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I







LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT MUST BE GLORIOUS. I WOULDN’T KNOW, SINCE at first there was no sight. Smell, yeah—the tangy, salty scent of horses. Plenty of other sensations too. But I’ll get to that. The point I want to make up front is that by the time I laid eyes on Sinclair Youngblood Powers—in the flesh, that is—I was already in love with him. Nothing could change that. Not even the fact that he was dead.


Sinclair appeared—in this dimension, this century—on the autumnal equinox, but he’d been with us since late July. That’s right, us. Pen’s been involved, intimately involved, from day one. Which was, as I mentioned, late July, the second half of summer like haze across a field, and us by then thoroughly indolent, twitchy, bored.


“Dice, I’ve got to do something.”


Dice—that would be me. Everyone goes by a monosyllable here—reference Pen, née Penelope—so this past spring, having been plucked from the companionable misery of NYC and dumped in the Connecticut countryside, I took mine. It’s fine. Candice never fit; too fancy. Candy, either; too cute. As it turned out, Sinclair adopted a tidy truncation too. Can you guess? I’ll give you a hint: It wasn’t Clair.


But I’m jumping ahead. Let me focus, let me feel it—that fervent midsummer afternoon in the village green, Pen and me, free and idle.


“Watch this.” She jumped up, stubbed the joint we’d been sharing onto the stone fence (never would the potential consequences of smoking pot in plain sight even occur to my cousin), then took off at a trot. Me, toasted, I just want to loll, let my mind go off while my body indulges inertia. Pen, no—she had the remarkable goofball gusto to go climb a tree.


Physically, the girl could do anything. Throw and catch with agility and accuracy. (I could duck.) Dive and swim and water-ski. (I could…not drown.) Even in flip-flops she scrambled up that tree like a monkey, hoisting herself onto carbuncles that stuck out from the trunk like mutant broccoli. Pen knew the tree, had grown up with it, and must have scaled it countless times. Still, it’s huge, a handsome, ancient ash. Grabbing at branches, strong of grip and sure of foot, she was soon half lost in foliage—saw-toothed leaves and clusters of purple-black buds. I got off the fence to stand below, admire her ascent. Pen was high, literally. Then, with a rustle, she changed course from vertical to horizontal.


“Dice!” she called from her limb. “Can you see me?”


A patch of tan skin, a swatch of blue shorts. I saw her. Apparently I wasn’t the only one. There, across the village green, lounging legs splayed on a bench with some cohorts, was Kurt Libo, his antennae up. He’d picked up that Pen Leonard—the Pen Leonard—was going out on a limb. Not that Pen has to do much to capture the attention of any sentient being, especially if male. With those breasts and that silken bolt of blond hair, all she has to do is breathe. And what did she do with this embarrassment of rapt male riches? Not much. Banked it, maybe, in case she wanted a favor later, or gave a groan that turned into a giggle. The way guys behaved in her presence, Pen thought it was funny.


Further on she crept, hands and knees, fingers and toes. Then she cursed, and one of her flip-flops swished down. The limb she’d picked was thick, but it bent with her weight.


“Pen, you are a cuckoo bird,” I said, more to myself or the universe than her.


“What? Louder!”


Hmm, so—she’d noticed Kurt had noticed her. That was to be my role, then. Fine. I could play emcee, no problem. “Pen!” I shouted. “Pen, you’re crazy! Oh my God, you’ll kill yourself!” Overwrought lines from some soap opera script. I didn’t have to turn to know that Kurt’s radar for girls gone wild was in full blip. I hollered some more, waved my arms. I didn’t have to look to know that Kurt was on his way, friends in his wake, with their slouchy, gas station saunter.


At some point during my theatrics I felt a prickle of fear, the plain and simple fear that Pen could get hurt. Yet before I could fix on how unfair that was—I wasn’t supposed to know such fear, not now, so soon, not here, in Swoon—there came a familiar, tingly foretaste. That anticipatory tremor, that distant thunder roll. There wasn’t a thing I could do about it. There never is. So I let it course through me with secret not-quite delight.


Right about then Pen wrapped her legs around the branch, emitted a shriek, and let go. The bough dipped, and she dangled like a lantern, ankles locked, hair a cascade, bra threatening to disgorge out the scoop of her T-shirt.


“Holy crap!” from someone.


“Nice!” from someone else.


Hooting, whistles, applause. Kurt, his boys.


Pen may have been laughing, too, but it sounded strangled—it must be hard to laugh upside down. But oh the ease and grace of her swing, like she could do it and eat a sandwich; I was impressed. Only the awe got shoved aside, diminished by a second, stronger tremor that didn’t seem related to Pen at all.


Not even as she fell.




Talk about buzz kill. Energy versus gravity. Arms and legs pawing at elusive leaves and then the utter emptiness of air. Torso twisting like a cat righting itself post-plunge. Only Pen’s no cat. She body-slammed onto the ground, hard. The impact reached the soles of my feet while a cranial choir sang hosannas of “Stupid! Stupid! Stupid!” I dropped to kneel beside her. Pen was on her back, eyes closed. She was very, very still. My mouth was open, but her name hid behind my tonsils. Kurt and company hovered nervously, wondering if somehow they could be held responsible. Them. Yeah, right.


Then, the third tremor—a steamroller with thorns this time—and with it, the equine smell. The world folded in and out like accordion bellows, and suddenly none of this was here. No, it was—but it wasn’t the same. The tree wasn’t nearly as mighty. The day was different, too; drizzly, the sun off duty. Pen, Kurt, et al were absent, but there was a crowd. This was…an event. A spectacle. The atmosphere was thick with it. Every one of these people had something to feel, and none of it was good.


