

[image: Image]





INVINCIBLE SUMMER




ALSO BY
HANNAH MOSKOWITZ:


 


Break




[image: image]




This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people,
or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are
the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events
or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


[image: image]
 SIMON PULSE


An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division


1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


First Simon Pulse paperback edition April 2011


Copyright © 2011 by Hannah Moskowitz


All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


SIMON PULSE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event.
For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau
at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Designed by Mike Rosamilia


The text of this book was set in Berling LT Std.


Manufactured in the United States of America


2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1


Library of Congress Control Number 2010014825


ISBN 978-1-4424-0751-0


ISBN 978-1-4424-0752-7 (eBook)


 


Excerpt from THE MYTH OF SISYPHUS by Albert Camus, translated by Justin O’Brien,
translation copyright © 1955, copyright renewed 1983 by Alfred A. Knopf, a division of
Random House, Inc. Used by permission of Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc.


 


Excerpt from THE OUTSIDER by Albert Camus, translated
by Joseph Laredo (Hamish Hamilton, 1982) translation copyright © Joseph Laredo, 1982.
Reproduced by permission of Penguin Books Ltd.




To my family, invincibly





15TH SUMMER





ONE


Gideon keeps falling down.


He and Claudia slipped outside to the beach and were out there for at least ten minutes before my parents or Noah or I noticed they were gone. They’re greasy and gritty now with sand and seawater, so there’s no point in dragging them back inside and getting everything dirty our first night here, plus none of us feel like putting in the effort to chase them. My mother, who’s a little too old and way too pregnant to run around outside and parent them hands-on like she used to, drifts to the porch off the first floor to watch them and make sure they don’t kill themselves, one hand on her stomach, one on the railing.


Noah and I linger by the windows on the other side of the family room, our foreheads pressed against the glass. We’re moaning every time we see a particularly good wave roll by and looking at each other—maybe we should go out? Maybe we can? No.


Outside, Claudia is laughing loudly enough for us to hear. She always says she’s way too old to play with Gideon, and she’s not going to, no way, and if we want a babysitter, we can pay her. But she always ends up playing with him anyway, at least when we’re here. Here no one is too old. Except Mom and Dad. And Claudia and Gideon are the two youngest, so they get shoved together and there is no way to avoid it, even though Claudia’s eleven and Gideon’s barely six.


Dad says, “Aren’t you two going out?”


We can’t. Even though there’s sand stuck to our feet from the walk from the car, up the stairs, inside, and back, and back, and back, while we hauled in suitcases. Even though the carpet smells like old sunscreen. Noah and I know that it isn’t quite summer. Not yet. Summer can’t start at night, first of all, and it definitely can’t start before we see the SUV roll up outside the Hathaways’ beach house. And until it comes, we’ll wait here. That’s tradition, and Noah and I do not kill tradition. If we get here before the Hathaways, we wait.


Dad says, “You boys are sticks in the mud.”


“Heathen,” Noah mutters.


Dad’s not pregnant, but he acts like he is, complaining that he’s so tired from the drive, that he needs to put his feet up. He sits on the scratchy couch—the one with years of our sand embedded between the cushions—and complains, like every year, that the renters have moved the furniture.


We’re totally not listening.


“Boys,” he says. “They’re probably not coming until tomorrow.”


“They always come the same day we do,” I say.


Dad says, “You’d be able to hear the car from the beach. Go outside and make sure Gideon doesn’t get dizzy.”


Making sure Gideon doesn’t get dizzy is one of our family duties, along with getting Mom’s slippers, thinking of a name for Chase’s song, washing the makeup off your sister’s face are you kidding me she is not leaving the house like that, and figuring out where the hell Noah is.


Mom laughs from the balcony and reports, “He’s tipping over every which way.”


“Claudia will catch him,” Noah mumbles.


“Claudia’s catching him,” Mom calls in.


I can just barely see Claudia and Gideon if I crane my neck and press my cheek around the window. Noah laughs because I look silly with my face all squished, but I like seeing my little siblings, pushing each other over, spinning in circles, always getting up. I can see Claudia’s hands moving, but she’s too far away for me to know what she’s signing.


God, I can taste the ocean. I’m weak. “Let’s go out, Noah.”


