutes earlier.


“What?”


“I’d tell him: Stick it in your ear!”


“Good idea!” said Tristan. He picked up a piece of celery. “Stick it in your ear, Pompideau.”


The kid laughed out loud, and Tristan wedged in the stalk.


“Stick it in your other ear, Pompideau!” the kid commanded.


Tristan snatched up another piece of celery.


“Stick it in your hair, Dippity-doo!” the boy crowed, carried away with the game.


Tristan took a handful of shredded salad and dropped it on his head. Too late he realized the greens were covered with vinaigrette.


The kid threw back his head and laughed. “Stick it in your nose, Doo-be-doo!”


Well, why not? Tristan thought. He had been eight years old once, and remembered how funny noses and boogers seemed to little boys. He found two shrimp tails and stuck them in, their pink fins flaring out of his nostrils.


The kid was falling off his box laughing. “Stick it in your teeth, Doo-be-doo!”


Two black olives worked well, each stuck on a tooth, so he had two black incisors.


“Stick it in—”


Tristan was busy adjusting his celery and shrimp tails. He hadn’t noticed how the crack of light had widened. He didn’t see the kid’s face change. “Stick it where, Doo-be-doo?”


Then Tristan looked up.
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Ivy froze. She was stunned by the sight of Tristan, celery stuck in his ears, salad shreds in his hair, something squishy and black on his teeth, and—hard as it was to believe that someone older than eight would do this—shrimp tails sticking out of his nose.


Tristan looked just as stunned to see her.


“Am I in trouble?” Philip asked.


“I think I am,” Tristan said softly.


“You’re supposed to be in the dining room, eating with us,” Ivy told Philip.


“We’re eating in here. We’re having a feast.”


She looked at the assortment of food piled on the plates between them, and one side of her mouth curled up.


“Please, Ivy, Mom said we could bring any friends we wanted to the wedding.”


“And you told her you didn’t have any, remember? You said you didn’t have one friend in Stonehill.”


“I do now.”


Ivy looked at Tristan. He was careful to keep his eyes down, concentrating on the celery, shrimp, and squashed black olives, lining them up on the box in front of him. Disgusting.


“Mademoiselle!”


“It’s Doo-be-doo!” cried Philip. “Close the door! Please, Ivy!”


Against her better judgment, she did, for strange as it seemed, her brother looked happier than he had in weeks. With her back to the storeroom, Ivy faced the caterer.


“Is something wrong, mademoiselle?”


“No, sir.”


“Are you très certaine?”


“Très,” she replied, taking Monsieur Pompideau’s arm and walking him away from the door.


“Well, you are wanted in the dining room,” he said crisply. “It is time for the toast. Everyone is waiting.”


Ivy hurried out. They were indeed waiting, and she couldn’t avoid an entrance. Ivy blushed as she crossed the room. Gregory pulled her toward him, laughing. Then he handed her a champagne glass.


A friend of Andrew’s made the toast. It went on and on.


“Hear, hear,” all the guests cried out at last.


“Hear, hear, sister!” Gregory said, and drank down the contents of the glass. He held it out to be filled again.


Ivy took a small sip from hers.


“Here, here, sister,” he said again, but low and soft this time, his eyes burning with a strange light. He clinked his glass against hers and downed the champagne once more.


Then he pulled Ivy to him, so close she couldn’t breathe, and kissed her hard on the mouth.


*   *   *


Ivy sat at her piano, staring at the same measures of music she had opened to five minutes before, one hand resting lightly on her lips. She dropped her hand down to the yellowed keys and ran her fingers over them, eliciting ripples of music, not quite in tune. Then she ran her tongue over her lips. They weren’t really bruised; it was all in her mind.


Still, she was glad that she had talked her mother into letting Philip and her stay in their apartment until after the honeymoon. Six days alone with Gregory in that huge house on the ridge was more than she could face, especially with Philip acting up.


Philip, who in their crowded Norwalk apartment had rigged up old curtains around his bed because he wanted to be away from “the girls,” had been begging to sleep with her for the past two weeks. The night before the wedding she had let him bring his sleeping bag into her room. She had awakened to find him and Ella the cat on top of her. After their long day at the wedding, she’d probably let him sleep in her room again that night.


He was on the floor behind her, playing with his baseball cards, arranging dream teams on the scatter rug. As usual, Ella wanted to stretch out in the middle of the baseball diamond. The pitcher rode on her black belly, up and down. Every once in a while, a soft phrase would escape Philip. “Fly ball deep to center field,” he’d whisper, then Don Mattingly would make his home-run trot around the bases.


I shouldn’t let him stay up this late, Ivy thought. But she herself couldn’t sleep, and she was glad for his company. Besides, Philip had eaten such a conglomeration of party food, and so many sweets on top of that—thanks to Tristan—he’d probably throw up all over his sleeping bag. And clean sheets, like most everything else in their apartment, were packed.


