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When Lightning Strikes





CHAPTER 1


They want me to write it down. All of it. They’re calling it my statement.


Right. My statement. About how it happened. From the beginning.


On TV, when people have to give a statement, there’s usually someone sitting there who writes it down for them while they talk, and then all they have to do is just sign it after it’s read back to them. Plus they get coffee and doughnuts and stuff. All I’ve got is a bunch of paper and this leaky pen. Not even so much as a Diet Coke.


This is just further proof that everything you see on TV is a lie.


You want my statement? Okay, here’s my statement:


It’s all Ruth’s fault.


Really. It is. It all started that afternoon in the burger line in the cafeteria, when Jeff Day told Ruth that she was so fat, they were going to have to bury her in a piano case, just like Elvis.


Which is totally stupid, since—to the best of my knowledge—Elvis was not buried in a piano case. I don’t care how fat he was when he died. I’m sure Priscilla Presley could have afforded a better casket for the King than a piano case.


And secondly, where does Jeff Day get off saying this kind of thing to somebody, especially to my best friend?


So I did what any best friend would do under the same circumstances. I hauled off and slugged him.


It isn’t like Jeff Day doesn’t deserve to get slugged, and on a daily basis. The guy is an asshole.


And it’s not even like I really hurt him. Okay, yeah, he staggered back and fell into the condiments. Big deal. There wasn’t any blood. I didn’t even get him in the face. He saw my fist coming, and at the last minute he ducked, so instead of punching him in the nose, like I intended, I ended up punching him in the neck.


I highly doubt it even left a bruise.


But don’t you know, a second later this big, meaty paw lands on my shoulder, and Coach Albright swings me around to face him. It turned out he was behind me and Ruth in the burger line, buying a plate of curly fries. He’d seen the whole thing …


Only not the part about Jeff telling Ruth she was going to have to be buried in a piano case. Oh, no. Just the part where I punched his star tackle in the neck.


“Let’s go, little lady,” Coach Albright said. And he steered me out of the cafeteria and upstairs, to the counselors’ offices.


My guidance counselor, Mr. Goodhart, was at his desk, eating out of a brown paper bag. Before you get to feeling sorry for him, though, that brown paper bag had golden arches on it. You could smell the fries all the way down the hall. Mr. Goodhart, in the two years that I’ve been coming to his office, has never seemed to worry a bit about his saturated-fat intake. He says he is fortunate in that his metabolism is naturally very high.


He looked up and smiled when Coach Albright said, “Goodhart,” in this scary voice.


“Why, Frank,” he said. “And Jessica! What a pleasant surprise. Fry?”


He held out a little bucket of fries. Mr. Goodhart had mega-sized his meal.


“Thanks,” I said, and took a few.


Coach Albright didn’t take any. He went, “Girl here punched my star tackle in the neck just now.”


Mr. Goodhart looked at me disapprovingly. “Jessica,” he said. “Is that true?”


I said, “I meant to get him in the face, but he ducked.”


Mr. Goodhart shook his head. “Jessica,” he said, “we’ve talked about this.”


“I know,” I said with a sigh. I have, according to Mr. Goodhart, some anger-management issues. “But I couldn’t help it. The guy’s an asshole.”


This apparently wasn’t what either Coach Albright or Mr. Goodhart wanted to hear. Mr. Goodhart rolled his eyes, but Coach Albright actually looked as if he might drop dead of a coronary right there in the guidance office.


“Okay,” Mr. Goodhart said, real fast, I guess in an effort to stop the coach’s heart from infarction. “Okay, then. Come in and sit down, Jessica. Thank you, Frank. I’ll take care of it.”


But Coach Albright just kept standing there with his face getting redder and redder, even after I’d sat down—in my favorite chair, the orange vinyl one by the window. The coach’s fingers, thick as sausages, were all balled up into fists, like a little kid who was about to have a tantrum, and you could see this one vein throbbing in the middle of his forehead.


“She hurt his neck,” Coach Albright said.


