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CHAPTER 1


The night Jess left us, I sat on the front step twirling my little brother Dicky’s top round and round. As I sent it spinning down the walkway and the black circles blurred into gray, I wanted to believe the stripes were really disappearing, that it was magic, but I knew it was an optical illusion. I was drawn to things that were not what they appeared to be. Sometimes I thought everything was an illusion.


I wiped the back of my neck, damp with sweat. It was getting late, but not a bit cooler. Darkness was erasing the green from the grass, the blue from the sky. The palm trees that lined our street looked like black cutouts. The swing sets were still. There were no more shouts of “olly olly oxen free.” The younger kids who’d been playing hide-and-seek had all gone inside.


The time of day right after dinner sometimes made me lonely, but that August night I had something to look forward to. I was going to the drive-in with Jess and her boyfriend, Tony. My sister was seventeen, two years older than me, and she was in love with Tony. I couldn’t wait for him to show up, take her hand and then mine as he turned to my dad and said, “I’ll bring your two princesses home before midnight, Mr. Galvin. Promise.” All the girls loved Tony, but he belonged to Jess, and when he took my hand I couldn’t help but feel he also belonged to me.


I squinted at the distant place where the road met the desert, willing his gold car to appear. Behind me a door creaked open.


“Come in, Caroline. It’s like an oven out there,” Mom said. It was hot, but it had been hot ever since we’d moved to Tucson from Boston a year ago. I wanted to stay there and wait for Tony, but my thighs were already sticking to the step. I dragged myself up before I became a sweaty mess.


Mom and Dad sat in front of the TV with their scotches, Dad in his leather recliner, Mom on the sofa, smoothing her flowered dress. I stretched out next to Dicky, who was lying on the living room carpet, coloring. Spending summer nights with my parents bored me to death. I couldn’t wait for my real night to begin.


We were going to the new Elvis movie, Tickle Me, and I was dying to see it. It didn’t matter that Jess and Tony were only taking me to the drive-in because they had to. My parents actually believed I could prevent my sister and her boyfriend from making out. They didn’t know that Tony was at least eighteen, and had dropped out of high school, and that I usually got out of the car to get candy and waited a while before coming back. Watching the movie from the snack bar was better than watching them kiss. I loved seeing the story unfold on the big white screen with cars in front of it, and the trees, moon, and stars behind it. It was magical when someone walked by and for a second became part of the picture. Sometimes I wished I could step out of my life and into a movie.


My parents didn’t know any of this, and I’d never tell because everything that happened when I was with Jess and Tony was a secret. We even had secret names when we were with him; he called her Jezebel and me Twinkle Toes. Jess said if Tony gave you a secret name it meant he liked you. All I knew was that a glance from him could take my breath away.


I looked at my watch. Dicky bore down hard with his blue crayon. The ice clinked in Dad’s glass. If Jess didn’t hurry up, she was going to make us late for the movie. She made us late for everything. She didn’t understand that events like sunset and darkness falling wouldn’t wait for her to get her makeup right.


When she finally came downstairs her blonde hair was held back with a blue headband, and she wore pinstripe capris, a blouse knotted above her bellybutton, and white Keds. She stopped in the middle of the room and stared past us as if we weren’t even there. Then she opened her big red purse and gazed into it as if contemplating the mysteries of the universe.


Dad looked up. “You’re not going out like that.”


Jess glanced around as though he couldn’t possibly be talking to her.


Mom said, “Untie your shirt, hon.”


“Geez.” She undid the knot. “Happy now?” She glared at Dad.


I sat up. “Want to go outside and wait for Tony?”


She snapped her purse shut. “You’re not coming.”


“What? Why not?” I said.


She pushed her bracelets up and down her thin arm. “Something’s come up.”


Dad leaned forward. “What do you mean your sister can’t go?”


She lowered her voice and said to Mom, “I can’t take Caroline tonight. You have to trust me. I just can’t.”


“You always take her.” Mom eyed her sternly. “What’s going on?”


Jess craned her neck and glanced out the window, trying to see through space and time, right into Tony’s blue eyes, wherever he was.


“I don’t even want to go anymore,” I said. Much as I hated the thought of being stuck at home, the last thing I needed was to be the reason Jess couldn’t go out. I’d never hear the end of it.


“It doesn’t matter what you want, Caroline,” Dad said. “Jess is taking you, and if she doesn’t, she’s not going.”