“Ivy, I decided,” Philip said suddenly. “I’m not going to move.”


“What?” She lifted her legs and spun around on the piano bench.


“I’m staying here. Do you and Ella want to stay with me?”


“And what about Mom?”


“She can be Gregory’s mother now,” Philip said.


Ivy winced, the way she did each time her mother made a fuss over Gregory. Maggie was warmhearted and affectionate—and trying hard, much too hard. She had no idea how ridiculous Gregory found her.


“Mom will always be our mother, and right now she needs us.”


“Okay,” Philip said agreeably. “You and Ella go. I’m going to ask Tristan to move in with me.”


“Tristan!”


He nodded, then said softly to himself, “Walked the batter. Tying run coming up to the plate.”


Apparently he had made up his eight-year-old mind and didn’t figure that the matter needed to be discussed further. He played contentedly. It was the strangest thing, how he had begun to play again after his fun with Tristan.


What had Tristan said to Philip that helped him so? Perhaps nothing, Ivy thought. Perhaps instead of trying to explain their mother’s marriage for the last three weeks, she should have just stuck some shrimp in her nose.


“Philip,” she said sharply.


The tying run had to come home before he was willing to talk to her again. “Huh?”


“Did Tristan say anything to you about me?”


“About you?” He thought for a moment. “No.”


“Oh.” Not that I care, she told herself.


“Do you know him?” Philip asked.


“No. No, I just thought that maybe, after I found you in the storeroom, he’d say something about me.”


Philip’s brow knitted. “Oh, yeah. He asked me if you like to wear pink dresses like that, and if you really believe in angels. I told him about your collection of statues.”


“What did you tell him about my dress?”


“Yes.”


“Yes?” she exclaimed.


“You told Mommy you thought it was pretty.”


And her mother had believed her. Why shouldn’t Philip?


“Did Tristan say why he was working there tonight?”


“Yup.”


The inning was over. Philip was setting up a new defense.


“Well, why?” Ivy asked, exasperated.


“He has to make some money for a swim meet. He’s a swimmer, Ivy. He goes to other states and swims. He needs to fly, I can’t remember where.”


Ivy nodded. Of course. Tristan was just hard up, earning his way. She should stop listening to Suzanne.


Philip stood up suddenly. “Ivy, don’t make me go to that big house. Don’t make me go. I don’t want to eat dinner with him!”


Ivy reached out for her brother. “New things always seem scary,” she reassured him. “But Andrew has been nice to you, right from the start. Remember who bought you Don Mattingly’s rookie card?”


“I don’t want to eat dinner with Gregory.”


She didn’t know what to say to that.


Philip stood next to her, his fingers moving silently over the old piano’s keys. When he’d been younger he used to do that and sing the tunes he was supposed to be playing.


“I need a hug,” she said. “How about it?”


He gave her an unenthusiastic one.


“Let’s do our new duet, okay?”


He shrugged. He’d play along with her, but the happiness that she had glimpsed in him earlier had disappeared.


They were five measures through when he slammed his hands down on the piano. He banged and banged and banged.


“I won’t go! I won’t go! I won’t!”


Philip burst into tears, and Ivy pulled him toward her, letting him sob in her arms. When he had settled into exhausted hiccups, she said, “You’re tired, Philip. You’re just tired,” but she knew it was more than that.


While he rested against her she played for him his favorite songs, then softened the medley into lullabies. Soon he was almost asleep and much too big for her to carry into bed.


“Come on,” she said, helping him up from the bench. Ella followed them into her room.


“Ivy.”


“Hmmm?”


“Can I have one of your angels tonight?”


“Sure. Which one?”


“Tony.”


Tony was the dark brown one, carved out of wood, Ivy’s father angel. She stood Tony next to the sleeping bag and Don Mattingly. Then Philip crawled into the bag, and she zipped him in.


“Do you want to say an angel prayer?” she asked.


Together they said, “Angel of light, angel above, take care of me tonight. Take care of everyone I love.”


“That’s you, Ivy,” Philip added, and closed his eyes.
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Ivy felt as if she floated through most of the week that followed the wedding, with one day slipping into the next, marked only by frustrating discussions with Philip. Suzanne and Beth teased her about her absent-mindedness, but more gently than usual. Gregory passed her in the hall once or twice and made little jokes about straightening up his room before Friday. Tristan didn’t cross her path that week—at least she didn’t see him.


Everyone in school knew by then about her mother and Andrew’s marriage. The wedding had made all the local papers as well as the New York Times. Ivy shouldn’t have been surprised, for Andrew was often in the paper, but it was odd to see photos of her mother as well.