Mr. Goodhart blinked at Coach Albright. He said, carefully, as if Coach Albright were a bomb that needed defusing, “I’m sure his neck must hurt very much. I’m quite certain that a five-foot-two young woman could do a lot of damage to a six-foot-three, two-hundred-pound tackle.”


“Yeah,” Coach Albright said. Coach Albright is immune to sarcasm. “He’s gonna hafta ice it.”


“I’m certain it was very traumatic for him,” Mr. Goodhart said. “And please don’t worry about Jessica. She will be adequately chastened.”


Coach Albright apparently didn’t know what either “adequately” or “chastened” meant, since he went, “I don’t want her touchin’ no more of my boys! Keep ’er away from them!”


Mr. Goodhart put down his Quarter Pounder, stood up, and walked to the door. He laid a hand on the coach’s arm and said, “I’ll take care of it, Frank.” Then he gently pushed Coach Albright out into the reception area, and shut the door.


“Whew,” he said when we were alone, and sat back down to tackle his burger again.


“So,” Mr. Goodhart said, chewing. There was ketchup at the corner of his mouth. “What happened to our decision not to pick fights with people who are bigger than we are?”


I stared at the ketchup. “I didn’t pick this one,” I said. “Jeff did.”


“What was it this time?” Mr. Goodhart passed me the fries again. “Your brother?”


“No,” I said. I took two fries and put them in my mouth. “Ruth.”


“Ruth?” Mr. Goodhart took another bite of his burger. The splotch of ketchup got bigger. “What about Ruth?”


“Jeff said Ruth was so fat, they were going to have to bury her in a piano case, like Elvis.”


Mr. Goodhart swallowed. “That’s ridiculous. Elvis wasn’t buried in a piano case.”


“I know.” I shrugged. “You see why I had no choice but to hit him.”


“Well, to be honest with you, Jess, no, I can’t say that I do. The problem, you see, with you going around hitting these boys is that, one of these days, they’re going to hit you back, and then you’re going to be very sorry.”


I said, “They try to hit me back all the time. But I’m too fast for them.”


“Yeah,” Mr. Goodhart said. There was still ketchup at the corner of his mouth. “But one day, you’re going to trip, or something, and then you’re going to get pounded on.”


“I don’t think so,” I said. “You see, lately, I’ve taken up kickboxing.”


“Kickboxing,” Mr. Goodhart said.


“Yes,” I said. “I have a DVD.”


“A DVD,” Mr. Goodhart said. His telephone rang. He said, “Excuse me a minute, Jessica,” and answered it.


While Mr. Goodhart talked on the phone to his wife, who was apparently having a problem with their new baby, Russell, I looked out the window. There wasn’t a whole lot to see out of Mr. Goodhart’s window. Just the teachers’ parking lot, mostly, and a lot of sky. The town I live in is pretty flat, so you can always see a lot of sky. Right then, the sky was kind of gray and overcast. Over behind the car wash across the street from the high school, you could see this layer of dark gray clouds. It was probably raining in the next county over. You couldn’t tell by looking at those clouds, though, whether or not the rain would come toward us. I was thinking it probably would.


“If he doesn’t want to eat,” Mr. Goodhart said into the phone, “then don’t try to force him.… No, I didn’t mean to say that you were forcing him. What I meant was, maybe he just isn’t hungry right now.… Yes, I know we need to get him on a schedule, but—”


The car wash was empty. No one wants to bother washing a car when it’s just going to rain. But the McDonald’s next door, where Mr. Goodhart had picked up his burger and fries, was packed. Only seniors are allowed to leave campus at lunchtime, and they all crowd the McDonald’s and the Pizza Hut across the street.


“Okay,” Mr. Goodhart said, hanging up the phone. “Now, where were we, Jess?”


I said, “You were telling me that I need to learn to control my temper.”


Mr. Goodhart nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, you really do, Jessica.”


“Or one of these days, I’m going to get hurt.”


“That is an excellent point.”


“And that I should count to ten before I do anything the next time I get angry.”


Mr. Goodhart nodded again, even more enthusiastically. “Yes, that’s true, too.”