He shakes his head and says, “We’ve got to wait for Melinda and the twins.” This is so weird, because usually it’s Noah trying to go somewhere—the movies, out for a run, college—and me begging him to stay, to wait, though I never have a specific thing for him to wait for.


“Noah, Chase, come sit with me,” my father says. “You’ll still be able to see the headlights, I promise.”


This is enough of an excuse for me to abandon our stakeout. I give Noah a little head jerk, but he frowns and, instead of staying where he is, shows how disappointed he is by heavyfooting into the kitchen to put away groceries. He could not act more put-upon if it were his job. Whatever. I join my father on the couch and tuck myself under his arm while he strokes my hair.


I’ve just barely closed my eyes—the grain of the couch against my cheek, Noah’s malcontented grumblings in my ear—when I see the headlight glare through the windows and through my eyelids.


“Noah, they’re here!”


We run barefoot across the street to the Hathaways’ and maul Melinda, Bella, and Shannon as soon as they step out of the SUV. Their parents laugh, pushing back their sweaty bangs, hauling duffel bags out of the car. Shannon pulls out of my hug and taps his fist against mine. He sticks his hand in my hair. “Welcome back, soldier,” he says.


“Welcome home, Shannon.”


“Can we make s’mores, Mom?” Bella asks. She’s clinging to one of Noah’s arms, which is kind of weird. I wrap the hem of Noah’s shirt around my finger until I have a good enough hold to tug him away from her.


He’s not even paying attention, because Melinda is milling by the other arm. She’s nineteen, older than Noah, and so thin that she always looks like a part of her is missing and the rest of her might be about to go find it. Her long fingernails close the gap between her hand and Noah’s wrist. I’ve seen Claudia do the same grip when she wants Noah to do something.


Melinda is his sister in a different way.


“Of course we can,” Mrs. Hathaway says, with a laugh like a string instrument. “You boys want to get your family here?”


Noah says, “Chase, run and get everybody.”


I sprint across the street and straight onto the beach. I’m in the sand for the first time this summer. I always forget how cold it feels on my feet. “Claude!”


Claudia’s wearing her first two-piece bathing suit. She bought it around February, when they put the first bathing suits on the racks, and she’s been clamoring to wear it ever since. I pretty much hate that some company thinks her preteen body is capable of being sexualized, and that this—this night, this beach—is the time and place to do it. She screams, “Chase!” and tackles me into the sand, and she’s a child no matter what she’s wearing.


“Melinda and the twins are here,” I say. “Get dressed and we’ll make s’mores.”


But Claudia’s already running across the street. “Gimme a shirt, Mom!” she yells, and Mom tosses down some old T-shirt of mine. Claudia doesn’t stop running as she catches it and pulls it over her sweaty hair.


“Gid!” I yell. He’s deaf as a board, but he’s still spent all six years of his life getting yelled at. He’s watching me, asking me with his eyes and his hands where Claudia went.


Across street I sign to him. Come here. Don’t fall down. My ASL sucks, but the light’s so bad right now it doesn’t matter. Gideon runs over to me and I sign hold my hand before we start across the street. Either he sees this or just holds out of habit.


At the Hathaways’, we make s’mores on the grill, pushing down on them with the spatula until they hiss. I sit with Shannon at the Hathaways’ picnic table and we try to fill each other in on our lives since last August. During the year, I always feel like there are a million things I need to remember to tell him, and now nothing seems important but our siblings and our summer and the smoke from the grill.


Shannon keeps asking about my family—mostly Claudia and the baby yet to come—and I’m trying to pay attention, but my eyes keep going back to Bella. Was she this tall last summer? Maybe that’s why she was hanging off of Noah. I’m still waiting to hit my growth spurt. But I’m the one who’s her age. I hope she keeps that in mind.


I respond to one of Shannon’s questions about Claudia with a quick, “I always forget how old she is,” and then clear my throat. “So what’s Bella been up to?”


Shannon looks over at his twin. She dances in circles in the spots of moonlight that break through the Hathaways’ awning. Her bare feet glitter. They’re white and pointed, like something off a fairy.


He smiles. “She got the lead in the Nutcracker this year.” It’s his turn to ask about someone. “So how’s Gideon?”


Gideon’s hugging on to Mom’s leg, watching Claudia, probably wishing she were talking to him because she’s the only one of us who signs well. The rest of us really only pretend we can, but, then again, so does Gideon.