Friday morning finally arrived, and Ivy nosed her rusty little Dodge out of the apartment driveway, feeling suddenly homesick for every crowded, noisy, dilapidated rental place her family had ever lived in. When she returned from school that afternoon, she’d enter a different driveway, one that climbed a ridge high above the train station and river. The road to the house hugged a low stone wall and ran between patches of woods, daffodils, and laurel. Andrew’s woods, daffodils, and laurel.


That afternoon Ivy picked up Philip from school. He had given up the fight and rode next to her in silence. Halfway up the ridge, Ivy heard a motorcycle on the bend above them, roaring downhill. Suddenly the cyclist and she were face-to-face. She was already as far to the right as she could get. Still he came head-on. Ivy slammed on her brakes. The cycle swerved dangerously close to them, then sped past.


Philip’s head spun around, but he didn’t say anything. Ivy glanced in the rearview mirror. It was probably Eric Ghent. She hoped Gregory was with him.


But Gregory was waiting for them at the house, along with Andrew and her mother, who were just back from their honeymoon. Her mother greeted them with big hugs and lipstick kisses and a cloud of some new kind of perfume. Andrew took both of Ivy’s hands in his. He was wise enough to smile at but not touch Philip. Then Ivy and Philip were turned over to Gregory.


“I’m the tour guide,” he said. Leaning toward Philip, he warned, “Stay close. Some of these rooms are haunted.”


Philip looked around quickly, then glanced up at Ivy.


“He’s just kidding.”


“I’m not,” said Gregory. “Some very unhappy people have lived here.”


Philip glanced up at Ivy again. She shook her head.


On the outside the house was a stately white clapboard home with heavy black shutters. Wings had been added to each side of the main structure. Ivy would have liked to live in one of the smaller wings with their deep sloping roofs and dormer windows.


In the main part of the house, some of the high-ceilinged rooms seemed as large as apartments that they had once lived in. The house’s wide center hall and sweeping stair separated the living room, library, and solarium from the dining room, kitchen, and family room. Beyond the family room was a gallery leading to the west wing with Andrew’s office.


Since her mother and Andrew were talking in the office, the downstairs tour stopped at the gallery, in front of three portraits: Adam Baines, the one who had invested in all the mines, looking stern in his World War I uniform; Judge Andy Baines, in his judicial robes; and Andrew, dressed in his colorful academic gown. Next to Andrew there was a blank spot on the wall.


“Makes you wonder who’s going to hang there,” Gregory remarked dryly. He smiled, but his gray, hooded eyes had a haunted look. For a moment Ivy felt sorry for him. As Andrew’s only son, he must have felt a lot of pressure to do well.


“You will,” she said softly.


Gregory looked in her eyes, then laughed. His laughter was touched with bitterness.


“Come upstairs,” he said, taking her hand and leading her to the back stairway that ran up to his room. Philip tagged along silently.


Gregory’s room was large and had only one thing in common with other guys’ rooms—an archaeological layer of discarded underwear and socks. Beneath that, it showed money and taste: dark leather chairs and glass tables, a desk and computer, and a large entertainment center. Covering the walls were museum prints with striking geometric shapes. In the center of it all was a king-size waterbed.


“Try it,” Gregory urged.


Ivy leaned down and jiggled it tentatively with her hand.


He laughed at her. “What are you afraid of? Come on, Phil”—no one calls him Phil, Ivy thought—“show your sister how. Climb on top and give it a good roll around.”


“I don’t want to,” said Philip.


“Sure you do.” Gregory was smiling, but his tone of voice threatened.


“Nope,” said Philip.


“It’s a lot of fun.” Gregory grasped Philip’s shoulders and pushed him back forcefully toward the bed.


Philip resisted, then tripped and fell onto it. He sprang off just as quickly. “I hate it!” he cried.


Gregory’s mouth hardened into a line.


Ivy then sat down on the bed. “It is fun,” she said. She bounced slowly up and down. “Try it with me, Philip.” But he had moved out into the hallway.


“Lie back on it, Ivy,” Gregory urged her, his voice low and silky.


When she did, he lay down close to her.


“We really should get to our unpacking,” Ivy said, sitting up quickly.


They crossed through a low-roofed passage that was just above the gallery and into the section of the main house where Philip and she had their bedrooms.


Her door was closed and when she opened it, Philip rushed through to Ella, who was stretched out luxuriously on Ivy’s bed. Oh no, Ivy groaned silently as she glanced around the elaborately decorated room. She had feared the worst when her mother said she was in for a big surprise. What she saw was lots of lace, white wood trimmed with gold, and a canopy bed. “Princess furniture,” she muttered aloud.


Gregory grinned.


“At least Ella looks at home. She’s always thought of herself as a queen. Do you like cats, Gregory?”


“Sure,” he said, sitting on the bed next to Ella. Ella promptly got up and walked to the other end of the bed.


Gregory looked annoyed.


“That’s a queen for you,” Ivy said lightly. “Well, thanks for the tour. I’ve got a lot to unpack.”