“And furthermore, if I want to learn to succeed in life, I need to understand that violence doesn’t solve anything.”


Mr. Goodhart clapped his hands together. “Exactly! You’re getting it, Jessica. You’re finally getting it.”


I stood up to go. I’d been coming to Mr. Goodhart’s office for almost two years now, and I’d gotten a pretty solid grasp on how things worked from his end. An added plus was that, having spent so much time in the reception area outside Mr. Goodhart’s office, reading brochures while I waited to see him, I had pretty much ruled out a career in the armed services.


“Well,” I said. “I think I get it, Mr. Goodhart. Thanks a lot. I’ll try to do better next time.”


I had almost made it out the door before he stopped me. “Oh, and Jess,” he said, in his friendly way.


I looked over my shoulder at him. “Uh-huh?”


“That’ll be another week of detention,” he said, chewing on a fry. “Tacked on to the seven weeks you already have.”


I smiled at him. “Mr. Goodhart?” I said.


“Yes, Jessica?”


“You have ketchup on your lip.”


Okay, so it wasn’t the best comeback. But, hey, he hadn’t said he’d call my parents. If he’d said that, you’d have heard some pretty colorful stuff. But he hadn’t. And what’s another week of detention compared to that?


And, what the hell, I have so many weeks of detention, I’ve completely given up the idea of ever having a life. It’s too bad, in fact, that detention doesn’t count as an extracurricular activity. Otherwise, I’d be looking real good to a lot of colleges right about now.


Not that detention is so bad, really. You just sit there for an hour. You can do your homework if you want, or you can read a magazine. You just aren’t allowed to talk. The worst part, I guess, is that you miss your bus, but who wants to ride the bus home anyway, with the freshmen and other social rejects? Since Ruth got her driver’s license, she goes mental for any excuse to drive, so I’ve got an automatic ride home every night. My parents haven’t even figured it out yet. I told them I joined the marching band.


Good thing they have way more important things to worry about than making sure they get to one of the games, or they might have noticed a general absence of me in the flute section.


Anyway, when Ruth came to pick me up after detention that day—the day this whole thing started, the day I punched Jeff Day in the neck—she was all apologetic, since I’d basically gotten in trouble because of her.


“Oh, my God, Jess,” she said when we met up at four outside the auditorium doors. There are so many people on detention at Ernest Pyle High School that they had to start putting us all in the auditorium. This is somewhat annoying to the drama club, which meets on the auditorium stage every day at three, but we are supposed to leave them alone, and they pretty much return the favor, except when they need some of the bigger guys from the last row to move part of a set or something.


The plus side of this is I now know the play Our Town by heart.


The minus side is, who the hell wants to know the play Our Town by heart?


“Oh, my God, Jess,” Ruth was gushing. “You should have seen it. Jeff was up to his elbows in condiments. After you punched him, I mean. He got mayo all over his shirt. You were so great. You totally didn’t have to, but it was so great that you did.”


“Yeah,” I said. I was pretty stoked to head home. The thing about detention is, yeah, you can get all your homework done during it, but it’s still a bit of a drag. Like school in general, pretty much. “Whatever. Let’s go.”


But when we got out to the parking lot, Ruth’s little red Cabriolet that she had bought with her bat mitzvah money wasn’t there. I didn’t want to say anything at first, since Ruth loves that car, and I sure didn’t want to be the person to break it to her that it was gone. But after we’d stood there for a few seconds, with her rattling on about how great I was, and me watching all my fellow detainees climbing into their pickups or onto their motorcycles (most of the people in detention are either Grits or JDs—I am the only Townie), I was like, “Uh, Ruth. Where’s your car?”


Ruth went, “Oh, I drove it home after school, then got Skip to bring me back and drop me off.”


Skip is Ruth’s twin brother. He bought a Trans Am with his bar mitzvah money. As if, even with a Trans Am, Skip is ever going to have a hope of getting laid.


“I thought,” Ruth went on, “that it would be fun to walk home.”