Then, with a time-wrenching twist, I was back again, kneeling by Pen, and her eyes shot open. Except they weren’t her eyes. Pen’s eyes are indigo, same color as mine—her mother’s eyes, my mother’s eyes. These were shards of onyx, sharp and black.


“You put to death this day an innocent man!” cried Pen, who was not Pen.




“What the…?” wondered Kurt, or someone, a distant insect.


“You convict me of murder—what a cowardly lie! In truth you condemn me for doing in life what you all dare do in dreams! It festers there in the sweat of your beds, expunged now as this poisonous righteousness.”


The voice spilling from Pen was her own, but as I began to grasp that the cadence, the eloquence, the unadulterated wrath could never be, the cosmos convulsed again, and I was once more part of the angry throng.


“Mark me, oh town of Swoon, oh great Connecticut colony, I shall be avenged.”


I couldn’t see him for all the people in front of me, who crushed forward and howled back. I could feel him, though, his rage and his terror. The onslaught of his oath seized me from the inside, held my heart like a shipwreck victim clings to flotsam.


“So warn your children’s children’s children and beyond—warn them well!”


The assembly roared scorn, and tightened together as fibers on a loom. They’re going to do it, I thought, all at once comprehending. String him up on this very tree.


It takes a while to hang a man. He must have been strong; he must have fought. But at last he was well and truly dead, for the knots and clots of the crowd began to unravel and disperse.




For me, the world flexed in and came out the other side. There was sunshine. And there was Pen.


“Dice…,” she said weakly, her eyes—they were hers—on mine. “Did I do something dumb?”


Relief was oxygen, brisk and blessed. “Yeah…no,” I told her. “You fell. You probably shouldn’t try to move right now. I think you lost consciousness or something.”


“Whoa…really?” She blinked. Tickly shards of hair covered her face. I smoothed some away with a finger. “I think I’m okay,” she said. “Nothing…really hurts.”


Me? I was burning up, but it would pass. I studied Pen. The position of her body was normal; nothing stuck out at odd angles. My cousin is one of those indestructible people. One of those lucky people nothing bad or weird ever happens to. A bouncy rubber ball of a girl. Except something about the way Pen’s glance flicked to Kurt’s—the way she seemed to suspend him for a second with an almost sexy smile—made me wonder if such people genuinely exist, or if they’re just a legend we hold to so we can feel safe.

















II







THE DIAGNOSIS, DELIVERED WHEN I WAS THIRTEEN, WAS EPILEPSY. A rare form (wasn’t I special?) that might or might not respond to meds. But at least we knew.


“At least we know,” my mother had said, tension draining from her spindly frame. She’d lost ten pounds on the sick kid diet—call it a perk.


“At least we know,” my father had echoed, smiling the reassuring lawyer smile. Daddy’s not a lawyer; he just plays one on TV. Peter Moskow, hardly a famous actor but a working one; he’s hooked up with the whole procedural crime-drama circuit. He’s been on all sides—prosecutor, D. A., mobster, vigilante (yet never a cop; Daddy says he’s too Jewish-looking to be cast as a cop). Momster’s in the business, too, sort of: Lesley Reagan, executive editor for In Star, number one in tabloid trash.


“At least we know,” they’d said and held my moist hand as I nodded bravely and the doctor went on about how my symptoms would most likely continue to be mild. No tongue-swallowing, no thrashing spasms at inopportune moments. Just these little lapses. “To the rest of the world, it’ll look like you’re spacing out for a second,” he’d said, skin crinkling around his doctor’s smile.


At least they knew. Trouble is, I knew different. Epilepsy, my ass. The seizures, fits, spells, trances, space-outs—“episodes” is my parents’ preferred term—are something else entirely. Physical manifestations of the simple fact that I, Candice Reagan Moskow, am a teensy bit psychic. Oh, gosh! I said it! What will the neighbors think?


Bottom line, I’ve always been this way. Not that I could give you the answers to a math test or pick winning lottery tickets. It’s not at my command or within my control. Mostly it’s a matter of unbidden cognizance—which can suck when you’re reading a really good book and midway through know how it ends. Other times my dreams come true—random stuff, like I’ll dream about shaking a cow, and the next morning at breakfast, the milk will be spoiled. And then, the hard-core instances, frightening enough for my parents to drag me up to every neurologist on Park Avenue.


The visions.


They came with puberty. Some girls get C-cups; I got previews of coming attractions and trailers of moldy oldies. Visions isn’t the best word, since I more than see things; I hear things and smell things and taste and touch things; I go places and sometimes come back changed (that rosy birthmark I wasn’t born with, the small scar shaped like half a heart on my left shoulder). Yet evidently these let’s-call-them-visions mimic the brain patterns of a mild epileptic seizure. Ergo, I have epilepsy. MRIs don’t tell lies. Fine. So what’s a girl to do?


Deal, that’s what. Shut up about it. My parents are a united front on the epilepsy issue. For an actor, Daddy’s sternly logical about “real” life, and Momster, well, the sturdy, resilient, sniffle-resistant Reagans simply don’t do paranormal. My Nana Lena, Daddy’s mother, is up to speed, since apparently her mother (referred to in family lore as that crazy Romanian) was similarly afflicted. But it’s not a topic of conversation. It’s more like an accord between us—she knows, and I know she knows. For outsiders I enact a program of clairvoyance avoidance, and keep it on the low, in general. Let other kids make like a walking dartboard or human canvas; there’s no constellation of piercings or ink on me. Dress somberly. Speak softly. Downplay drama. I know, I know, I’m a cliché—the reluctant psychic, but you fly that freak flag you’re asking for trouble. Let’s just say I have a funny feeling about that. Only Ruby ever suspected something extra-sensory was up. Poor crazy, beautiful Ruby. No need to worry about her outing me. Not anymore.