He gripped the arms of his recliner.


“You don’t understand,” Jess said. “I have to go.” She set her lips in a firm line and looked through us with her cold green eyes. Then she headed for the front door.


Dad’s face went from pink to red. I knew exactly what was going to happen next. I’d seen it a hundred times. Jess had a knack for pushing him and everyone else over the edge.


“Jack,” Mom said.


He lunged past her. When he reached for Jess, she screamed, “Don’t touch me,” and shoved him away.


I held my breath.


Jess twisted the doorknob.


“If you step out that door,” Dad said, “don’t bother to come back.”


“Mom,” Jess pleaded, “I have to go.”


“Just stay home with us,” Mom said in the tearful voice she used when nothing else worked. Jess almost never listened to her or Dad, but that night, much to my amazement, she let go of the doorknob, ran her fingers up and down the gold chain on her purse, and pounded up the stairs.


When she reached the landing she gripped the wrought iron railing, narrowed her eyes at Dad and yelled, “I hate this place, and I hate you for making us move here.” The bedroom door slammed. The color left his face. As usual, Jess had reached deep inside and found the worst possible thing to say.


We’d moved to Tucson because of Dad’s great new job, but I knew the real reason was to give my sister a second chance after she’d gotten into so much trouble back east.


Dad started toward the stairs, muttering, “That ungrateful . . . .”


Mom put her hand on his shoulder. “Don’t. She’s not going to the movie. She’s punished enough.”


He settled into his recliner as if he were doing the world an enormous favor, and took a swallow of his drink. Mom spread the skirt of her dress out into a pale, flowered fan. A strained smile formed on her face. As she pushed a blonde curl behind her ear, the doorbell rang.


She stood, but Dad motioned for her to sit back down. “Let me handle this,” he said.


I went over to the picture window that faced the street, and pulled aside the curtains. Tony’s car was idling out front. In the hall Dad said, “Jess won’t be going to the movies tonight.”


“Can I talk to her?” Tony’s voice had an edge to it.


“Jess won’t be talking to you tonight.”


I peered into the hall and saw Tony push through the door. He stood in front of Dad, a little too close.


“Hold on there, buddy. You stay outside,” Dad said.


“I want to hear it from her, Mr. Galvin.” He dug his hands into the pockets of his tight jeans. His blue shirt matched his eyes. I could see the polished, pointed toes of his Beatle boots with their thick Cuban heels. They were beautiful.


“What you want doesn’t matter to me,” Dad said.


“Don’t have a bird, old man.” He smiled at me as he backed slowly out the door and clicked it shut.


Dad reached for his drink. “That went well.” He took a sip and set his glass down on the table so hard a wave of scotch splashed out. “I thought Arizona would be a fresh start for Jess, but she hasn’t changed a bit.”


Mom winced. “She didn’t go out. She is better since we moved here.”


He shook his head. “I hope you’re right.”


Some go-go dancers came on the TV. I liked watching them dancing in their fringed dresses and white boots, but Dad switched the channel to an old gangster movie. It figured. He absolutely loved movies, the older the better. After a few drinks, he’d go on about how he could have been a filmmaker if he hadn’t had to get a real job as an accountant to support his family. Mom hung on his every word, because her lifelong dream had been to be a fashion designer for the stars. Jess wanted to be a movie star. That summer, everyone in my family wanted to be something other than what they were. I did, too. I just hadn’t figured out what yet.


I turned back to the window. It was finally dark out. The coming attractions were probably already rising like giant ghosts from the desert, and I was stuck at home. Because of Jess.



CHAPTER 2

When I walked into our room, Jess was putting on makeup at her vanity. She turned to me, her mouth a shade of red called Cherry Madness. I switched on my bedside lamp with its pink, pleated shade that matched our pink bedspreads and flowered wallpaper. Mom had gotten a bit carried away with the color scheme.

As I opened up a Beatles magazine, Jess licked the tip of her finger, rubbed a spot of eyeliner off her lid and said, “Do I look like I’ve been crying?”

She did, but I wasn’t about to tell her.

Outside of Mom, Jess was the vainest person I knew. People were always saying she and Mom looked like twins, and I was never included, even when I was standing right next to them. They were both thin, with blonde hair, pretty faces, and pointed chins, but their eyes weren’t the same. Jess’s eyes were green while Mom’s were blue, but more than the color was different. While Mom had a way of looking at me that made me feel guilty for something I hadn’t done yet, Jess’s gaze went right through me as if I didn’t even exist. It wasn’t just me. Teachers took an instant dislike to her. She’d complain about the unfairness of this, and how she didn’t understand. But I understood. Jess had the power to make people scream before she’d even opened her mouth, and it got her into a lot of trouble.