I looked at the clouds that earlier in the afternoon had been over the car wash. They were now almost directly overhead. I said, “Ruth. We live like two miles away.”


Ruth said, all chipper, “Uh-huh, I know. We can burn a lot of calories if we walk fast.”


“Ruth,” I said. “It’s going to pour.”


Ruth squinted up at the sky. “No, it’s not,” she said.


I looked at her like she was demented. “Ruth, yes, it is. Are you on crack?”


Ruth started to look upset. It doesn’t actually take all that much to upset Ruth. She was still upset, I could tell, over Jeff’s piano-case statement. That’s why she wanted to walk home. She was hoping to lose weight. She wouldn’t, I knew, eat lunch for a week now, all because of what the asshole had said.


“I’m not on crack,” Ruth said. “I just think it’s time the two of us started trying to get into shape. Summer is coming, and I’m not spending another four months making up excuses about why I can’t go to somebody’s pool party.”


I just started laughing.


“Ruth,” I said. “Nobody ever invites us to their pool parties.”


“Speak for yourself,” Ruth said. “And walking is a completely viable form of exercise. You can burn as may calories walking two miles as you would burn running them.”


I looked at her. “Ruth,” I said. “That’s bullshit. Who told you that?”


She said, “It is a fact. Now, are you coming?”


“I can’t believe,” I said, “that you even care what an asshole like Jeff Day has to say about anything.”


Ruth went, “I don’t care what Jeff Day says. This has nothing to do with what he said. I just think it’s time the two of us got into shape.”


I stood and looked at her some more. You should have seen her. Ruth’s been my best friend since kindergarten, which was when she and her family moved into the house next door to mine. And the funny thing is, except for the fact that she has breasts now—pretty big ones, too, way bigger than I’ll ever have, unless I get implants, which will so never happen—she looks exactly the same as she did the first day I met her: light-brown curly hair, huge blue eyes behind glasses with gold wire frames, a fairly sizable potbelly, and an IQ of 167 (a fact she informed me of five minutes into our first game of hopscotch).


But you wouldn’t have known she was in all advanced-placement classes if you’d seen what she had on that day. Okay, in the first place, she was wearing black leggings, this great big EPHS sweatshirt, and jogging shoes. Not so bad, right? Wait.


She’d coupled this ensemble with sweatbands—I am not kidding—around her head and on her wrists. She also had this big bottle of water hanging in a net sling from one shoulder. I mean, you could tell she thought she looked like an Olympic athlete, but what she actually looked like was a lunatic housewife who’d just gotten Get Fit with Oprah from the Book-of-the-Month Club, or something


While I was standing there staring at Ruth, wondering how I was going to break it to her about the sweatbands, one of the guys from detention pulled up on this completely cherried-out Indian.


May I just take this opportunity to point out that the one thing I have always wanted is a motorcycle? This one purred, too. I hate those guys who take the muffler off their bikes so they can gun it real loud while they try to jump the speed bumps in the teachers’ parking lot. This guy had tuned his so it ran quiet as kitten. Painted all black, with shiny chrome everywhere else, this was one choice bike. I mean mint.


And the guy riding it wasn’t too hard on the eyes, either.


“Mastriani,” he said, putting one booted foot on the curb. “Need a ride?”


If Ernest Pyle himself, famous Hoosier reporter, had risen from the grave and come up and started asking me for journalistic pointers, I would not have been more surprised than I was by this guy asking me if I wanted a ride.


I like to think I hid it pretty well, though.


I said, way calmly, “No, thanks. We’re walking.”


He looked up at the sky. “It’s gonna pour,” he said, in a tone that suggested I was a moron not to realize this.


I cocked my head in Ruth’s direction, so he’d get the message. “We’re walking,” I said again.


He shrugged his shoulders under his leather jacket. “Your funeral,” he said, and drove away.


I watched him go, trying not to notice how nicely his jeans hugged his perfectly contoured butt.


His butt wasn’t the only thing that was perfectly contoured, either.


