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Derek really liked me—at least, he acted that way. I liked him too at first, but it lasted only a few weeks before he was getting on my nerves. And once I break it off with a guy. I don’t even want to see any guys anymore, but that doesn’t last long either.







Sandpiper Hollow Ragsdale has a bad reputation. At first she just wanted a boyfriend, but now she’s had a dozen and doesn’t know what she saw in any of them. When one of Sandy’s exes, Derek, starts harassing her, a mysterious boy called the Walker comes to her aid. Walker spends his days wandering through town. When Sandy begins to walk with him, he evades her questions, unwilling to reveal anything about himself. She’s interested but wary—why is Walker so secretive? As Derek’s aggressions turn dangerous, Sandy and Walker are forced to confront the pain of their pasts, which each of them would rather forget.


Ellen Wittlinger’s powerful story of two people struggling to overcome personal demons exemplifies why School Library Journal said that her writing “conveys a fundamental truth” and that she “evokes caring in readers and gives them plenty to think about.”
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Chapter ONE



I met the Walker three weeks before my mother’s wedding, but I’d seen him lots of times before that. Everybody saw him. You couldn’t help it.


It seemed like he just showed up one day and started walking all over town. No certain path—you’d see him everywhere, way in the west end near the Y, all the way south on Beggar’s Point by Pickford’s Fish, or sometimes stalking through the cemetery on the top of Rhodes Hill. He didn’t walk fast or slow, just at a regular pace, like he had someplace to go but wasn’t in a big hurry to get there. Nobody knew his name, so we started calling him the Walker.


You noticed him because he was tall and skinny, and even though he didn’t walk fast, he covered ground quickly with his long stride. His dark hair curled around his earlobes and down his neck, and he always wore the same ancient brown leather jacket, his long arms sticking about four inches out of the sleeves. The day I met him it was almost warm out, and he had his coat unzipped. I was with this guy Andrew down at Blessingame Park, and we were arguing.


To tell the story right, I need to back up a little. The thing is, even though he was a very annoying person, I’d hooked up with Andrew for a couple of days. We’d go to his house after school because his parents worked late. Colleen, my mother, was way too discombobulated about her upcoming wedding to inquire about my after-school activities.


I don’t know why I went with Andrew. I was never particularly attracted to him, but every time I saw him he’d tell me he thought I was hot. He’d come up behind me and rub his thigh against mine while I was getting stuff out of my locker.


I’m not stupid. I knew why he wanted me to go home with him, and I was up for it right away. I usually am up for it. The thing is, I love the beginning stuff when the guy is so anxious and can hardly wait to be alone with me, can hardly wait to have me touch him. All that expectation is very exciting. And it makes me feel like I’m in control of the whole situation. He needs me so much.


But it always ends up the same way. Eventually it’s clear that what he really needs is for me to put my mouth around his dick. After a minute or two of this I become anonymous. To the guy and to myself. Andrew (or whoever) is lost inside himself, waiting to be shaken by his own little volcano, and I’m thinking, Who is this girl kneeling on the floor with some weird guy’s bone in her mouth? It’s like I’m not even there anymore.


It all started in the eighth grade. That year all of a sudden you had to have a boyfriend—you had to, or you just felt worthless. My best friends, Melissa and Allie, and I spent hours talking about how to get guys to like us.


Melissa was the first one to figure out a foolproof method. Allie and I were disgusted when she confessed to us why Tim McIlhenny was following her around like an imprinted duck. But after a few weeks of listening to Melissa’s detailed instructions, we both decided to give it a try. Who knew? Obviously, the way to an eighth-grade boy’s heart was through the zipper of his jeans. It probably wasn’t the only way, but it was the only way we knew.


Tony Phillips was my slave for two months. He even took me to the Christmas dance that year. Some days I felt like a princess and some days I felt like a prostitute, but every day I felt popular. I went from Tony to Chris to Evan. And kept on going. Melissa assured Allie and me that lots of other girls were doing the same thing we were (although I never knew who), which is what I planned to tell my parents if they ever found out. But they never did.


In high school things changed—at least for Melissa and Allie. They took honors classes, joined the student council and the field hockey team, and got real boyfriends who stuck around for a while. We didn’t hang out so much anymore. For me there was always another guy, and then another. I don’t know why things changed for them but not for me. What I do know is that after a week or so with a guy, even somebody I was crazy about to begin with, I couldn’t stand him anymore. With Andrew it took only three days.