But Gregory lounged back on her bed. “This was my room when I was a kid.”


“Oh?”


Ivy lifted an armload of clothes from a garment bag and pulled open a door to what she thought was a closet. Instead she faced a set of steps.


“That was my secret stairway,” Gregory said.


Ivy peered up into the darkness.


“I used to hide up in the attic when my mother and father fought. Which was every day,” Gregory added. “Did you ever meet my mother? You must have; she was always getting done over.”


“At the beauty shop? Yes,” Ivy replied, opening the door to a closet.


“Wonderful woman, isn’t she?” His words were heavy with sarcasm. “Loves everyone. Never thinks of herself.”


“I was young when I met her,” Ivy said tactfully.


“I was young, too.”


“Gregory  . . . I’ve been wanting to say this. I know it must be hard for you, watching my mother move into your mother’s room, having Philip and me take over space that was once yours. I don’t blame you for—”


“For being glad that you’re here?” he interrupted. “I am. I’m counting on you and Philip to keep the old man on his best behavior. He knows others are watching him and his new family. Now he’s got to be the good and loving papa. Let me help you with that.”


Ivy had picked up her box of angels. “No, really, Gregory, I can handle this myself.”


He reached in his pocket for a penknife and slit the tape on the carton. “What’s in it?”


“Ivy’s angels,” said Philip.


“The boy speaks!”


Philip pressed his lips together.


“Soon enough, you won’t be able to shut him up,” Ivy said. Then she opened the box and began to take out her carefully wrapped statues.


Tony came out first. Then an angel carved out of soft gray stone. Then her favorite, her water angel, a fragile porcelain figure painted in a swirl of blue-green.


Gregory watched as she unwrapped fifteen statues and set them on a shelf. His eyes were bright with amusement. “You don’t take this stuff seriously, do you?”


“What do you mean by seriously?” she asked.


“You don’t really believe in angels.”


“I do,” said Ivy.


He picked up the water angel and made her zoom around the room.


“Put her down!” Philip cried. “She’s Ivy’s favorite.”


Gregory landed her facedown on a pillow.


“You’re mean!”


“He’s just playing, Philip,” Ivy said, and calmly retrieved the angel.


Gregory lay back on the bed. “Do you pray to them?” he asked.


“Yes. To the angels, not the statues,” she explained.


“And what wonderful things have these angels done for you? Have they captured Tristan’s heart?”


Ivy glanced at him with surprise. “No. But then, I didn’t pray for that.”


Gregory laughed softly.


“Do you know Tristan?” Philip asked.


“Since first grade,” Gregory replied, then lazily extended an arm toward the cat. Ella rolled away from him.


“He was the good kid on my Little League team,” Gregory said, pulling himself up so he could reach Ella. She rose at the same time and walked to the other end of the bed. “He was the good kid on every team,” Gregory said. He reached again for Ella.


The cat hissed. Ivy saw the color rising in Gregory’s cheeks.


“Don’t take it personally, Gregory,” Ivy said. “Just let Ella be for a while. Cats often play hard to get.”


“Like some girls I know,” he remarked. “Come here, girl.” He thrust his hand toward her. The cat raised a quick black paw, claws extended.


“Let her come to you,” Ivy warned.


But Gregory took the cat by the scruff of the neck and pulled her upward.


“Don’t!” Ivy cried.


He pushed his other hand up under her belly. Ella bit him hard on the wrist.


“Shoot!” He threw Ella across the room.


Philip ran for the cat. The cat ran to Ivy. She scooped her up in her arms. Ella’s tail switched back and forth; she was angry rather than hurt. Gregory watched her, the color still high in his cheeks.


“Ella’s a street kitten,” Ivy told him, fighting to keep her own temper. “When I found her, she was a little bit of fur backed against a brick wall, holding her own against a big, torn-up torn. I tried to tell you. You can’t come on to her that way. She doesn’t trust people easily.”


“Maybe you should teach her to,” Gregory said. “You trust me, don’t you?” He gave her one of his crooked, questioning smiles.


Ivy put down Ella. The cat sat under the chair and glowered at Gregory. At the sound of footsteps in the hall, she scooted under the bed.


Andrew stood in the doorway. “How’s everything?” he asked.


“Fine,” Ivy lied.


“It stinks,” said Philip.


Andrew blinked, then nodded graciously. “Well, then,” he said, “we’ll have to try to make things better. Do you think we can?”


Philip just stared at him.


Andrew turned to Ivy. “Did you happen to open that door yet?” Ivy followed his glance to Gregory’s secret steps. “The light for the upstairs is on the left side,” he told her.


Apparently he wanted her to investigate. Ivy opened the door and turned on the light. Philip, growing curious, slipped under her arm and scooted up the steps.


“Wow!” he shouted from above them. “Wow!”


Ivy glanced at Andrew. At the sound of Philip’s excited voice, his face flushed with pleasure. Gregory stared intently out the window.