Oh, calm down. I’m talking about his face, okay? It was a good one, not habitually slack-jawed, like the faces of most of the boys who go to my school. This guy’s face had some intelligence in it, at least. So what if his nose looked as if it had been broken a few times?


And okay, maybe his mouth was a little crooked, and his curly dark hair was badly in need of a trim. These deficiencies were more than made up for by a pair of eyes so light blue they were really pale gray, and set of shoulders so broad, I doubt I would have been able to see much of the road past them in the event I ever did end up behind them on the back of that bike.


Ruth, however, did not seem to have noticed any of these highly commendable qualities. She was staring at me as if she’d caught me talking to a cannibal or something.


“Oh, my God, Jess,” she said. “Who was that?”


I said, “His name is Rob Wilkins.”


She went, “A Grit. Oh, my God, Jess, that guy is a Grit. I can’t believe you were even talking to him.”


Don’t worry. I will explain.


There are two types of people who attend Ernest Pyle High School: the kids who come from the rural parts of the country, or the “Grits,” and the people who live in town, or the “Townies.” The Grits and Townies do not mix. Period. The Townies think they are better than the Grits because they have more money, since most of the kids who live in town have doctors or lawyers or teachers for parents. The Grits think they are better than the Townies because they know how to do stuff the Townies don’t know how to do, like fix up old motorcycles and birth calves and stuff. The Grits’ parents are all factory workers or farmers.


There are subsets within these groups, like the JDs—juvenile delinquents—and the Jocks—the popular kids, the athletes, and the cheerleaders—but mostly the school is divided up into Grits and Townies.


Ruth and I are Townies. Rob Wilkins, needless to say, is a Grit. And for an added bonus, I am pretty sure he is also a JD.


But then, as Mr. Goodhart is so fond of telling me, so am I—or at least I will be, one of these days, if I don’t start taking his anger-management advice more seriously.


“How do you even know the guy?” Ruth wanted to know. “He can’t be in any of your classes. He is definitely not college-bound. Prison-bound, maybe,” she said with a sneer. “But he’s got to be a senior, for Christ’s sake.”


I know. She sounds prissy, doesn’t she?


She’s not really. Just scared. Guys—real guys, not idiots like her brother Skip—scare Ruth. Even with her 167 IQ, guys are something she’s never been able to figure out. Ruth just can’t fathom the fact that boys are just like us.


Well, with a few notable exceptions.


I said, “I met him in detention. Can we move, please, before the rain starts? I’ve got my flute, you know.”


Ruth wouldn’t let go of it, though.


“Would you seriously have accepted a ride from the guy? A total stranger like that? Like, if I weren’t here?”


I said, “I don’t know.”


I didn’t, either. I hope you’re not getting the impression that this was the first time a guy had ever asked me if I wanted a lift or anything. I mean, I’ll admit I have a tendency to be a bit free with my fists, but I’m no dog. I might be a bit on the puny side—only five two, as Mr. Goodhart is fond of reminding me—and I’m not big into makeup or clothes or anything, but believe me, I do all right for myself.


Okay, yeah, I’m no supermodel: I keep my hair short so I don’t have to mess with it, and I’m fine with it being brown—you won’t catch me experimenting with highlights, like some people I could mention. Brown hair goes with my brown eyes, which go with my brown skin—well, at least, that’s what color my skin usually ends up being by the end of the summer.


But the only reason I’m sitting at home Saturday nights is because it’s either that, or hanging out with guys like Jeff Day, or Ruth’s brother Skip. They’re the only kind of guys my mother will let me go out with.


Yeah, you’re catching on. Townies. That’s right. I’m only allowed to date “college-bound boys.” Read, Townies.


Where was I? Oh, yeah.


So, in answer to your question, no, Rob Wilkins was not the first guy who’d ever pulled up to me and asked if I wanted a ride somewhere.


But Rob Wilkins was the first guy to whom I might have said yes.


“Yeah,” I said to Ruth. “Probably I would have. Taken him up on his offer, I mean. If you weren’t here and all.”