Fortunately, the visions calmed down some. At first they were frequent, violent, plus sometimes I puked or ran a woozy temperature afterward. Then I got used to them, learned to crunch ice cubes afterward to quell the nausea and fever. They’re not even a regular occurrence anymore—months can go by. My theory is they were rocket-launched by an initial blast of female hormones, PMS as ESP. Four years later they’re far more sporadic, and I still hope the whole telepathy thing will burn off like baby fat—I’ve no ambition to compete on Last Psychic Standing. Till then, I have management techniques.


Such as the vision return policy. That’s right, like a sweater you bought on a whim and decided looks stupid. I close my eyes and imagine myself in Macy’s Herald Square. I have a shopping bag with the vision inside, tags still on, and my receipt, and a matronly woman with puffed-up hair and bifocals who’s been working the return counter at Macy’s for half a century takes it away, and I say thanks. This helps me move on.


Except that time with Pen and the tree, it didn’t work. The woman peered in the bag, inspected my receipt; she looked at me. “Sorry, honey.” She had one of those gravelly voices, as though she needed a lozenge. “You can’t return this.”


I didn’t want to make trouble, but I had to ask. “Why not?” Behind me, people shifted and shuffled, packages crackling. “I’ve never had a problem before.”


The return-counter lady gazed at me over her glasses. She was not unsympathetic when she said, “Well, honey, you do now.”















III







SWOON IS SEGREGATED—ONLY NOT HOW YOU THINK. THERE’RE maybe a dozen minority families in town, and while I don’t know the total head count I do know the Latin lady has her own network cooking show, and the father of one of the black kids in school runs a multinational bank. Since Swoon is a town of courteous smiles, these people of color (the color of money) do as they please. The segregation I’m talking about is self-imposed and applies to leisure preference—you can see it in action down at the lake. There are sailing people and fishing people and water-skiing people, and everyone respects each other’s space on the five hundred or so acres of perfect, placid water. And if all you want to do is nothing, as far from prying eyes as possible, there’s a spot for that, too. It’s called The Spot.


Pen drove. She’d gotten the car as a sweet sixteen present, the ultimate in chunky luxe, age-restricted license be damned. Nobody worried about Pen behind the wheel.


“Oh, crap,” she swore mildly, braked, and backed up. “I always miss that turn.”


It’s easy to miss—it isn’t marked and not really a road. That’s the point. We bumped along the path, the bushes so close and the tree boughs so low as to brush us on three sides. I played an inner game of jungle explorer—I’m good at suspending my disbelief. Pen sang along with a rapper on the radio, thuggish threats in her squeaky soprano, vaguely off-key.


The Spot is secluded but renowned; cars stood among the trees like slumbering beasts. Some fancy foreign ones like Pen’s. A couple of heaps. Mostly trucks. New trucks. Lovingly restored vintage trucks.


“Dice, grab the cooler, okay?” Pen slung some towels around her neck and collected her enormous tote as I hefted snacks and drinks. Following my bikini-clad cousin down the narrow trail, I couldn’t help but note she hadn’t a mark on her. Two days after her tumble from the tree and the girl was unscathed, her swingy gait bouncy as ever. If it had been me, I’d have been in traction.


It hadn’t been me—yet still I felt effects of that day on the green. Having failed to return the vision to Macy’s Herald Square, it lingered like a stubborn hangover, my head cloudy and my mouth full of dust. Oh, and my dreams. How spectacular, how disturbing, how twisted my dreams must have been, since I woke up sobbing once and again laughing; only as I reached for my journal to record them as I dutifully do, I couldn’t remember so much as a flicker. Which never happens. I’ve got total dream recall, reverie instant replay. Even that week they had me on flurazepam, I dreamed hard and could recite them back like nursery rhymes. Yet those last two had been eradicated by some cosmic CIA. Musing on that, I tripped on a root and crashed into Pen, and the two of us made our undignified entrance onto the lake shore.


People waved. We waved back. No one removed sunglasses. A full one-eighty from my New York friends. In the city, we kissed. Girls, guys, transgender; gay, straight, undecided. We kissed hello and we kissed good-bye; we kissed if we’d just seen each other at lunch. Too touchy-feely for Connecticut, where kissing is for family members, if even. And, of course, someone you’re hot for.


Pen was hot, in her way, for Burr Addams. So, naturally, we ignored him, setting towels down beside Kristin Marshall and Caroline Chadwick. Both were friends of Pen’s, and now, by association, friends of mine. I’m not sure I would’ve chosen Wick, who can be a bit callous and vain, but Marsh, yes. Marsh I genuinely like.


“I don’t know why I’m slathering all this lotion on,” Pen said, slathering. “Soon as I’m done, I’m going in.”


It was another gorgeous afternoon. The lake sparkled. The tucked-away clearing was pristine—got to give Swoon party animals props for carting off beer cans from prior bashes. I envied the bumblebees sucking up to every flowering thing. Urbanites thrust into the country react one of two ways—with fear and loathing or giddy delight.


“Have you been in yet?” Pen asked the girls as she wiped her hands with a towelette. The robust tint to her complexion, the glint in her minnowy eyes—if anything, she looked better than usual. A brush with death will do that, apparently.


“I don’t want to get my hair wet,” complained Wick, whose hair, like Pen’s, is blond, thick, and naturally, perfectly straight. “I washed it after riding this morning, and I refuse to wash it again.” Wick flipped her hair to show it who’s boss.