“Deaf,” I say. “Melinda?”


“Grumpy. And she dyes her hair a lot. She’s always sighing and mumbling about the universe.”


But right now Melinda’s at the corner of the balcony, talking to the dogs. “Mom?” she says. “I’m taking the dogs out for a run.”


Her mother is by the grill with my parents, where they’re laughing over a few beers, throwing coals down to the sand, touching Mom’s huge stomach.


Shannon says, “Chase? How’s Noah?”


“I’ll come with you,” Noah says, with a glance Melinda’s way, and he has the dogs unclipped from their leashes and free in no time, and he’s gone, chasing them across the street and onto the beach. I listen for the sound of them splashing in the water, but they’re too far away. I am getting a headache, listening this hard.


I try to think about Bella again, and I don’t answer Shannon, but his father asks me the same question when I go over to the grill to collect my s’more. He claps me on the shoulder and says, “Noah excited for college?”


I want to tell him Noah doesn’t really get excited, but I don’t know how to describe my brother to someone who’s known him just as long as I have but doesn’t understand him any better. So I smile. It’s so dark now, but the coals and the stars illuminate my siblings and Shannon’s siblings and our parents and make us all look permanent and important.


I say, “He’s kind of quiet about how he feels.”


“Yeah. Did he run off with Melinda?”


“I guess so.”


My parents exchange looks, like they were expecting Noah and Melinda’s flighty romance to take a hiatus this year, or something.


Noah does not ruin tradition. I could have told them that. And Melinda is his summer. More and more every single year.


So I just say, “He runs off a lot.”


Mr. Hathaway laughs and says, “Man, your brother’s a flight risk, isn’t he?” He serves me a s’more and says, “Still playing guitar, Chase?”


I grin and look down.


They drag their old guitar out so I don’t have to run home, and I make up chord progressions while Bella sings along in this ghost voice that makes me hyperaware, like my whole body is made of fingertips. They smile at me in that way adults do when they’re drunk that makes you feel not so much younger.


We carry the plates into the kitchen, where the lights dazzle us into submission until someone has the sense to dim them. Once all the dishes are cleaned and stacked, the adults convince us to run down to the beach and try to find Noah and Melinda.


He’s up to his waist in the ocean, the Hathaways’ two dogs swirling around him like they’re trying to create a whirlpool. My brother is the eye of his manufactured hurricane.


“Get in!” he yells, and none of us needs to be told twice.


The six of us splash in after him, screaming at the cold water, screaming at each other, screaming at every single foot of empty where the sky is and we aren’t. Bella’s on my shoulders and I’m twirling her around, Melinda’s holding her breath for as long as she can, everyone’s always yelling, “Where’s Gideon?” and pulling him out from underneath a breaking wave, yelling, “Where’s Noah?” and realizing he’s swum halfway out to sea.


Whenever there’s a split second of silence, we can hear our parents across the street, strumming the old guitar, laughing, clinking their beer bottles together.


Eventually my brother the flight risk comes and holds my head underwater until everything swirls, and, when I come up and sputter and blink, everyone’s skin is shiny and spotted from the stars. Bella and Claudia are running around on the sand, throwing handfuls at each other, shrieking, and Melinda’s squeezing the ocean out of her somehow colorless hair, her legs absolutely sparkling.


I want to be exactly this old forever.


“Y’all right, soldier?” Shannon asks me, his voice raspy from the salt.


I nod and count heads. There’s Claudia, Gideon, Melinda, Bella, Shannon … there’s everyone but Noah, who somehow managed to disappear in that split second I wasn’t watching him.


So I look at Shannon and smile, and I try not to care, I try not to worry that my brother will leave me for good, because nothing is as permanent or important as the first summer night. Bella’s voice puts mine to shame, but I sing anyway, until Shannon dunks me underwater. When I come up, I hear everyone’s laugh—Shannon’s and Bella’s, as identical as they aren’t; Claudia’s, trying to be a woman; Gideon’s—that haunted sound that he doesn’t know he’s making—and Melinda’s. Twinkling into Noah’s ear as he swims back, back to her and not to me.




TWO


Up.”


I’m sticking to the sheets with sweat, and the smell of Noah’s sandals attacks my face. It is so summer.