“Ivy, come see!”


Ivy hurried up the steps. She expected to see Nintendo, or Power Rangers, or maybe a life-size Don Mattingly. Instead she discovered a baby grand piano, a CD and tape player, and two cabinets filled with her musical scores. An album cover with Ella Fitzgerald’s face was framed on the wall. The rest of her father’s old jazz records were stored next to a cherrywood phonograph.


“If there is anything missing . . . ” Andrew began. He was standing next to her, puffing a little from the steps, looking hopeful. Gregory had come halfway up, just far enough to see.


“Thanks!” was all Ivy could say. “Thanks!”


“This is cool, Ivy,” Philip said.


“And it’s for all three of us to share,” she told him, glad that he was too excited to remember to sulk. Then she turned to speak to Gregory, but he had disappeared.


*   *   *


Dinner that night seemed to last forever. The lavishness of Andrew’s gifts, the music room for Ivy and a well-stocked playroom for Philip, was both overwhelming and embarrassing. Since Philip, growing moody once more, had decided he would not speak at all at dinner—“Maybe never again,” he’d told Ivy with a pout—it was up to her to express their gratitude to Andrew. But in doing so, she walked a tightrope: when Andrew asked a second time if there was anything else she and Philip wanted, she saw how Gregory’s hands tensed.


In the middle of dessert, Suzanne telephoned. Ivy made the mistake of picking up the call in the hall outside the dining room. Suzanne was hoping for an invitation to the house that evening. Ivy told her the next day would be better.


“But I’m all dressed!” Suzanne complained.


“Of course you are,” Ivy replied, “it’s only seven-thirty.”


“I meant dressed to come over.”


“Gee, Suzanne,” Ivy said, playing dumb, “you don’t have to wear anything special to visit me.”


“What’s Gregory doing tonight?”


“I don’t know. I haven’t asked him.”


“Well, find out! Find out her name and where she lives,” Suzanne ordered, “and what she’s wearing and where they go. If we don’t know her, find out what she looks like. I just know he has a date,” she wailed, “he must!”


Ivy had expected this. But she was worn out by the childishness of Philip and Gregory; she didn’t feel like listening to the whining of Suzanne. “I’ve got to go now.”


“I’ll die if it’s Twinkie Hammonds. Do you think it’s Twinkie Hammonds?”


“I don’t know. Gregory hasn’t told me. Listen, I’ve got to go.”


“Ivy, wait! You haven’t told me anything yet.”


Ivy sighed. “I’ll be taking my usual lunch break at work tomorrow. Call Beth and meet me at the mall, okay?”


“Okay, but, Ivy—”


“I’d better get going now,” Ivy said, “or else I’ll miss my chance to hide in the trunk of Gregory’s car.” She hung up.


“So, how’s Suzanne?” Gregory asked. He was leaning against the frame of the door that led into the dining room, his head cocked, smiling.


“Fine.”


“What’s she doing tonight?”


The laughter in his eyes told her that he had overheard the conversation, and that this was a tease, not sincere interest in the information.


“I didn’t ask her and she hasn’t told me. But if you two would like to talk it over with each other—”


He laughed, then touched Ivy on the tip of her nose. “Funny,” he said. “I hope we keep you.”
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It was a relief to go to work Saturday morning, a relief to be back in territory that Ivy knew. Greentree Mall was in the next town over but drew high-school kids from all the surrounding towns. Most of them cruised the stores and hung around the food court. ’Tis the Season, where Ivy had worked for the last year and a half, was directly across from the food court.


The shop was owned by two old sisters, whose selection of costumes, decorations, paperware, and knickknacks was as eccentric as their style of business. Lillian and Betty rarely returned merchandise, and it was as if all the seasons and holidays had run into one another in one small corner of the world. Vampire costumes hung with the Stars and Stripes; Easter chickens roosted next to miniature plastic menorahs, pine-cone turkeys, and Vulcan ears from the last Trekkie convention.


Just before one o’clock on Saturday, while waiting for Suzanne and Beth to arrive, Ivy was glancing over the day’s special orders. As always, they were scrawled on Post-it notes and stuck on the wall. Ivy read one of the tags twice, then pulled it off. Couldn’t be, she thought, couldn’t be. Maybe there were two of them. Two guys named Tristan Carruthers?


“Lillian, what does this mean? ‘For pick-up: Bl Blup Wh and 25 pnc.’?”


Lillian squinted at the paper. She had bifocals, but they usually rode her chest at the end of a necklace.


“Well, twenty-five plates, napkins, and cups, you know that. Ah yes, for Tristan Carruthers—an order for the swim team party. Blue blow-up whale. I’ve already got it ready. He called to check on the order this morning.”


“Trist—Mr. Carruthers called?”