Marsh has long, straight, blond hair, too, though hers finer, faintly oily, swept off her pimply forehead with a plaid band. Ah, life in the land of blondes. My dark curls, if ever blown out into taut obeisance, would rebel at the slightest hint of humidity with an audible boing! Between those unruly ringlets and my moon-cast pallor, not to mention a tush with the acreage of Wyoming, I was a sore thumb in Swoon. Only it wasn’t the sticking out that irked, but the absence of human variety. I missed the Upper West Side, where different is in demand, celebrated, de rigueur. Here, even Angela “Gel” Burton, the black chick whose father runs the bank, wears her hair below her bra strap, smoothed by some chemical process and lightly flecked with gold.


“I’ll go in,” said Marsh. “Though I’m sure it’ll be like ice.” That’s one of the things I like about Marsh—she’s a pessimist. Call it her way of sticking out, here in cheerleader country. Then again, Marsh had reason to expect the worst. Her father was…she used the word “strict.” But I’d met Douglas Marshall, looked in his eyes, and I think she meant “psychotic.”


“Me too,” I said.


Pen stood up. “Good.” She grabbed my wrist, hoisting me to my feet. I shed the madras button-down I wore as a cover-up.


“Oh, all right,” Wick said irritably and gathered her locks into a quick top knot. “But I’m not going underwater.”


It wasn’t as though one of us had to stay behind to watch the stuff. Cash, credit cards, car keys, and assorted gadgets sat secure in open bags. We made for the lake. There would be no toe-testing, no getting used to it. Lake water is notoriously cold; the only way in is the charge. Besides, running in, with its requisite squeals and splashes, is a mating call in Western Connecticut. Soon, Pen and Burr Addams were racing each other with long, clean strokes.


Burr was an exemplary suitor, a true Connecticut Yankee. The Addams lineage dates back to the original colony. His father, a judge on the state Supreme Court, had greater political aspirations. Burr had been captain of the high school’s victorious lacrosse team; he’d be a freshman at Yale come fall. Having spent the first half of the summer traipsing through Europe, he was now home to while away the rest in lazier fashion. How did I know this? Pen was a Burr Addams encyclopedia. She’d told me all that, and also that she was saving herself for him—she’d used those very words, “saving myself”—since she intended, with a certainty that bordered on grim, to marry him one day. Today she was working toward the goal.


Some guy I didn’t know had swum over to chat up Wick. No one with a penis had yet approached Marsh and I. We paddled in place to maintain blood flow in the brutally glacial milieu. “Good thing we’re not guys,” Marsh said. “Our testicles would have shrunken to tiny little peas by now.” Another thing I like about Marsh: She’s funny.


“Come on, Dice, I’ll teach you to backstroke,” she said.


“Yeah?” I said, panting slightly. “You think? That would require me to lie on my back.” I couldn’t conceive a more vulnerable position in the middle of a freezing lake.


“Oh, come on. It’s easy, I promise.” To convince me, Marsh arched at the belly, then flicked arms and fluttered feet. A corona of thin blond seaweed stirred about her head. Then she rolled over and sidestroked my way. “Trust me,” she said.


What the hell—treading water was proving strenuous. Marsh laid a hand at my lower back, another on my shoulder. “That’s it,” she said, soft but not tentative—she knew what she was doing. “Just relax; quit craning your neck like that.”


The hand moved from my shoulder to cradle the base of my skull. I let my eyelids meet and listened to Marsh’s gentle murmur, so close to me, an aural hypnotic.




“There you go,” she said. “You’ve got it.”


For a second there, panic struck—a ripple, urged by a not-too-distant splash, threatened to go up my nose, and I heard Pen giggling nearby. At least it sort of sounded like Pen. And I didn’t so much hear as feel her, a probing inner tickle. Then the moment passed. Rigidity drained away as I heeded Marsh, sure and quiet. My legs parted of their own accord. My breathing steadied and lengthened. Marsh kept her hands on me. I trusted her. The sun on my cheeks felt glorious.


“See?” she said. “It’s just like taking a bath…”


I was going to say, “Yeah, if your bathtub’s in an igloo.” Except the sarcasm wouldn’t make sense since the water no longer felt so cold. Just refreshingly cool, like lawn dew on bare feet early in the morning. I could have lain there forever.


“Okay, Dice, I’m going to float next to you,” Marsh said. “I’m letting go, okay?”


Rather than fully release me, though, Marsh took my hand. And as we floated together, hand in hand and feeling sublime, I began to give in…to thoughts…a particular kind of thoughts…fantasies. I fantasized about kissing, and being kissed. Not making out with Marsh—it wasn’t lurid like that. Only the idea of turning my cheek onto the surface of the lake and having my lips met with other lips. My smile spread like honey. Other sensations stole through me, other fantasies, amorphous yet intense, and I found myself responding in all the usual places and uncharted zones as well. My temples, lapped by the water. The fleshy part of my palm that pressed against my friend’s.


It was just…so…nice. Maybe too nice. Prolonged pleasure tends to feel like something I don’t deserve, so by instinct I kicked out of the float. Only it was still all good. In fact, I wasn’t the only one blissing. Color me astonished, but off a ways in deeper water Pen and Burr were wrapped around each other like a tan, wet, two-backed beast. Go, Pen, I thought, almost whimsically. About freakin’ time.


We’d talked about sex, Pen and I; it was one of my favorite topics. True, I’d never had a “real” boyfriend, but I’d fooled around—no, “experimented” is the better term, since my forays with guys had been geeky like that: Hey, can I do this? Come on, let me touch you there. What does it feel like? Yeah? You like that? Cool. Okay, now you do me…come on, please? Chemical reactions, one sensation triggering the next—yeah, human beings are wonderfully made. Yet often I’d wonder, after a session with some boy, what it would be like to throw actual love into the mix. Spontaneous combustion? Orgasmic avalanche? When I’d babble about this, Pen would moue and call me a freak. Pity, really. On the surface, a centerfold, but inside the girl just didn’t get it.