“Really, what do you think?” Her lips were pressed together in a superior smile. Blonde bangs swept in a curve across her forehead, and there was a whisper of blush on her smooth cheeks. Except for her red eyes, she was perfect, and she knew it.

“You look fine.” I turned back to my magazine.

“Good,” she said, “because I’m going out.”

I drew myself up. “You’re not going out. Dad said you couldn’t.”

“What he says doesn’t matter. You’ll figure that out soon enough.”

“But he’ll ground you for the rest of the summer if he finds out you went to the drive-in.”

She frowned. “You need to understand. I have to go out tonight. Things are going on. Things I can’t talk about.” I nodded. Clearly something was going on because my sister hardly ever cried. Even when Dad completely lost it on her she would just yell back.

“Is this about Arnie?” She’d met Arnie a few weeks ago while we were on vacation in Los Angeles. When we got back, she and Tony had a huge fight about him.

She glared at me. “No.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “You can’t just say ‘things are going on’ if you aren’t going to tell me more.”

“I’m sorry, but I really can’t tell you.” She turned her gaze to the window, my moment of her attention gone.

I was fuming. I wasn’t going to the drive-in because of her. She could at least tell me why. “Then I’m telling Dad you’re sneaking out.”

As I got up, she grabbed my Beatles magazine. “Don’t you dare,” I said, expecting her to tear it to pieces, but all she did was study it for a moment and then point to a girl in a photo. “Who’s that?”

“That’s Jane Asher, Paul’s girlfriend.” I loved Paul McCartney, with his angelic mouth and to-die-for eyes.

I waited for her to make some smart remark, but she just smiled. “You know you look a little like her, don’t you?”

I gave her a skeptical glance. “Really?”

She turned my face toward her. “Your eyes slant down just like hers, and your smile is like hers, too. You look kind of British. If you curled your hair and cut your bangs, you’d look just like her. I’ll help you with that tomorrow.” She paused. “Is there someone special you’d like to impress? I mean other than Paul.” She smirked.

My cheeks grew hot. She leaned forward. “Come on, you can tell me who.”

I glanced away. “Billy O’Neil.”

She laughed. “That freckled-faced jock who lives across the street?” I nodded. “Isn’t he with Linda Beckham’s little sister, May?”

I frowned. “Yeah.”

“Linda is one super bitch and May is, too, but after I’m done with your hair, maybe you’ll have a chance.”

I smiled, wanting this to be true, though doubting it. Billy and I sometimes sat outside and talked about stuff, like whether UFOs were real and the meaning of life. But I couldn’t get my hopes up. May was one of the prettiest girls in our freshman class. Her dad, Ron, was my dad’s boss, and Mom thought we should be friends, but May barely acknowledged my existence.

Jess went on, “I need you to listen now. This is serious.” For Jess, nothing was ever serious. “You have to promise not to tell Mom and Dad that I’m sneaking out. It’s very important.”

Her eyes opened wide, drinking me in. I paused, enjoying the fact that she actually wanted something from me. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell,” I said.

“Good.” She pointed to her red purse on the floor. “Can you hand me that?”

It weighed a ton. She’d probably stuffed a bottle of Dad’s scotch in it.

She took it from me and opened the window, even though we weren’t supposed to because the air conditioning was on. As she climbed out, she bumped her head, yelled, “Fuck,” and punched the frame. She sucked on her fist.

I raised my eyebrows. “Hurry up or you’ll miss the movie.”

She gave me a blank look as if she didn’t know what I was talking about. Beyond her, the night sky was sprinkled with faint, faraway stars. It was easy to grab onto the mesquite tree branch that almost scraped the glass and then drop onto the flat roof over the screened-in porch. From there it was just a short jump to the lawn. Jess had sneaked out this way before, and she never got caught. I figured Tony was waiting down below.

When she was halfway out she paused, sitting on the sill with one leg hanging out and the other in. Her green eyes rested on me for a moment. She started to say, “Would you . . .” but a car honked outside and she stopped mid-sentence.

“What?” I replied.

“Never mind.” She swung her other leg over the sill. “Just remember, tell and I’ll kill you,” and then she was gone with a rustling, a thud, and the sound of a car peeling away.