Now Lillian reached for her glasses. Settling them on her nose, she looked hard at Ivy. “Mr. Carruthers? He didn’t call you Miss Lyons,” she said.


“Why would he call me anything?” Ivy wondered aloud. “I mean, why did my name come up?”


“He asked what hours you were working. I told him you take lunch between one and one-forty-five, but otherwise you’d be here till six.” She smiled at Ivy. “And I put in a few good words for you, dear.”


“A few good words?”


“I told him what a lovely girl you are, and what a shame it is that someone like you couldn’t find a deserving gentleman friend.”


Ivy winced, but Lillian had removed her glasses again, so she didn’t notice.


“He came into the shop last week to place the order,” Lillian continued. “He’s quite a chunk.”


“Hunk, Lillian.”


“Pardon me?”


“Tristan’s quite a hunk.”


“Well, she’s finally admitting it!” said Suzanne, striding into the store. Beth came in behind her. “Good work, Lillian!” The old woman winked, and Ivy stuck the Post-it back on the wall. She began to dig in her pockets for money.


“Don’t expect to eat,” Suzanne warned her. “This is an interrogation.”


Twenty minutes later, Beth was just about finished with her burrito. Suzanne had made inroads on her teriyaki chicken. Ivy’s pizza remained untouched.


“How should I know?” she was saying, waving her arms with frustration. “I didn’t get into his medicine cupboard!” They had hashed and rehashed and interpreted and reinterpreted every detail that Ivy had observed about Gregory’s room.


“Well, I guess you’ve only been there one night,” Suzanne said. “But tonight, maybe. You must find out where he’s going tonight. Does he have a curfew? Does he—”


Ivy picked up an egg roll and stuffed it in Suzanne’s mouth. “It’s Beth’s turn to talk,” she said.


“Oh, that’s all right,” Beth said. “This is interesting.”


Ivy opened Beth’s folder. “Why don’t you read one of your new stories,” she said, “before Suzanne makes me totally crazy.”


Beth glanced at Suzanne, then cheerfully pulled out a sheaf of papers. “I’m going to use this new one for drama club on Monday. I’ve been experimenting with in medias res. That means starting right in the middle of the action.”


Ivy nodded to her encouragingly and took the first bite out of her pizza.


“ ‘She clutched the gun to her breast,’ ” Beth read. “ ‘Hard and blue, cold and unyielding. Photos of him. Frail and faded photos of him—of him with her—torn-up, tear-soaked, salt-crusted photos lay scattered by her chair. She’d wash them away with her own blood—’ ”


“Beth, Beth,” Suzanne cut in. “This is lunch. Something a pound lighter?”


Beth agreeably shuffled through the papers and began again. “ ‘She clutched his hand to her breast. Warm and damp, soft and supple—’ ”


“His hand or her breast?” Suzanne interrupted.


“Quiet,” said Ivy.


“ ‘—a hand that could hold her very soul, a hand that could lift’—a whale, a blue plastic whale, I think. What else could that be?”


Ivy turned around quickly and looked across the mall to the shop. Betty was holding up a big piece of blue plastic and chatting away to Tristan. Lillian was standing behind Tristan at the shop entrance, beckoning furiously to her. Ivy glanced at her watch. It was 1:25, halfway through her lunch break. “She wants you,” said Beth.


Ivy shook her head at Lillian, but Lillian kept waving at her.


“Go get ’im, girl,” said Suzanne.


“No.”


“Oh, come on, Ivy.”


“You don’t understand. He knows I’m on lunch break. He’s avoiding me.”


“Maybe,” said Suzanne, “but I’ve never let a thing like that stop me.”


Now Tristan had turned around and, noticing Lillian’s imitation of a highway flagman, surveyed the crowd in the food court until his eyes came to rest on Ivy. Meanwhile, Betty had managed to hook the inflatable whale up to the store’s helium canister.


“Yo!” exclaimed Beth as the whale took on a life of its own, growing like a blue thundercloud behind Tristan and Lillian. Betty disappeared on the other side of it. She must have cut it loose suddenly, for it rose to the ceiling. Tristan had to jump to nab it. Beth and Suzanne started laughing. Lillian shook her finger at Ivy, then turned to talk to Tristan.


“I wonder what she’s saying to him,” Beth said.


“A few good words,” mumbled Ivy.


Minutes later Tristan emerged from the shop clutching the bag of party stuff, which had been tied up by the sisters with a fancy blue bow. The whale trailed above and behind him. He kept his eyes straight ahead and marched toward the mall exit. Suzanne called out to him.


Bellowed, actually. He couldn’t pretend not to hear her. He looked in their direction and then, with a rather grim expression on his face, made his way toward them. Several small children followed him as if he were the Pied Piper.


“Hi,” he said stiffly. “Suzanne. Beth. Ivy. Nice to see you.”


“Nice to see you,” Suzanne said, then eyed the whale. “Who’s this? He’s kind of cute. Newest member of the swim team?”