At home, we each get our own rooms, but here, Noah and I share, even though there are enough rooms for us each to have our own. Part of the feeling of summer depends on waking up when he wakes up, or putting on a shirt gritty with sand and sunscreen that might not even be mine.


Claude and Gideon used to share too, but yesterday Claudia decided she wants her own room, since she’s a woman now. Dad and I are both sure she’s going to end up crashed on Gid’s floor, listening to the weird noise he makes when he sleeps.


Noah’s already dressed, rubbing sunscreen on his arms. His muscles wrap around him like extension cords. “Dad’s making waffles,” he says.


I sit up and rub my hair. It’s pretty thin, like a baby’s or something, and right now it feels like I have more sand in my scalp than hair.


Our family’s divided in half between the blonds—Dad, Claudia, and me—and the brunets—Mom, Noah, and Gideon. The new baby will break the tie, provided she really is the last of the McGills. Our parents promised no more kids after this one. Which is good. I mean, I love my big family, but this is getting out of hand. I can barely name them all in one breath as it is.


I say, “How was your night?” because Noah didn’t get to our room until late last night.


“Monumental.”


“Yeah?”


“A very important night in the life of Noah, if I do say so myself.”


“Okay, I want details. Graphic ones. Possibly pictures.”


He makes a face. “Breakfast.”


“You’re not going to tell me?”


“Right now, I am telling you that it is time for breakfast, you lazy asshole. Get thee to a waffle.”


Goddamn it. “All right, all right, I’m up.”


Downstairs, Claudia is flipping through TV shows, all her hair combed out down her back. Claudia’s the best blond of all of us. Her hair’s the color of a banana—the fruit, not the peel.


Gideon’s sitting at the table in his swim trunks and snorkel. Awesome I sign to him.


Thank you.


Noah rubs the top of Gideon’s head on the way to the cabinet. Noah knows the least sign language of all of us, since he was already twelve when Gideon was born and past that time when your brain’s willing to learn a new language. Claude, who was five, picked it up just like she picked up English. Mom is great—the motherly instinct outweighed the closed-brain thing—while Dad’s about the same as I am. It’s all a matter of how hard ASL was for us, and has nothing to do, sadly, with how much we want to talk to Gideon, in which case Mom and Dad would both be fluent and Noah and I would be fine just to smile.


Noah says, “Chase, ask Gid how he’s going to eat waffles with a snorkel in his mouth.”


I sign eat how?


Magic says Gideon.


“Magic,” I repeat to Noah, and Dad laughs from the stove.


Noah gives Dad a stiff kiss on the cheek. “Where’s Mom?”


Dad does that laugh that sounds like a cough. “Still fast asleep. I told her she needed to tuck in early last night, but she never listens to me. Looks like we’ll be reheating some waffles for Mama, right, Claudia?”


Claudia looks up from the TV. “Is this because I’m a girl? I’m getting roped into reheating duties because I’m a girl?”


I let my mouth gape open. “Girl? I thought you were a woman!”


Noah laughs, and Claudia says, “Play your guitar, Chase.”


I sit on the couch and start playing a blues tune for Claudia. “Poooor Claudia,” I sing. “Drowning in brothers.”


“New baby’s a girl!” she cheers.


“With her luck it’ll beeeee another brother!” I strum some final chords and everyone applauds, even Gideon.


Noah shovels down four waffles and gets very, very impatient waiting for the rest of us to finish. “I want to go downtown,” he keeps whining, hanging off the counter, jostling Gideon’s shoulder, trying to get us to hurry. Out he signs.


Waffles Gideon signs back, frowning.


“Claaaaude,” Noah whines. “Chaaase.”


“Shitdamn, Noah,” I explode. Shitdamn is Dad’s word, but sometimes it’s too perfect to pass up. “Go outside and wear yourself out. We’ll be ready in a minute.”


Noah disappears for a few minutes and returns when we’re rinsing the dishes in the sink. His pants are bunched by his ankles, gritty and slimy with sea foam and sand, and Gideon’s blue plastic shovel is slung over his shoulders.


“Well?” we say.


Noah’s panting. “I dug a really big hole.”


Claudia wipes her hands on her shirt. “Gid’ll fall in it.” Gideon’s messed-up ears mean sometimes he falls down just standing still.