• • •
 
“Mummy.” A high-pitched voice startled me awake. My first thought was that it was Jess, but it sounded more like a scared little kid. Maybe my five-year-old brother Dicky had cried out in the middle of the night and I’d only dreamed it was my sister. I turned on my light. Her bed was still made up, the way she’d left it.

My heart was pounding so hard I thought it was going to explode as I walked across the carpet and looked out into the hall. I couldn’t hear anything from Dicky’s room. The bedroom doors were all shut. Everything was the way it was supposed to be.

I glanced at the alarm clock. It was just past midnight. Not that late, as far as Jess was concerned. With each passing second, what I’d heard became less real. It was probably just a nightmare. All I wanted to do was to go back to sleep, but my mouth was too dry. I drank all the water from the glass on my nightstand, but I was still thirsty. I wondered if it was possible to die of thirst in my own bedroom.

I went over to the window that I’d forgotten to shut, leaned my head out, and sucked in the hot air. Somewhere a cat howled, and I breathed a sigh of relief. That’s what I’d heard. I glanced down at the street. Everything was the way it was during the day, only darker. Same old cars, same old houses, same old everything. Sometime before dawn, Tony would pull up in his gold car and Jess would step out quietly. She would slip in the back door and creep up the stairs with the stealth of a cat.

A desert breeze lifted the leaves of the mesquite tree. I thought of Jess sitting on the sill, half in our pink room, half out, beyond her the night sky, and beyond that everything else that was outside of our lives, like the world around the edges of the drive-in movie screen. She was out there now, having a good time, knowing things I couldn’t possibly know. As I shut the window, I heard her say again, “Would you . . . .”

I wondered what she’d meant to ask me.


CHAPTER 3

Mom scooped some scrambled eggs onto my plate. My fingers trembled as I buttered my toast, careful not to crumble the bread with my knife.

Dad peered at me over his paper. “That lazy sister of yours still asleep?”

I took a long swallow of orange juice.

“Caroline?” He raised his eyes.

My heart was going a mile a minute. Jess hadn’t come home last night. I wanted to just get it over with and tell them, but she’d be so mad at me if I didn’t keep her secret. “She’ll probably sleep until lunch.” I opened up my Beatles magazine.

Mom leaned forward. “You know we don’t read at the table.”

I glanced up. “Dad is.”

She folded her napkin. “That’s different. That’s the news.”

Dad eyed me. “Look at this. Your favorite group is in the paper.”

I took it from him and read, “August 15, 1965, will go down in history as the day the Beatles packed Shea Stadium with 55,000 screaming teenage fans.” I frowned. While I was sitting alone in my room, history was being made. If we hadn’t moved to Tucson, maybe I could have been there.

Dad shook his head. “Kids today don’t want to work, don’t want to be part of society. All they want to do is go crazy over the Beatles. Isn’t that right, Caroline?” He elbowed me.

“God. Stop it, Dad,” I said.

He sighed. “I wish I didn’t have to work at a job I hate, but then we wouldn’t have all of this.” I winced as he gestured at the small kitchen.

Mom brushed some crumbs from Dicky’s face. “I worry that this country is about to fall apart.”

“You should be worried,” Dad said. “Everyone should be.”

I forced down another bite of eggs, and went back to my room. When I opened the door, I felt a sting of disappointment. I’d hoped that Jess had slipped in unnoticed, but she hadn’t. My parents acted like they understood everything that was wrong with the world, but Jess was probably with Tony right now, hung-over, and they didn’t have a clue.

I sat down at my desk, piled high with books from the summer reading list for the AP English class I was taking in the fall. Even though I only had to read three from the list, Dad had bought me every single one. Everywhere we went he would introduce me by saying, “This is Caroline, top of her class.” And then he would turn and say, “And this is Jess.”

After she got suspended for drinking in school back east, my parents sent her to a fancy performing arts school in Boston they thought would be perfect for her. It made me ill. I was the one who did well in school, and I had to go to public school. Jess lasted three months before she got kicked out for stealing booze with some boy.

I pulled The Doors of Perception from my pile of books. It was really short and about drugs, so I figured why not. My teacher was pretty cool to have put it on the list. If Jess were here right now, she’d probably be saying something like, “Caroline, if you want to learn about drugs you don’t read about them. You take them.” I looked around at our pink walls, the pink bedspreads, our pink princess phone. Dust motes danced in the sunlight.