“I can’t believe you.” Ruth started walking, but let me tell you, those clouds were right behind us. Unless we went about a hundred miles an hour, there was no way we were going to beat the rain. And the fastest Ruth goes is maybe about one mile an hour, tops. Physically fit she is not.


“I can’t believe you,” she said again. “You can’t go around getting on the back of Grits’ bikes. I mean, who knows where you’d end up? Dead in a cornfield, no doubt.”


Almost every girl in Indiana who disappears gets found, eventually, half-naked and decomposing in a cornfield. But then, you guys already know that, don’t you?


“You are so weird,” Ruth said. “Only you would make friends with the guys in detention.”


I kept looking over my shoulder at the clouds. They were huge, like mountains. Only, unlike mountains, they weren’t stationary.


“Well,” I said, “I can’t exactly help knowing them, you know. We’ve been sitting together for an hour every day for the past three or four months.”


“But they’re Grits,” Ruth said. “My God, Jess. Do you actually talk to them?”


I said, “I don’t know. I mean, we’re not allowed to talk. But Miss Clemmings has to take attendance every day, so you learn people’s names. You sort of can’t help it.”


Ruth shook her head. “Oh, my God,” she said. “My dad would kill me—kill me—if I came home on the back of some Grit’s motorcycle.”


I didn’t say anything. The chances of anybody asking Ruth to hop onto the back of his bike were, like, zero.


“Still,” Ruth said, after we’d walked for a little while in silence, “he was kind of cute. For a Grit, I mean. What’d he do?”


“What do you mean? To get detention?” I shrugged. “How should I know? We’re not allowed to talk.”


Let me just tell you a little bit about where we were walking. Ernest Pyle High School is located on the imaginatively named High School Road. As you might have guessed, there isn’t a whole lot of stuff on High School Road except, well, the high school. There’s just two lanes and a bunch of farmland. The McDonald’s and the car wash and stuff were down on the Pike. We weren’t walking on the Pike. No one ever walks on the Pike, since this one girl got hit walking there last year.


So we’d made it about as far down High School Road as the football field when the rain started. Big, hard drops of rain.


“Ruth,” I said, pretty calmly, as the first drop hit me.


“It’ll blow over,” Ruth said.


Another drop hit me. Plus a big flash of lightning cracked the sky and seemed to hit the water tower, a mile or so away. Then it thundered. Really loud. As loud as the jets over at Crane Military Base, when they break the sound barrier.


“Ruth,” I said, less calmly.


Ruth said, “Perhaps we should seek shelter.”


“Damned straight,” I said.


But the only shelter we saw were the metal bleachers that surround the football field. And everyone knows, during a thunder storm, you’re not supposed to hide under anything metal.


That’s when the first hailstone hit me.


If you’ve ever been hit by a hailstone, you’ll know why it was Ruth and I ran under those bleachers. And if you’ve never been hit by a hailstone, all I can say is, lucky you. These particular hailstones were about as big as golf balls. I am not exaggerating, either. They were huge. And those mothers—pardon my French—hurt.


Ruth and I stood under these bleachers, hailstones popping all around us, like we were trapped inside this really big popcorn popper. Only at least the popcorn wasn’t hitting us on the head anymore.


With the thunder and the sound of the hail hitting the metal seats above our heads, then ricocheting off them and smacking against the ground, it was kind of hard to hear anything, but that didn’t bother Ruth. She shouted, “I’m sorry.”


All I said was “Ow,” because a real big chunk of hail bounced off the ground and hit me in the calf.


“I mean it,” Ruth shouted. “I’m really, really sorry.”


“Stop apologizing,” I said. “It isn’t your fault.”


At least that’s what I thought then. I have since changed my mind on that. As you will note by rereading the first few lines of this statement of mine.


A big bolt of lightning lit up the sky. It broke into four or five branches. One of the branches hit the top of a corn crib I could see over the trees. Thunder sounded so loudly, it shook the bleachers.


“It is,” Ruth said. She sounded like she was starting to cry. “It is my fault.”