Well, she was getting it now. No, wait a second. My smile lit up a notch. She wasn’t just getting it. She was leading it. Everyone at the lake seemed similarly…stimulated. It was nuts—Swoon could hardly be mistaken for the PDA capital of the world—but there it was. Off on the shore, with that boy she’d just met, Wick was getting dirt in her hair and wasn’t remotely concerned. In the water and on the bank and into the woods, a chorus of sighs and coos harmonized with the sounds of—no, really—the birds and the bees. And Pen was the epicenter, the focal point of a collective erotic surge. I knew this as surely as I knew my own name, the way I sometimes just know things. Bizarre-o, I thought. How not like Pen.


“Hey, what’s going on?” Marsh got vertical and squeezed my hand.


“Yo, Marsh, I’m a voyeur!” I gave her a shining look.


“Really? What are you voyeuring?”


“Check out the wonder couple.” They were a few yards away. At this point we could only see Burr. He had Pen’s bikini top tied under his chin, giving him a silly set of mouse ears, and he tried to tread water in a state of sheer ecstasy. Which put Pen below the water line, the source of said ecstasy. Suddenly she sprung up, glistening like a naiad, and flung her arms around Burr. Then with the heels of her hands pressed his shoulders. Apparently, Pen believed in give and take. It was Burr’s turn. He went under. And Pen emerged a bit, her head back, her breasts surfacing.


“Oh, my goodness,” said Marsh. “Burr Addams is a bad, bad boy.”


“Uh, I don’t know. I’d give him an A for effort at least.” The two of us giggled conspiratorially. And then I said, “I don’t know about Burr, but this is so not like Pen.” So not like Pen…not like Pen…not…Pen…


Fast as the click of a TV remote, thunderclouds rolled in from the north, blemishing the sky with flint-colored peril. There came a crack of lightning; it made Marsh leap.


“Dice, come on, we should swim in.” She didn’t want either of us electrocuted. Other people were making for shore, the heady spell broken. A few fat raindrops fell. “Dice…,” said Marsh. But I was transfixed. I was watching Pen. She was upright now, and doing…something. Something strange. Something strong. Something wrong. I felt it like a punch. Pen would not let Burr up…she was holding him underwater somehow…she was…


I began to paddle toward them. “Pen!” I tried to scream, but my mouth filled with water. I choked; I thrashed. Still I struggled on. Then Marsh was with me. Then she was ahead of me, slicing toward Pen and Burr. She was on it, on them. Burr came heaving out of the water. There was some shouting—thunder obscured the words. Then we all broke for shore. Not till the soles of my feet found the slick lake bottom would fear lose its grip on me. Gasping, I reached the pebbly sand. And the rains came down.















IV







THERE WERE FOOTSTEPS ON THE STAIRS. THIS IS AN OLD HOUSE, among the oldest in the area, a white clapboard former farm house built in 1748. Fart on the porch and it rattles a floorboard in the attic. I could hear a spider coming up those stairs. Alone in the house—or so I thought—I sat very still. It tripped me out initially how no one in Swoon locks their doors; me, who’d kept a bulging set of keys in my pocket since third grade. Here, it’s a point of pride. Here, it’s safe. And since our house is directly across Daisy Lane from my aunt and uncle’s, I figured it had to be Pen. Which ordinarily wouldn’t have rattled me.


“You’d better be decent; I’ve got Jordan,” she called out, giving a compulsory tap to my bedroom door before coming through, littlest blond brother in tow.


I was decent indeed, cross-legged on my bed, reading the tarot—or trying to. It might as well have been Lithuanian. The spread before me proposed a dozen interpretations. Every answer begat a question. The longer I pondered, the more baffled I became. Since I don’t have the best relationship with my psychic side to begin with, you know it had taken some serious brain block for me to channel it, and here it was adding up to a big fat zero. I smushed the cards into a heap.


“Why’d you do that?” asked Pen.


“The vibe of a six-year-old is not conducive to communion with the astral plane. No offense, Jordan.”


“Can I play with the bugs, Can…Dice?” Jordan was fascinated by my scarab collection, a gift from Daddy when I was ten or so and going through a mystical-mythical-spiritual phase. Momster didn’t approve, but she didn’t object, either. Agnostics both, they were raising me without religion.


“You can look at them, Jor,” I said. “You can’t play with them.”


“That’s what I meant.” Carefully the towhead took the glass case off my desk and situated himself on the floor with it.


Pen sat on the edge of my bed. “Do me.”


What she didn’t know—and what I wouldn’t tell her—is I had been doing her. I hadn’t seen much of the girl since she’d sought to drown Swoon’s most eligible bachelor. The incident at the lake was on Friday; my parents had made it to Swoon for the weekend and, since Daddy wasn’t on a show and Momster conceded to take a few vacation days, on Monday we drove to Newport and stayed at a seaside inn. Which was nice—I saw little of my parents lately.


The whole move to Connecticut had been a folly, although of course they’d meant well, believing it the solution to all our (read: my) problems. This idyllic place, so close to Momster’s sister and her impeccably adjusted offspring—what better tonic than fresh air, sunshine, and Aunt Lainie’s homemade muffins. They just hadn’t thought it through. Hadn’t considered how Momster rarely leaves work before eight p.m., and there’s no direct train or bus service to Swoon. Or how Daddy needs to be on set at six a.m. when he’s shooting. Not to mention the fact that he’s allergic to virtually every strain of pollen and must spend his waking moments in the country doped up on hard-core antihistamines. Ah, but they’d gotten carried away with the quaint old house at the bargain price, and their lofty notion of how good for me this would be. Next thing they knew they were the proud owners of an eighteenth-century former farmhouse they’d spend hardly any time in. Oh, sure, the first month Momster bravely hopped the train to Brewster every evening, then drove another hour to Swoon, but the commute made her surly. So she became a weekender, and Daddy, with his insane schedule and poor rapport with greenery, around even less.