Her clothes were strewn all over the place, black lace bra and jeans on the back of a chair, one of her favorite white shoes on the floor. I loved those shoes. They had a white rose on the toe and a low heel. I slipped it on and limped around looking for the other one, but I couldn’t find it. It was probably buried under all her other beautiful shoes in the closet.

As I took it off, I remembered the voice I’d heard in the night. Mummy was what Jess had called Mom when we were little. I’d called Mom that sometimes, too. I bit my nail. Everyone had bad dreams. Jess was going to waltz in whenever she pleased, without having given any of us a second thought. I’d be a fool to let her ruin my day.

I put on my op art bathing suit with the swirling black-and-white polka dots that went perfectly with the daisy necklace I’d made from black-and-white seed beads, grabbed the book and my Beatles magazine, and went outside to lie by the pool.

• • •
 
After rubbing on some suntan oil, I stretched out on a chaise longue. The turquoise water was flat and still. A couple of leaves from the orange tree that grew on the patio rested on the surface, not moving. Before we came here, Mom had raved about the beauty and wonder of that tree, but the oranges turned out to be dry and bitter. I reached down and grabbed one that had fallen next to my chair, flung it into the pool and opened The Doors of Perception.

This quote at the beginning knocked me out: “If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, Infinite.”

I’d always suspected that. When I was younger I used to do magic tricks, but to be honest, I stunk at them and they bored me. Now what interested me was real magic. I was convinced there was a whole other world out there where strange and impossible things could actually happen. It was just a matter of finding it.

Mom walked onto the patio with Dicky. “We’re going shopping to buy some fabric, want to come?” she said.

I shook my head. The last thing I wanted to do was to go shopping with her.

She went on, “That’s too bad. I’m making new living room curtains, something to brighten things up. What do you think of lemon yellow?”

“Lemon yellow sounds fine.” Her cheerfulness annoyed me. I’d made hardly any friends here, and we were practically living in the desert. Did she actually think new curtains would make any difference in our lives?

She took a deep breath. “Jess sure is sleeping a long time. Give her a nudge. It’s not good for her to sleep the day away.”

A cold feeling passed through me. It had to be at least noon. Where was she? If she wasn’t home by the time Mom got back, I’d have to say something. I heard Mom’s station wagon pull out of the driveway. Dad was playing golf, as he did every Saturday. I switched to my Beatles magazine and studied Jane Asher’s photo, her flowered mini-dress, her long bangs, her soft smile, her downward-slanting eyes that were like mine, her nose that was a little too big. I was thinking maybe I really did look like her, when something rustled on the other side of the fence. My hand tightened on my magazine.

I thought Jess might be sneaking in through our neighbor Debbie Frank’s backyard, but when I peered over the fence, Debbie was walking toward me. This was strange. She hung out with Jess and Tony sometimes, but she almost never talked to me.

Her white-lipsticked mouth parted in a grin. “Hi, squirt,” she said. She wore a sleeveless dress with a red patent leather belt. Her dark hair was teased up on top, with a spit curl pressed against one cheek.

Jess called Debbie trashy. Mom did, too, but she was polite at least, while Jess was downright mean to her. Jess said Debbie was as cold as a robot, and dumber than one. Mom said you should never taunt someone for being less than you. You should feel sorry for them, but never let on that you feel sorry. I wasn’t sure Debbie needed anyone to feel sorry for her. There were rumors she’d beaten a girl up just for looking at her the wrong way.

“What have you got there?” She eyed my magazine.

I blushed, embarrassed to be holding it. “Something about the Beatles.”

“Let me have a look.” As she glanced through it, cigarette dangling from her mouth, I tried to summon the courage to ask if she’d seen Jess.

Before Jess dated Tony, Debbie had dated him, though Jess said that Tony just used Debbie. When I asked what she meant by that, she laughed and said, “Boys like Tony have needs, and girls like Debbie are easy.” I stared at Debbie now, looking for signs of easiness. Was it her dull eyes with black eyeliner extending like wings from the corners, the way the top few buttons of her dress were undone, the way she didn’t bother to push up her bra strap when it slipped below her sleeve?

“Cool.” She handed the magazine back to me. “You got a favorite Beatle?”

“Paul,” I said.

“Yeah, he’s the sweet one. I like John. He’s got a little meanness in him. I like my guys with a bit of meanness.”