Ivy noticed that Tristan’s knuckles were white on the hand that held the whale’s string. Muscles all the way up his arm were tense and bulging. Behind him, the kids were jumping up and down, punching at the whale.


“Actually, the newest member of my act,” he said, and turned to Ivy. “You’ve seen part of it—the carrot and shrimp-tail routine I do? I don’t know what it is. Eight-year-olds find me irresistible.” He glanced back at the kids. “Sorry, got to go now.”


“Noooo!” the kids cried. He let them take a few more bats at the whale, then left, weaving his way quickly through the Saturday shoppers.


“Well!” huffed Suzanne. “Well!” She poked Ivy with her chopstick. “You could have said something! Really, girl, I don’t know what is wrong with you.”


“What did you want me to say?”


“Anything! Something! It doesn’t matter-just let him know it’s all right to talk to you.”


Ivy swallowed hard. She couldn’t understand why Tristan did some of the things he did. He made her so self-conscious.


“You always feel self-conscious at first,” Beth said, as if reading Ivy’s thoughts. “But sooner or later you’ll figure out how to act around each other.”


Suzanne leaned forward. “Your problem is that you take it all too seriously, Ivy. Romance is a game, just a game.”


Ivy sighed and glanced at her watch. “I’ve got ten more minutes on break. Beth, how about finishing your love story?”


Suzanne tapped Ivy’s arm. “You’ve got two more months of school,” she said. “How about starting yours?”
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Ivy stood barefoot on the clammy floor, curling up her toes. The humidity and the pool’s strong smell of chlorine invaded the locker room. Metal doors slammed and the cinder-block room echoed like a cave. Everything about the pool area gave her the creeps.


The other girls in the drama club were checking out one another’s suits, rehearsing their lines, and giggling self-consciously.


Suzanne laid a hand on Ivy’s shoulder. “You all right?”


“I can handle this.”


“You’re sure?” Suzanne didn’t sound convinced.


“I know my lines,” said Ivy, “and all we have to do is jump up and down on the diving board.” On the high diving board, at the deep end, without falling in, Ivy thought to herself.


Suzanne persisted. “Listen, Ivy, I know you’re McCardell’s star, but don’t you think you should mention to him that you don’t know how to swim and are terrified of water?”


“I told you I can do this,” Ivy said, then pushed through the swinging locker room door, her legs feeling like soft rubber beneath her.


She lined up with eleven girls and three guys along the pool’s edge. Beth stood on one side of Ivy, Suzanne on the other. Ivy gazed down into the luminescent blue-green pool. It’s just water, she told herself, nothing more than stuff to drink. And it’s not even deep at this end.


Beth touched her on the arm. “Well, I guess Suzanne is pleased. You invited Gregory.”


“Gregory? Of course I didn’t!” Ivy turned swiftly to Suzanne.


Suzanne shrugged. “I wanted to give him a preview of coming attractions. There’ll be lots of places to sunbathe on that ridge of yours.”


“You do look great in your suit,” Beth told her.


Ivy fumed. Suzanne knew how hard this was for her, without adding Gregory to the scenario. She could have restrained herself just this once.


Gregory wasn’t alone in the bleachers. His friends Eric and Will were watching, as well as some other juniors and seniors who had slipped away from their projects during the activity period. All of the guys watched with intense interest as the girls in the group did their stretching exercises.


Then the class walked and trotted around the perimeter of the pool, performing their vocal drills.


“I want to hear every consonant, every p, d, and t,” Mr. McCardell called out to them, his own voice amazingly distinct in the huge echo chamber of the pool. “Margaret, Courtney, Suzanne, this isn’t a beauty pageant,” he hollered. “Just walk.”


That elicited some soft booing from the stands.


“And for heaven’s sake, Sam, stop bouncing!”


The audience snickered.


When the students had finished several circuits, they gathered at the deep end of the pool, beneath the high dive.


“Eyes here,” their teacher commanded. “You’re not with me.” Leaning close to them, he said, “This is a lesson in enunciation and concentration. I’ll find it unforgivable if any one of you lets those groundlings distract you.”


At that, nearly everyone in the class glanced toward the stands. The pool door opened, and more spectators entered, all of them guys.


“Are we ready? Are we preparing ourselves?”


For the exercise, each student had to memorize at least twenty-five lines of poetry or prose, something about love or death—“the two great themes of life and drama,” Mr. McCardell had said.


Ivy had patched together two early-English love lyrics, one funny and one sad. She silently ran over their lines. She thought she knew them by heart, but when the first student climbed the thin metal ladder, every word went out of her head. Ivy’s pulse began to race as if she were the one on the ladder. She took deep breaths.


“Are you okay?” Beth whispered.


“Tell him, Ivy!” Suzanne urged. “Explain to McCardell how you feel.”