Fine with me. I wasn’t about to do anything. At seventeen I was capable of fending for myself. And when I didn’t feel like fending, I was welcome at the Leonards’—Pen’s mother would pop a pork loin in the oven at the slightest provocation. In fact, that’s probably what brought Pen over now, the ostensible premise of a dinner invitation. I steered the conversation that way, evading her request for a reading. “What’s Lainie got on the menu tonight?”


Pen fingered the jumble of cards. I swept them up casually. Not to be mean, but you don’t want someone else’s energy contaminating your deck. Especially Pen’s energy at present. “We’re grilling,” she said. “Some kind of fish kebabs; mahimahi, I think. But we also have steak, if you’d rather.”


“Sounds good, either one, whatever.” I looked at her, trying to make it look like I wasn’t. She looked fine. Not in the least like a fledgling murderess.


“How was Newport?” she asked.


“Fine…nice. Daddy doesn’t sneeze at the beach.”


“Oh. That’s good.”


“Yeah.” Stalling, I bit a cuticle. “So…what’s been going on around here?”


“Nothing, nothing at all.” Pen’s posture stiffened, and she jutted out her jaw. This time when I looked at her, she knew I was looking. “You’re not mad at me, are you, Dice?” she asked.


Mad? Me? Why, no—she hadn’t tried to kill me. I was…concerned. Except that would bug Pen, to know she’d raised any ruffle of alarm. Pen was responsible. Pen was reliable. Pen had a good head firmly affixed to good shoulders. Pen shared her mother’s belief that no matter what she did, it would come out okay. Now, maybe she had doubts. And didn’t care to confront them. For damn sure she didn’t want them reflecting back at her from my eyes.


“No, of course not,” I replied. I put my tarot deck on the nightstand, and gulped at the lump in my throat. This was the mother of awkward moments, our first meeting since that day at the lake.


That day at the lake, the rain had changed to hail. We’d raced back to Pen’s car, flinging our things and ourselves inside, and she’d taken off like a maniac. That was unusual in itself—Pen was not an aggressive driver. She just drove and drove, aimlessly tearing up the curvy roads while the sky threw stones. When I said her name, she didn’t respond.


There I was, a sensitive person, an extra-sensitive person, yet I couldn’t get a handle on how she was feeling. She wasn’t crying. She wasn’t cursing. She didn’t say a word about Burr. Just stared out the windshield and sped through the storm, around and around as if to whip up further frenzy. Finally, I reached out and touched her elbow. She didn’t ignore that. She turned to me, and I watched her eyes go from black to blue. It took about twenty seconds, during which time Pen (or whoever) narrowly missed a row of mailboxes. As luck would have it, we had come to Daisy Lane. Pen pulled up to my house. Oh, she looked just like Pen again—sweet and pretty and composed—when she smiled and said, “I think I’d like to come in for a while.”


Maybe she wanted to talk things over, get my take on what went down. Which I had probably completely misinterpreted and which was probably utterly innocent, a little horny horseplay refracted in the lake, the way a stick appears bent in a glass of water.


That’s all.


Silly me.


Yet in my head I screamed at her, Not without an army of ninjas behind me am I letting you into my house. Out loud I managed, “Oh…sorry…can’t. My parents are coming, and the place is a shambles,” before darting from the car and through the front door of 12 Daisy Lane. Which I locked. Resoundingly.


And now Pen was asking if I was mad at her. “Look…,” I began. I’d been wrestling with my thoughts for nearly a week, and I was not a wrestling fan. “I feel like you know my secrets…”


That wasn’t total bullshit. True, Pen wasn’t up on my telepathic tendencies, but I was referring to the epilepsy, which she did know about and certainly wasn’t public domain. Alluding, also, to the trouble that landed me here in Swoon—I’d fed her a few scraps of that miserable mess. And Pen had been more than cool, never pried, never treated me like a leper or a mental case. It made me feel a little guilty at the way I’d left her in the car, all alone as hail battered the roof.




“But you don’t trust me with yours,” I continued. “And that’s okay; I mean, I know I was foisted on you, your brain-damaged cousin.”


At this, her eyebrows shot up, and she tilted her head toward her brother—that little pitchers have big ears look. “Dice, that’s not—”


I glanced at Jordan, still deeply absorbed in the scarabs. “Wait, let me finish,” I insisted, but lowered my voice, pulling a pillow onto my lap and punching it once for emphasis. “I’m not like you—I don’t look like you or act like you or dress like you. Or your friends. Yet you’ve been great to me, Pen, you have. Above and beyond the call of duty. And I don’t know, I’m an only child, and you have brothers…I’d concocted this idea of us as sisters, sort of. Close, you know, like our mothers. So I want you to know I would never judge you, Pen. If something’s…if there’s anything you want to talk about, I’m here. And I’m sorry about…during the hailstorm…when I just took off. That was wrong. I’ll never do that again. Abandon you. I mean it.”


Pen looked at me openly. “Really?”


“Yeah,” I said. “Really.” What stopped me from hugging her? Simply that Pen was not the huggy type?


Content with my promise, Pen grinned and clambered all the way onto the bed to sit beside me, her back against the headboard. “Thanks…Sis,” she said.




“Don’t be stupid,” I said. “Sis.”


Then she was quiet again.