“Gid needs to wear a helmet at all times.”


We all turn and look at Gideon, who’s standing in the center of the kitchen, spinning in circles, making gurgling noises through his snorkel.


“Ready to go?” Noah asks.


Time at the beach house is split between the ocean and downtown. Midday, we build sand castles, bury each other, play in the waves, and get sunburned, but mornings and nights are spent scouring the stores downtown and sweating sunscreen on the creaky playground. Noah used to play basketball, before he lost the ability to have what he calls “unproductive fun.”


I wonder what digging that hole was, then. He probably didn’t enjoy it, so it didn’t count.


I say, “Maybe Bella can come?”


Claudia makes a face. “Bella’s a snob.”


“Shut up.” She has some weird rivalry with Bella. Maybe she feels the same way about her as I do about Melinda, though I don’t think Bella’s ever stolen me away from my younger sibling. I wish.


“No girls,” Noah says, and he tucks his arm around my shoulders and mumbles into my hair, “I’m tired.” I look up, and he’s giving me a significant look.


“Shitdamn,” I mumble.


“Except me!” Claudia says. “I’m coming.”


“Yes, yes.” Noah palms Claudia’s head. “You don’t count.”


“Because I’m a woman.”


“Sure.”


“Unlike Bella and Melinda!”


Noah seems to give this more consideration than it deserves.


He drives us downtown. It’s less than three miles, but Claudia still shouts up to the front seat every ten seconds that I need to change the radio station, and the trip still takes forever because Noah won’t go even five miles over the speed limit. While we’re shouting at each other, we sign variations of seat belt and stay and no! to Gideon, and I wonder if his escape-the-booster-seat persistence means he’s going to grow up into a Noah.


Noah parallel parks, and we split up; he takes Claudia out to pick up stuff for my birthday dinner next week, and I bring Gid over to Recess, the toy store that’s about five feet by five feet and packed with useless shit. I like to overstimulate Gideon sometimes. I feel like he doesn’t get overwhelmed enough.


He gets sick of me latching on to him and uses his free hand to sign hand no.


Hand mine I sign back, and I keep a firm grip.


He cheers up when I show him posters of Marilyn Monroe and eventually convinces me to buy him a lunch box with her face on it. I can’t believe I’m the one turning fifteen in a week, and I’m buying presents for him. My birthday I sign to him while I’m checking out. You gift give me.


Little brother me he says, spinning in circles, and the checker looks at us like we’re crazy as he uses his hands for nothing but giving out change.


It’s mid-July, so downtown is crawling with people. Girls in bikinis are walking with other girls in bikinis, their hair identically messed in those damp halfhearted buns, eye makeup smudging even though they think it’s not. I like these girls, but they never smile back. The girls who smile back are always the ones who are wearing way too many clothes, the ones I want to throw in the ocean, or at the very least shake and say, “Do you know where you are?”


Gideon, who I have assigned to phone patrol, tugs my sleeve and points to his pocket. My cell phone is vibrating.


“Hello?”


“Can you stop at Candy Kitchen and get me some chocolate turtles?” Mom’s voice reminds me of how she sounds at the beginnings of all her pregnancies when she throws up all the time and she calls Noah me or me Dad or Gideon Claudia—not that he notices.


I turn Gideon around so we’re facing the direction we came from and almost get him killed by a boogie board–wielding preteen. Gideon crosses his arms and frowns at me.


Sorry I sign, hand against chest. To Mom, I say, “Didn’t Dad say no more candy?”


“Dad can have say over candy rights when he’s carrying the baby. And I swear to God, Chase, he’s doing the next one.”


“You promised no more babies.”


She exhales. “Oh, you never know.”


Watch. It’s twins, and this is her way of breaking the news to me.


A Jeep pulls into the parking lot, teenagers clinging to its naked frame. They leap out before the car’s even stopped, and their bodies shuck from sticking to the seats. I am so, so jealous. I can totally picture myself, two years from now, driving the shit out of one, or maybe next year or next week, sandwiched in the back with Shannon on one side and Bella on the other, my thigh sticking to hers, laughing and singing along with the radio, the pop songs I don’t know during the year that I learn in just a few days here. …


Gideon tugs on me and says he wants to go back to the store. I shake my head.