That’s what we were arguing about in Blessingame Park.


“You liked me well enough on Tuesday,” he said.


“Yeah, well, today is Thursday,” I told him. “A lot can happen in two days.”


“Like what? You’re with somebody else now?”


“Jesus, Andrew, I was never with you! Did you think we were engaged?”


“Screw you, Sandy.”


I gave him a forlorn look. “Oh, I bet you wish you could!”


His face turned bright red, and his nose twisted up so I could see into his nostrils. “You are such a slut!” he shrieked, his voice breaking into a falsetto over the horror that was me.


Just about that time I noticed the Walker coming up the hill in back of Andrew. He must have heard Andrew shrieking at me, because he was staring right at us. Without really thinking about it too much, I waved at him and yelled out, “Hey! I’ve been waiting for you!”


He looked surprised, but he didn’t say anything. His hair was flopping into his face as if he hadn’t had a haircut in ages.


“Come here!” I yelled again. I thought, if he came over, great; if not, I was no worse off.


Andrew turned to see who I was talking to. “What are you calling him over for?”


“Because!” God, Andrew not only couldn’t take a hint—he couldn’t take a brickbat to the head.


The Walker strode over and stood next to me, his eyes asking what this was all about. Andrew backed up to stare—the Walker was quite a bit taller. “I know you. You’re that guy who just wanders around town all the time.”


“Yeah, I walk around a lot. Who are you?”


Andrew sputtered. “Well, why should I tell you?”


“You shouldn’t. You should probably just leave.”


Ha! He got it! He was following my lead!


“I should leave?” Andrew stood there with his mouth flapping in the breeze. Repartee is not his strong suit. “I mean, you’re the one who should leave. Right?” He looked at me.


I was so sick of this guy. How could I have spent three entire afternoons with him? I stepped closer to the Walker and put my hand on his wrist. “Actually, no, he shouldn’t,” I said. I could feel the muscles tighten in his arm, but he didn’t move.


Once again, Andrew couldn’t get his mind around a complete thought. “What? You don’t mean … do you mean … no way!”


The Walker placed his hand over my hand, but he didn’t say anything.


Finally, Andrew had had enough. “I don’t know why I ever went out with you anyway, Sandy. Derek told me you were a bitch, and he was right!”


“Bite me, Andrew!” I yelled back. “Derek is as pathetic as you are.” Derek. Last week’s loser. Another guy I never should have gotten involved with.


Andrew stalked out of the park and down Front Street.


As soon as Andrew was out of sight, the Walker let go of my hand and I released his arm.


“Thanks,” I said. “Sorry about that.”


He shrugged again. “No problem.” And he started to walk away.


“Hold on. Can we talk a minute? Or something?” Two minutes ago I’d decided to swear off boys—I didn’t need the aggravation—and then the Walker showed up. It’s so easy for me to get interested in a boy; all he has to do is look at me. Not that the Walker had actually looked at me, but he was sort of my superhero savior. Or he would have been if Andrew had been evil instead of just a creep.


“I like to keep moving,” he said.


“Well, can I walk with you a little while?”


He didn’t say anything, but then he gave another shrug—apparently this was his primary means of communication, the I-don’t-care shrug. It wasn’t exactly a warm invitation, but I took it anyway, and we started walking out of the park in the opposite direction from the one that Andrew had taken.


“I’ve seen you walking around town,” I said.


“I guess everybody has.”


“How come you walk so much?”


Another shrug. “I like walking. I notice things.”


He didn’t seem to be noticing me all that much. “What’s your name?”


He shook his head. “It’s not important.”


I laughed. “It must be some regular, common name then, because if it was as stupid as my name, it would be very important, believe me.”


He looked at me for the first time—at least I’d accomplished that. “Why? What’s your name?”


Normally I dread this moment when meeting somebody new, but this time I was glad I had something to say that would get his attention, maybe even stop the Walker in his tracks.


“Sandpiper Hollow Ragsdale.”


A hint of a smile crossed his face, but he kept on walking. “Did you just make that up?”


“I wish! That’s my honest-to-God name. Hollow in the middle, like a cheap chocolate Easter bunny.” I’ve used that line many times—it usually gets a laugh.