“I wish I could meet Paul.”

“Hold tight to those dreams.” She touched the small red velvet bow in her hair, and glanced back at her yard like she was thinking of leaving.

I struggled to clear my throat. “Have you seen Jess today?”

Her eyes widened. “No.”

“She didn’t come home last night,” I said.

She leaned closer and whispered loudly, “That’s not surprising, considering she’s on her way to California. Your sister sure is something, just taking off last night like that.”

“California?” I felt faint. Through a fog I heard her saying something like, “Didntchuknow?” I backed up, unable to feel my feet.

“Caroline, wait up,” she said. “I can’t believe Jess didn’t tell you she was running away. I thought you’d be the first person she’d tell other than Tony.”

I stopped backing up. My heart was beating so hard I worried I was going to have a brain aneurysm and drop dead on the spot like one of my uncles had. “Did Tony go with her?”

“No, and he’s pissed.” She folded her arms across her chest. “She’s going to see some guy named Arnie.”

“Is he driving her?”

Debbie shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Then who is?”

She shrugged. “Beats me.”

I stood there, letting the possibility that Jess was miles away sink in. This was why she’d insisted that I not tell anyone about her sneaking out. She needed time, lots of it, so she could get away from all of us.

“I doubt she’ll get very far,” I finally said. “She’s probably on her way home right now.”

“Sure she is,” Debbie said with a funny half smile. I stood there, unable to move, as she went on, “Gotta go, ’cause I’m going out with Tony tonight.” She eyed me just to make sure I’d heard that last part and then left, her hips swaying as she walked across the green lawn through sun and shadow. I watched as she gave me one last backward glance. She didn’t wave or anything. All she did was stare. Trash, I thought.

• • •
 
I went up to my room to figure out what to do. I had to tell Mom that Jess was on her way to California, but if I told her she’d know I’d lied, and I never lied. Maybe Jess would get bored like she always did, and make the guy turn around and drive her home. She could still walk in at any minute. Or maybe she really was going to see Arnie, or couldn’t wait to start her movie career.

When we went to California to visit my aunt Lila, my parents shamelessly encouraged Jess’s Hollywood dreams, probably because they hadn’t realized their own. They made sure she saw everything—Madam Tussauds wax museum, Sunset Boulevard, Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, and Schwab’s Pharmacy where Lana Turner supposedly was discovered. Jess was obsessed with Lana Turner. She was under the delusion that they looked alike. Beverly Hills was my favorite. I loved the mansions with red-purple bougainvillea dripping over their high white walls, and the hint of movie stars in the air.

I pulled out the blue glass stopper from the bottle of Shalimar on her bureau and sniffed. It had a thick, sweet smell, like velvet flowers. I repeated to myself, “She’s on her way to California.”


CHAPTER 4

Slanting sunlight made every detail in the kitchen stand out—the ceramic rooster hanging on the wall with its creamy wings and blood-red comb, the shiny teapot on the stove, the wallpaper printed with clocks with vines slithering around them. Mom and Dicky were back from shopping and he was having an early dinner.

She pointed toward a bolt of yellow cloth on the counter and asked if I liked it. As I nodded, I had the weird sensation that something big and wide was watching through my eyes. It wasn’t me, but was me at the same time. God? It didn’t feel like God. It was more as if I was spying on this world that I used to be part of, but was part of no longer.

Mom smiled. “Jess will be happy to know we’re having her favorite, tuna casserole.”

Without meeting her gaze I said, “She’s not home.”

“She sure doesn’t like to spend much time with us,” she said.

Dicky plucked a pea from his plate. “I saw her hiding in the tree last night.”

Nervousness crept through me, like wind rippling water. He must have seen her climb out the window. I turned to him slowly. “No, you didn’t.”

“What’s he talking about?” Mom fiddled with her gold watch.

I shrugged. “You know how Dicky makes stuff up.” It felt like the room was getting smaller and smaller. Soon the walls would close in on me.

Mom’s expression softened. “Would you like an early dinner, too?” Before I could answer, she went on, “You don’t have to wait. Dad’s always late from golf, and Jess, well you know how she is. I wouldn’t wait for your dad if I didn’t have to. I get so hungry, but he’d have a fit if I ate before him. He does like his little rituals, and supper is one of them.” Her words were like pebbles pelting me. I couldn’t take it any longer.

“Mom,” I said.

“What?” Her oblivious look made me feel sick.