Ivy shook her head. “I’m fine.”


The first three students delivered their lines mechanically, but all of them kept their balance, bouncing up and down on the board. Then Sam fell in. With arms wheeling like some huge, strange bird, he came crashing down into the water.


Ivy swallowed hard.


Mr. McCardell called her name.


She climbed the ladder, slowly and steadily, rung by rung, her heart pounding against her ribs. Her arms felt stronger than her shaky legs. She used them to pull herself up onto the board, then stopped. Below her the water danced, dark wavelets with fluorescent sparkles.


Ivy focused on the end of the board, as she had been taught to do on a balance beam, and took three steps. She felt the board give beneath her weight. Her stomach dropped with it, but she kept on walking.


“You may begin,” said Mr. McCardell.


Ivy turned her thoughts inward for a moment, trying to find her lines, trying to remember the pictures she had imagined when she first read the poetry. She knew that if she did this simply as an exercise, she would not get through it. She had to perform, she had to lose herself to the poems’ emotions.


She found the first few words of the humorous poem, and suddenly in her mind’s eye saw the pictures she needed; a glittering bride, stunned guests, and a shower of rolling vegetables. Far below her, her audience laughed as she recited lines about the silliness of love. Then, continuing her jumping motion, she found the slower, sadder rhythm of the second poem:


Western wind, when will thou blow,


The small rain down can rain?


Christ, if my love were in my arms


And I in my bed again!


She jumped for two beats more, then stood still at the end of the board, catching her breath. Suddenly applause rang out. She had done it!


When the cheers died down, Mr. McCardell said, “Nice enough,” which was high praise from him.


“Thank you, sir,” Ivy replied. Then she tried to turn around for the walk back.


As she started to turn she felt her knees buckle, and she quickly stiffened herself. Don’t look down.


But she had to see where she was stepping. She took a deep breath and attempted to turn again.


“Ivy, is there a problem?” Mr. McCardell asked.


“She’s afraid of water,” Suzanne blurted. “And she can’t swim.”


Below Ivy the pool seemed to rock, its edges blurred. She tried to focus on the board. She couldn’t. The water came rushing at her, ready to swallow her up. Then it receded, dropping away, far, far below her. Ivy swayed on her feet. One knee went down.


“Oh!” The cry echoed up from the spectators.


Her other knee went down and slipped off the board. Ivy clung with the desperation of a cat. She dangled, half on, half off the board.


“Somebody help her!” cried Suzanne.


Water angel, Ivy prayed silently. Water angel, don’t let me fall. You helped me once. Please, angel . . .


Then Ivy felt movement in the board. It trembled in her arms. Her hands were damp and slippery. Just drop, she told herself. Trust your angel. Your angel won’t let you drown. Water angel, she prayed a third time, but her arms wouldn’t let go. The board continued to vibrate. Her hands were slipping.


“Ivy.”


She turned her face at the sound of his voice, scraping her cheek on the board. Tristan had climbed the ladder and was standing at the other end. “Everything is going to be all right, Ivy.”


Then he started toward her. The fiberglass plank flexed under his weight.


“Don’t!” Ivy cried, clinging desperately to the board. “Don’t bend it. Please! I’m afraid.”


“I can help you. Trust me.”


Her arms ached. Her head felt light, her skin cold and prickly. Beneath her, the water swirled dizzily.


“Listen to me, Ivy. You’re not going to be able to keep holding on that way. Roll on your side a little. Roll, okay? Get your right arm free. Come on. I know you can do it.”


Ivy slowly shifted her weight. For a moment she thought she was going to roll right off the board. Her freed arm waved frantically.


“You got it. You got it,” he said.


He was right. She had a good hold, both hands squarely on the board.


“Now inch up. Pull yourself all the way onto the board. That’s the way.” His voice was steady and sure. “Which knee is your favorite knee?” he asked.


She frowned up at him.


“Are you right-kneed or left-kneed?” He was smiling at her.


“Uh, right-kneed, I guess.”


“Loosen up your right hand, then. And pull your right knee up, tuck it under you.” She did. A moment later both knees were under her.


“Now crawl to me.”


She looked down at the rocking bowl of water.


“Come to me, Ivy.”


The distance was only eight feet—it looked like eight miles. She made her way slowly along the board. Then she felt a hand gripping hard on each arm. He stood up, pulling her up with him, and quickly turned her around. Ivy went limp with relief.


“Okay, I’m right behind you now. We’ll take one step at a time. I’m right here.” He began to move down the ladder.


One step at a time, Ivy repeated to herself. If only her legs would stop shaking. Then she felt his hand lightly on her ankle, guiding it down to the metal rung. At last they stood together at the bottom.


Mr. McCardell glanced away from her, obviously uncomfortable.


“Thank you,” Ivy said quietly to Tristan.


Then she rushed into the locker room before Tristan or the others could see her frightened tears.
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