He smiled again, but not in my direction. “Your parents must have had a good reason for naming you that. Or an odd sense of humor.”


“Both. They met on this beach on Cape Cod called Sandpiper Hollow. Colleen stepped on a broken shell and cut her foot. Love walked in and kissed her boo-boo, and they named their firstborn child after the unforgettable moment.”


The Walker nodded. “Makes a good story.”


“Yeah, with a terrible ending! Just because two people manage to make a baby, I don’t think they should have the right to give it a name that’s just an inside joke between the two of them, which, once they get divorced, won’t be all that funny anymore.”


“Parents divorced?”


“Years ago. A sandpiper is a bird, you know.”


“I know.”


“I guess I’m lucky they didn’t name me Nuthatch or Buzzard or something.”


“Or Woodpecker,” the Walker said. Hey, he could make a joke.


“Or Cuckoo,” I continued.


“Or Cedar Waxwing.”


“Cedar what?”


“Cedar Waxwing.”


“That’s a bird? I never heard of that one. I kind of like it though. Hello, my name is Cedar Waxwing. I like it!”


The Walker pointed toward an old broken wire fence behind a new ranch house. “Did you know there’s an old rail bed back there? You can follow it from Hammond all the way up to Barlow.”


“No, I didn’t know that.” I hated being interrupted when I was on a roll about the injustice of my name.


“I walk it at least once a week.”


“The whole thing? It must be five or six miles.”


“Seven and a half each way,” he said.


“Why?”


Of course, he answered with a shrug. “Why not?”


I sighed. He liked being a puzzle. And he certainly didn’t seem interested in me. Maybe he wasn’t worth the effort. “Don’t you drive anywhere? How old are you?”


His head jerked up as if he’d seen something in the road, but there was no traffic on this street in the middle of the afternoon. Finally he said, “I’m eighteen, but I don’t drive. I don’t even ride in cars.”


“What? You’re crazy!”


He glanced at me and smiled. I liked that smile. “Probably,” he said. “I hate cars.”


“How can you hate cars! In four weeks I can get my license. I’m counting the days! I’ll be free!”


“Walking gives you freedom.”


I shook my head. “It’s not the same.”


He was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “So, people call you Sandy.”


“How do you know that?”


“That’s the name your … your friend used.”


“First of all, that jerk is not my friend. And second, I hate the name Sandy. It’s the name of Little Orphan Annie’s dog. The kids at school use it, but I make my parents call me Sandpiper since they’re the ones who stuck me with the name to begin with.”


I swear a little grunt of laughter escaped from the guy. “So, that wasn’t your boyfriend, huh?”


My face crinkled in disgust. “Boyfriend? God, no. He’s just somebody I hooked up with for a few days. I hardly even know him. He’s nobody.”


But the Walker had stopped listening to me; he’d actually stopped walking. He bent down to the street to examine some black lines. “Somebody put on their brakes really hard here. Took the corner too fast. These skid marks weren’t here yesterday.” He shook his head. “This is a blind corner too. I hope nobody got hurt.”


I looked around. “I don’t think I’ve ever been on this street.”


“We’re just down from Davis Avenue. You know, you better go on back. I’ll lead you right out of town if you’re not careful.” He stood up and stared at me with eyes that were suddenly dull, like the lights had gone off behind them.


“I don’t care! I like walking—”


He shook his head and looked back down at the tire marks. “Not today.”


“Really! I can—”


“No! Go back now,” he ordered. He seemed to be shivering. Even though it wasn’t cold, he zipped up his coat. “Maybe I’ll see you another time.”


“Well, I mean, where?” Dammit. My skinny hero was brushing me off.


A shrug. “You’ll see me.” He started across the side street.


“I don’t even know your name,” I said.


“You don’t need to,” he called back. “I’ll remember yours.”


Black and White


 


Look more closely—you’re missing


the mystery. My behavior


is no more my story


than a chalk outline on pavement.


 


If you were a cat, you would be


black and white, not entirely


unlucky, but suspicious anyway.


Not a loner, just alone.


 


Look more closely—I’m dressed


in bright red so I won’t


disappear! Please confess


if you hear me or see me.


 


If you were a cat, you would


see through me, front to back,


my sighs and wonders. Black


and white, you would not run.