“Jess isn’t coming home. She’s on her way to California.” An inappropriate smile crept across my face the way it did when I was nervous.

Mom dropped the serving spoon she was holding. “Is this a joke, because if it is . . . .”

“I’m not joking. Debbie Frank told me.”

“Debbie Frank. Why were you talking to her?”

“She came over when I was out by the pool. She said Jess is going to see Arnie.”

“Arnie?”

“You know, the boy she met while we were on vacation.” I felt less alarmed as I spoke. Jess was having a second vacation while I was stuck here. It was so typical.

Mom shook her head. “This doesn’t make any sense. Jess slept late, and then she went out. She didn’t go to California.”

I got a sour metal taste at the back of my throat. “Jess didn’t sleep late. She snuck out last night and didn’t come home. She probably left for California hours ago.”

For a moment Mom didn’t move. “And you waited until now to tell me?” She was almost shrieking. “You lied to us?” Now she was definitely shrieking.

I wanted to shrink down to nothing. “She told me not to tell.”

A spider with delicate, horrible legs ascended a thread dangling from the kitchen light.

“Caroline, you know that by waiting all this time to tell me, you may have put your sister in danger.”

“I was afraid she’d be mad if I didn’t cover for her.” I struggled to avoid her guilt-inducing eyes as I went on, “I thought she was going to do the same stupid thing she always does, that she would stay out late and then lie to you about it, and you would believe her like you always do. I didn’t know she was going to California.”

“Is Tony driving her?” Mom’s voice trembled.

“No, some other guy. Debbie didn’t know him.”

“Oh God, Jess is driving across the desert with some stranger.”

I tugged on a hangnail with my teeth. The idea of Jess being in the desert hadn’t occurred to me. Mom crumpled Dicky’s napkin while he watched, his eyes wide. “She can’t have gotten very far. We have to find her before it’s too late. I’m going to call Debbie right now. Hand me the phone.” When I didn’t immediately jump, she said, “Now!”

She held the receiver to her ear for what felt like forever. “Why can’t those damn people answer? What’s wrong with them?” She jammed it back into its place on the wall. “Where the hell is your dad? He should be done with golf by now. He’s probably at a bar, getting soused while Jess is God knows where.”

Dicky yelled, “There’s a mushroom in my mouth.” He spit it out into his napkin and started crying. He’d hated mushrooms ever since Dad had told him about the poisonous ones.

He was working himself into a frenzy when Mom said, “Stop it,” and for once Dicky actually stopped. The room fell silent.

Mom stared at the phone. “What are we going to do?”

We? I couldn’t believe she’d said that. She was the mom. She was supposed to have the answers. I patted her on the shoulder and said, “Don’t worry, she’ll come home soon. I bet she’ll walk in the door any minute.”

She didn’t seem to have heard me. “I should call the police, but I hate to do that without your dad here.” She turned to me. “Do you think I should call them?”

I took a deep breath. “Yes, I think you should call them.”

• • •
 
Dad came home about fifteen minutes later, and a policeman showed up right after him. While they all talked in the kitchen, I sat in the living room with Dicky, chewing on my hangnail until it bled. I overheard Dad saying something about Jess being with Tony. Then Mom began crying and saying what a good girl Jess was. I worried that she’d tell them I’d lied about Jess. If the police found out they might arrest me. One of Jess’s friends got arrested just for talking back to her mother. I looked out the window, still hoping to see Jess come walking up through the blue shadows, but the street was dark and quiet.

“Caroline,” Mom called out. “Please come in here.” My heart almost stopped.

• • •
 
She pulled out a chair and I sat down. “Officer Barnes wants to talk to you.”

The policeman stared at me from the opposite side of the kitchen table. His light blue eyes reminded me of those husky dogs that live in the Arctic. I sucked on my hangnail, cold and sick at the thought of how much trouble I could be in for not telling on my sister.

“Your mother already told me what Debbie said, but I’d like to hear it from you,” he said.

Dad frowned. “Just tell the truth.” I hated the way he said that. Mom must have already told him everything. There was a tickle-feather feeling in my throat. I opened my mouth but no words came out.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgments



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Start of Content











OEBPS/images/logo.gif
%fftl’ress

M





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
“Half in Love with
Death is as dreamy and
dark as the beautiful
boy at the center of its
twisty mystery.

—Kate Racculia,
uthor of Bellweather ‘ L
Rhapsody 4