I tell Mom, “Claude’s just going to eat it all.”


“Get Claude a bag of what she wants, and tell her she must stay away from the turtles on pain of death.”


“I don’t know what she wants. She’s not with me.” I’m sick of Gideon practically getting steamrolled by everyone on the sidewalk who assumes he can hear them approaching, so I scoop him up and put him on my back. His empty lunch box swings against my hip bone.


Mom says, “Where is Claudia?” in that voice that’s supposed to be panicked, but when you have four kids—especially when those four kids are us—you have to get used to their disappearances, and Mom has.


“With Noah.”


Gideon babbles in my ear as we head toward Candy Kitchen. It so, so freaks me out when he speaks. I turn around as much as I can and put my finger over my lips, but he ignores me.


“You left her with Noah?” Mom says.


Gideon sticks his hand in front of my face and fingerspells my name. God knows what he wants, but I sign not now over my shoulder the best I can, but he can’t see the not underneath my chin, so he’s freaking out trying to tell me whatever he thinks I just told him he could tell me. It’s a good thing he somehow keeps a good grip, because between pidgin signing to him and trying not to drop Mom into the sno-ball–coated gutter, I have exactly no hands to make sure my little brother doesn’t crack his head open on the pavement. His thighs are practically squeezing me in half.


Mom says, “You can’t leave the kids with Noah!”


“I have Gideon.”


My family’s cure for Noah’s irresponsibility is to pretend that I’m the oldest child.


“Claudia’s eleven,” I say. “She’s not going to get kidnapped.”


My mom says, “What was she wearing?”


Okay, so it’s totally not my responsibility what Claudia wears. But she was dressed a little provocatively for anyone who’s not twenty-one. And a whore.


I say, “Do you want me to go check the status of your daughter, or do you want me to get candy?”


After a pause, Mom says, “Candy.”


Of course.


She says, “But I will not take it lightly if I only have three children left when you return!”


“Have a new one,” I say, and I hang up. I set Gideon down and make him walk the rest of the way to Candy Kitchen. I want to complain about Mom, but I don’t know the signs. Plus he’s six years old and, more importantly, one of the brunets. Eventually, he’s going to end up on Mom’s side, and I want to keep him for as long as possible. Which means I can’t let him know that there’s a rift.


Snake he tells me, pointing to the toys at the corner of the store—particularly to a purple snake that could wrap around his neck and strangle him in his sleep.


No snake I sign back, while I choose a bag of chocolate turtles.


Now Gideon’s playing with all the talking dolls, squeezing their hands so they talk at different times, their hollow voices overlapping while they echo one another, like a badly synchronized Gregorian chant. I close my eyes as I dig money out of my pocket and try to pretend everyone isn’t staring at him. Staring at me, asking me to do something.


“Gideon,” I say. He obviously ignores me and keeps squeezing their hands. Everyone’s still looking at me, so I say, “Okay, I’m sorry my deaf brother has no sense of rhythm.”


They look away like they suddenly noticed he’s disfigured.


I give him Mom’s turtles to put in his lunch box, which shuts him up for a little while. He shakes it all the way to the little grocery store and feels the chocolate moving around in there. Eat he signs to me.


No no no. Mom.


Mom hate he says, and opens his lunch box to look at the turtles.


Lie, but he’s not looking at me.


I lead Gideon into the tiny grocery store. Noah’s by one of the registers, scanning the magazines. “You’re not supposed to be here!” Noah says, hiding something behind his back, but I’m too busy being stunned that Noah’s where he’s supposed to be. “I could be buying you a present right now,” he says.


“That’s totally porn behind your back.”


“Yeah, but it could be a birthday card. You don’t know my life.”


“I’m looking for Claudia.”


Mom hate Mom hate Mom hate Gideon’s signing. Noah puts his finger over his lips. I know he’s telling Gid to be quiet, but the gesture’s uncomfortably close to the sign for true.


I say, “Where’s Claudia?”


“Oh.” He looks over his shoulder. “Uh, she’s around here somewhere—”


“Noah!” I prowl the whole grocery store, scanning up and down each of its ten aisles. I see a dozen girls who look like Claudia, but no Claudia.


He waves his hand. “She’s fine.”


“Who the hell even knows where she is. …”
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