 


—Sandpiper Hollow Ragsdale





Chapter TWO



I write poems constantly. You know how some people cut themselves with knives or razors and say they do it because it’s a relief to see the blood coming out? It’s like an emotion they can see or something. I kind of get that—even though I hate to see my own blood—because I think I write poems for a similar reason. They spurt out of me, and then I feel better about myself. Like, thank God, at least I got that out. And I like the way they sound too, even though I don’t always know what the hell they mean.


The night I met the Walker I wrote a poem called “Black and White.” When I write, I let myself go into a space where somehow everything relates to everything else. It’s hard to describe, but it’s sort of like letting your eyes go out of focus, only you do it with your mind. Our black-and-white cat, Danny Boy, jumped up into the window seat with me and set the whole thing off. It’s mysterious, really, how it happens.


I wanted to write a poem because I was feeling sort of bruised after the Walker left me behind. I mean, he wouldn’t allow me to go with him. I couldn’t figure out what I’d done to piss him off. Maybe I was talking too much about myself—I do that sometimes when I’m nervous—forget to ask about the other person. Then again, I usually think I’m more interesting than the other person. Anyway, a guy who won’t even reveal his name to you is probably not going to fill you in on the rest of his autobiography.


There’s a great place in the new house—Nathan’s house, I mean—to hide out when I want to write. It’s a window seat on the stair landing—there’s a big curtain you can pull closed, and nobody ever thinks to look behind it. Even Daisy, my snoopy sister (named after the flowers my mother wore in her hair during her hippie wedding), hasn’t discovered it yet. This house is so much bigger than our apartment was, I can actually have a complete thought without Colleen or Daisy interrupting me. I guess I have Nathan to thank for that. I guess I have Nathan to thank for everything now, which is getting really boring, and redundant too, since my mother and sister are falling all over him every single minute.


The two of them have been goofy with excitement all week about going to the airport to pick up Nathan and his daughter, Rachel. Rachel—she of the absolutely normal name—lives with her mother in San Francisco. We’ve never met her before. She just graduated from high school, which is why Nathan went out there, and now she’s coming back here for five weeks—to be in the wedding, and then to stay with Daisy and me while the newlyweds are cavorting in Hawaii for ten days. She had better be extremely cool if she expects to live through ten days as my baby-sitter.


Apparently it’s a big deal that she’s coming. I guess there was a huge custody battle when Nathan and his first wife divorced, and Nathan lost big-time, which was pretty embarrassing since he’s a shrink. He was allowed to see Rachel, but not very often, and she could never stay at his house because his ex-wife, Claire, said his new lifestyle was “too upsetting for a young girl to witness.” His new lifestyle was nudism.


That was several lifestyles ago, thank God. Nathan says it was a “California midlife crisis.” Also, he was thinner then. After he moved east and met my mother, they became a pathetically normal suburban couple you couldn’t imagine having an interesting past. Now that they’re headed for marital bliss, Rachel, Daisy, and I have the honor of being bridesmaids, whether we like it or not.


Daisy kept dancing in nervous circles and bumping into aggravated travelers trying to get to their gates. “I thought you said the plane landed already!”


“That’s what the monitor said,” Colleen told her. “It takes a few minutes to get everybody off.”


“I wish they’d hurry up!”


“God, Daisy, do you have to go to the bathroom?” I said.


She glared at me.


“Well, you’re crashing into people. Can’t you stand still?”


“No, I can’t. Aren’t you the slightest bit excited to meet Rachel? I mean, she’s our new sister!”


“Stepsister.”


“Still …”


“It won’t be like having another sister, Daisy. She’ll only be here for five weeks and then we’ll probably never see her again. Besides, who needs more sisters? One is plenty, thank you very much.”


“Well, see, I’m hoping this one might be normal.”


“I think you’re wrong about never seeing her,” Colleen said. “Rachel has her own room in our house, just like you two. She can come and visit us anytime she wants to.”


I crossed my arms and stared at her. “And you think she’ll want to? After she meets us?”


Colleen is an expert at overlooking sarcasm. “I imagine she’s happy to have a relationship with her father again, after all these years.”


“Here they come!” Daisy shouted. “I can see Nathan! Whoa! Is that her?” Daisy turned to me. “She’s beautiful!”