“I’m not saying you have to say anything.” As we sat side by side, my voice dipped further, as voices do for secrets. “I mean, I know how tight you are with Wick…”


“Oh, please,” Pen said. “Wick. I couldn’t tell Wick I chipped my nail polish.”


We laughed over that. She drew her knees up to her chin, turning to me and laying a cheek upon them. “If anyone would understand what happened with Burr, you would—you being a superfreak and all.” She said that kindly, then righted her head again and gazed away. “But it’s all bits and pieces, like a puzzle, and even though I lived the puzzle, I can’t fit it together…” Still staring off, she began to absently stroke herself from kneecap to anklebone. “You know that expression: It must be something in the water?”


I nodded. She paused again, resumed. “I mean, okay, when Burr swam over to me, I wanted him. And that was weird. Usually, I want boys to want me, but I wanted him. Wanted him…everywhere.”


Should I have interrupted, remarked that whatever was going down—with and to everyone at the lake—I knew she was the core? That the something in the water was Penelope Amber Leonard? I opened my mouth and shut it. Pen lifted her chin and went on.




“When we were swimming, I wondered how I didn’t sink—I was so weighted down with wanting. And then we were treading water, just talking, you know, in that sassy way you flirt with someone when you’re being a little insulting—”


“Bantering,” I said. “It’s called banter.”


Pen smiled. “Yes, we were bantering, and I wondered how I managed to make these flip comments when I really wanted to say things…things I couldn’t possibly say without cracking up. Porn star things.”


She blushed, replaying the scene. Those puzzle fragments were snapping together at warp speed. Then all of a sudden she blanched.


“That’s when the snakes came out,” she said, her voice flat. She turned and looked at me again, her eyes filled with a kind of retrospective shock. “I felt one, then another, slither against my ankles. And I didn’t jump. Dice, they were snakes, and they didn’t bother me one bit. And then there were more, dozens of snakes, hundreds of snakes, swimming in and out between my legs. I didn’t mind at all. I…I liked them. They were, I don’t know, inspiring me. So I said, ‘Burr Addams, would you like to kiss me?’”


Talk about an offer no boy could refuse.


“God, Dice, it was incredible. I mean, you kiss with your mouth but you feel it between your toes. I remember…I took off my top—I took it off, not him. And I felt so free, and the fact that other people were around, that…added to it. I waved my top above my head like a flag, and then I tied it on Burr’s head, and we laughed and kissed…and then, when I reached for him, too big and swollen for one hand, I thought: I did that, I made him like that, and it flooded me with power. I wanted to lead…you know, not just follow…. Oh, and Dice, do you know what it’s like to be licked underwater? You’re already wet, so the tongue doesn’t feel wet, it feels kind of rough, and oh my God, he was licking me, just the way I’d been licking him…. The difference was, when I was underwater, it was like I could breathe…or no, like I didn’t have to breathe…but when he went under, it was so good, and I…I just didn’t want him to stop. Only he wanted to stop…he wanted to breathe…but I guess…somehow…I wouldn’t let him.”


Pen stretched out one leg, and then the other. And then she shrugged. “That’s all,” she said. Her face wasn’t red anymore, or ashen, but that tawny perfection provided by a mix of defied UVA/UVB rays and a sweep of bronzer. “God,” she said brightly, “when it was all bottled up inside me, I felt just terrible, but now that I’ve gotten it out of my system, I feel so much better.”


“Oh,” I said. “Good.” I was glad she felt better, unburdened by the telling. Except there were a few things I had to tell her, weren’t there?


“Thanks a ton,” she said. Then, “Jordan, stop that.” Her scolding was placid, without a hint of harsh.




I looked over. Jordan was shaking the case that held my scarabs—which, by the way, are replicas, in case you thought I was harboring genuine museum pieces.


“Come here,” Pen said.


With clumsy Vienna-sausage fingers, Jordan returned the case to my desk and walked obediently to his sister. Pen took him onto her lap. Jordan leaned against her. His thumb wandered into his mouth, and his eyelids lowered as he sucked. She kissed the golden crown of his head. What a natural nurturer, I thought, so good with kids. Seniors, too—she’d laugh when I quipped about her gig at “the senile center,” but she was such a boon to the crusty set. Mm-hmm, that was Pen: A big, blond, totally beautiful, vaguely bovine, very good person without a single evil bone in her body.

















V







WEIRD SHIT HAPPENS. ALL THE TIME. HERE’S A FOR INSTANCE: Driving with the Leonards to Torrington (a big town, replete with mall), and on one side of the highway it’s pouring rain and on the other side the sun is out. Or how’s this: Daddy on the phone, reporting how he landed a killer part in this Mark Wahlberg cop thriller because the casting director remembered him from elementary school. And what about the day when Ms. Brinker, Swoon librarian, showed up to work clad in this…dress, pastel pink, with a pattern of tiny interlocking hearts. You’d have to know Ms. Brinker, queen of khaki—know her and see her almost daily as I, her dutiful unpaid assistant, did—to understand that this was not merely monstrous, but very, very weird.


“Do you feel all right, dear?” She had caught me gaping.


“Huh? No! I mean, of course, Ms. Brinker. I’m fine.”




“I hope so.” Her face pinched. A germ-a-phobe, Ms. Brinker was forever rubbing her hands with antibacterial goo. She had a squirt right then, my claim of “fine” clearly unconvincing. “I need you to tidy up the children’s section, Candice. We had storytime this morning.”


I did as I was told, musing on how in the course of an average, ordinary day, so much weird shit can occur—meteorological phenomena, improbable coincidence, unfathomable fashion statements—it can be hard to weed the weird from the normal. So my cousin fell from a tree and started babbling about injustice and revenge. So a few days later she decided she could breathe underwater…no, what had she said? She didn’t have to breathe. What’s so weird about that?


And what of events later that same afternoon? I’d had a message from Marsh, saying one of their mares had foaled that morning, and did I want to see the baby. By message, I mean she called the library and spoke to Ms. Brinker, who wrote a note on a slip of paper. Cell phone towers are incompatible with the Swoon countryside, so service is spotty, and texting, forget about it. Still, I got the message. Did I want to see the newborn horse, to me as exotic as a newborn dragon? Damn skippy I did.


“Marsh has a new baby horse,” I told Pen when she swung by the library.


“Yes? And?” She failed to share my enthusiasm.




“Pen, come on,” I wheedled. “A baby horse. I’ve never seen a baby horse before. We have to go by there.”


She regarded me as though I’d asked for a lift to Bhopal to witness the unveiling of a dust mote. “I didn’t realize I was a counselor at the Fresh Air Fund,” she said. Which was pretty snarky for Pen. “What’s next, Dice? The petting zoo?”


“Pen, did I or did I not spend two hours in one store with you at the Torrington Commons while you tried on fifteen pairs of jeans?” I countered. “Two hours, one store, fifteen pairs of jeans—you do the math.”


She fiddled with the radio dial. “You did, you did,” she conceded. “I just…I really hate going to Marsh’s.”


I assumed this a symptom of spoiled brat syndrome. Marsh didn’t come from money, and her house wasn’t the sort of well-appointed palace most Swoonians take for granted. Her mother toiled in some Torrington office every day, while her father was “on disability.” Whatever this “disability,” it didn’t prevent him from running a small horse farm on their property at the end of Stag Flank Road in what no one ever calls the slum of Swoon. “Oh, come on,” I cajoled. “We won’t stay long. Just a quick hello to baby horsey, and we’re out of there. Please?”


A giving person, Pen gave in. Marsh greeted us with a scrub brush. “Do me a favor and wait in my room,” she said. “I’ll be done in a minute.”


The smell of ammonia chased Pen and me through the hall. We had a cleaning service at the Daisy Lane house twice a month, but I kept up appearances in between, so I knew there’d been advances in housekeeping since the invention of the scrub brush. But maybe Marsh liked to hunker down on that shabby linoleum. In testament, her room was spectacularly neat, not much in the way of knickknacks aside from horse-show ribbons. Her two younger sisters, Charlotte and Willa, shared a room across from Marsh—they peered out, mewed hello, and returned to their little-girl affairs. Pen was perched on Marsh’s bed, impatiently organizing her purse, when Marsh came in, sooty crescents of fatigue under her eyes.


“You okay?” I asked.


Pen glanced up from her portable belongings. “Really, Marsh, you’re death warmed over.” It was an expression Aunt Lainie used. In regard to me, on occasion.


“And I love you too, Pen,” Marsh said with a wan smirk. Then she sighed. “I’m just fried. The mare took forever to deliver, and then, you know, with my chores and my job and everything.”


I was incredulous. “Wait—you were there? When she gave birth?”


“Oh, I’ve done it lots of times.” Marsh aimed for blasé but couldn’t fully hide her pride. “Let’s go see him, you guys. He’s absolutely gorgeous.” She called to her sisters, “I’m going to the stables for a minute. Char, you’re in charge.”




“I wish I knew we were going to do this,” Pen bitched. “I would’ve changed shoes. Then again, I don’t believe I own a pair I’d want covered in horse poop.”


Pen’s wedge sandals made for endless legs under one of those Lilly Pulitzer print skirts girls and their mothers bond over here in the Constitution State. Striding through the yard, her hips couldn’t help but switch left to right. The blouse she wore was a thin white cotton, simple yet feminine. I didn’t worry about getting my Cons and dragging jeans dirty, psyched as I was about seeing the foal.


First we had to get past Douglas Marshall, though. “Dad? I’m here with a couple of friends…okay?” Marsh announced. The scent in the stables was strong—sweat, salt, leather, and straw, and horse shit, of course, which smells cleaner than the human variety, I guess because horses don’t eat Doritos. Still, I expected Pen would wrinkle her nose and bitch some more, but she actually seemed to like it. She stood with her legs slightly spread, hands on hips. Then she sort of threw her head around, and as she did, some of the horses did the same.


Douglas Marshall emerged from a stall. He was a lean, sinewy man, but his brass belt buckle was notched beneath a bulge of gut. A wifebeater, I thought. That’s what you call those ribbed, sleeveless undershirts like the one he wore, but I took unpleasant umbrage at the term, what it might really indicate in his case. He pulled off a Patriots’ cap to expose a receding hairline, swabbed his brow with his arm, and replaced the cap. You couldn’t help but wonder what Marsh’s mom saw in him—her being so neat and trim in her secretary’s suits and tailored blouses. “You finish in that kitchen?” he asked.


“Of course, Dad,” said Marsh, meeting his eyes, then flitting them away. “The laundry’s all done, too.”


“What about the girls?”


“They cleaned the bathroom, and now they’re playing paper dolls.”


Mr. Marshall grunted. “They’d better not be making a mess.”


What did this man have, children or chambermaids?


Finally he deigned to acknowledge Pen and me, his mouth curling like a strand of wire—I assumed this was his smile. “So I guess you fillies want to see the foal.”


Fillies, I thought. I could barf.


“Hi, Mr. Marshall,” Pen said.


I said hello, too, quietly, examining my shoes.


“Well, Penny Leonard.” Mr. Marshall’s wire mouth twisted into something more twisted. “Oh, but it’s Pen, these days. Aren’t you a sight.” He looked at Pen—too long, I thought—and then he looked me, his eyes growing flinty with suspicion. “Who’re you?”
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