That is so like Daisy to immediately judge someone by the way she looks. We’d already seen Rachel’s picture—we knew she was pretty. Although I’m not sure I knew she was that pretty. She was small, too. Short, thin, with long straight black hair that flew around her shoulders as she walked. Nathan pointed us out, and she smiled—a gigantic smile—as if she was delighted to be here, elated to meet her new sisters.


Colleen rushed up to them and kissed Rachel on the cheek even before she laid a wet one on Nathan. I don’t think Rachel was expecting it, but she didn’t flinch or anything. She looked like the kind of person who always knew what to do in any situation.


Nathan led her up to us. “Rachel, I’d like you to meet Daisy and Sandy Ragsdale.”


“Sandpiper,” I corrected him, just for the hell of it.


“Right.” Nathan winked at me. He is so good-natured you want to barf. “And this is my daughter, Rachel.” Nathan put his arm around his trophy child and presented her to us. Her small blue skirt ruffled over her knees, and the sleeves of her sweater fell just to the tips of her fingers. Perfect.


“I couldn’t wait to meet you,” Rachel said. It almost sounded like she meant it. “Dad has been talking about you two nonstop all week. I bet I know more about you than you know about me.”


That was bound to be true. Nathan couldn’t tell us much about his daughter because, until now, he didn’t know too much. Claire had worked hard to keep them apart over the years, but now that Rachel was eighteen, she could do what she wanted. And I guess she wanted to see her father.


“We saw your picture!” Daisy gushed. “But you look even better in person!”


“Oh, thank you, Daisy! You’re so sweet!”


I didn’t have a saccharine compliment on the tip of my tongue, so I just said, “Hi.”


“Hi, Sandy! Or do you go by Sandpiper?”


“Whatever.” Suddenly both names sounded so stupid I couldn’t bear it.


“I call her Sandpaper,” Daisy chimed in. “For obvious reasons.”


Colleen wisely got between us before I could wring Daisy’s neck. “Now that we’re all together,” she said, “it really seems like this wedding is going to happen, doesn’t it?”


“I’m so glad you asked me to be in it,” Rachel said. “It’ll be so much fun.”


“Sandpaper doesn’t think so,” Daisy butted in. “She’s hardly doing anything to help us get ready. She didn’t even want her name on the invitations!”


“Shut up, Daisy!” I said. Lord, she’s such a baby! Sometimes she acts like she’s seven instead of almost fourteen.


We took an escalator downstairs to get their luggage, and I managed to fall to the back of the crowd so I didn’t have to engage with Rachel immediately. I needed time to figure her out before I had an actual conversation with her. Daisy, of course, had already become her new best friend, jabbering away about God knows what. Meanwhile, Nathan fell in next to me and said something about being so proud of “my three beautiful girls.” Lord. Like he thought I’d be jealous of Rachel or something. I have a father already, thank you very much.


The thing about the invitations is, Colleen thought all the kids should be listed on them as “announcing the marriage of our parents.” It sounded ridiculous. I had nothing to do with these two people getting married, and I didn’t want my name on the invitations. In the end, Nathan took my side, and they left the kids’ names off. Rachel would probably thank me for this if she knew.


If anybody should be on the invitation as “announcing” Colleen and Nathan’s marriage, it should probably be Rags, my dad. He’s the one who introduced them to begin with, and then kept after Colleen until she went out with the guy. Not that Nathan is the first guy Dad tried to set Mom up with over the years. Not at all. He’s been a regular dating service for her.


Rags and Colleen have a very friendly divorce. Oh, there was some yelling and crying originally. I was only eight, but you don’t forget that stuff. Even at that age I didn’t buy the reasons they were handing out—grown apart, different goals, blah, blah, blah. It took a while before I understood what the real problem was. Daisy and I met so many of Rags’s new “girlfriends” those first few years, we couldn’t keep them straight: Eve, Cindy, Kathy, Anita, another Cindy, Kristal, Marie, the list was endless. Finally I got it: Rags loved women. Plural. Unfortunately, my mother was singular.


I’m sure Colleen was hurt at first, but the thing is, Rags still loved her, and I think since he didn’t get married again, she felt like she was one up on all the other women. For the first few years she refused to go out with anybody. She was “through with men,” all except Rags. When he came over to see Daisy and me, Colleen would hang around looking all sad, and I know for a fact they ended up back in the bedroom more than once while Daisy and I watched TV.
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