“Ruth,” I said. “For God’s sake, are you crying?”


“Yes,” she said, with a sniffle.


“Why? It’s just a stupid thunderstorm. We’ve been stuck in thunderstorms before.” I leaned against one of the poles that held up the bleachers. “Remember that time in the fifth grade we got stuck in that thunderstorm on the way home from your cello lesson?”


Ruth wiped her nose with the cuff of her sweatshirt. “And we had to duck for cover in your church?”


“Only you wouldn’t go in farther than the awning,” I said.


Ruth laughed through her tears. “Because I thought God would strike me dead for setting foot in a goyim house of worship.”


I was glad she was laughing, anyway. Ruth can be a pain in the butt, but she’s been my best friend since kindergarten, and you can’t exactly dump your best friend since kindergarten just because sometimes she puts on sweatbands or starts crying when it rains. Ruth is way more interesting than most of the girls who go to my school, since she reads a book a day—literally—and loves playing the cello as much as I love playing my flute, but will still watch cheesy television, in spite of her great genius.


And, most times, she’s funny as hell.


Now was not one of those times, however.


“Oh, God,” Ruth moaned as the wind picked up and started whipping hailstones at us beneath the bleachers. “This is tornado weather, isn’t it?”


Southern Indiana is smack in the middle of Tornado Alley. We’re number three on the list of states with the most twisters per year. I had sat out more than a few of them in my basement; Ruth, not so many, since she’d only spent the last decade in the Midwest. And they always seemed to happen around this time of year, too.


And, though I didn’t want to say anything to upset Ruth any more than she already was, this gave all the signs of being twister weather. The sky was a funny yellow color, the temperature warm, but the wind really cold. Plus that wacked-out hail …


Just as I was opening my mouth to tell Ruth it was probably just a little spring storm, and not to worry, she screamed, “Jess, don’t—”


But I didn’t hear what she said after that, because right then there was this big explosion that drowned out everything else.





CHAPTER 2


It wasn’t an explosion, I figured out later. What it was was lightning, hitting the metal bleachers. Then the bolt traveled down the metal pole I was leaning against.


So I guess you could say that, technically, I got hit by lightning.


It didn’t hurt, though. It felt really weird, but it didn’t hurt.


When I could hear again, after it happened, all I could hear was Ruth screaming. I wasn’t standing in the same place I’d been a second before, either. I was standing about five feet away.


Oh, and I felt all tingly. You know when you’re trying to plug something in and you’re not really looking at what you’re doing and you accidentally stick your finger in there instead of the plug?


That’s how I felt, only about times three hundred.


“Jess,” Ruth was screaming. She ran up and shook my arm. “Oh, my God, Jess, are you all right?”


I looked at her. She was still the same old Ruth. She still had on the sweatband.


But that was the start of me not being the same old Jess. That was when it started.


And it pretty much went downhill from there.


“Yeah,” I said. “I’m fine.”


And I really felt okay. I wasn’t lying or anything. Not then. I just felt sort of tingly and all. But it wasn’t a bad feeling. Actually, after the initial surprise of it, it kind of felt good. I felt sort of energized, you know?


“Hey,” I said, looking out past the bleachers. “Look. The hail stopped.”


“Jess,” Ruth said, shaking me some more. “You got hit by lightning. Don’t you understand? You got hit by lightning!”


I looked at her. She looked kind of funny in that headband. I started to laugh. Once, when I went to my Aunt Teresa’s bridal shower, nobody was paying attention to how many glasses of pinot grigio the waiter poured me, and I felt the same way. Like laughing. A lot.


“You better lie down,” Ruth said. “You better put your head between your knees.”


“Why?” I asked her. “So I can kiss my butt good-bye?”


This cracked me up. I started laughing. It seemed hysterically funny to me.


Ruth didn’t think it was so funny, though.


“No,” she said. “Because you’re white as a ghost. You might pass out. I’ll go try to flag down a car. We need to take you to the hospital.”


“Aw, geez,” I said. “I don’t need to go to any hospital. The storm’s over. Let’s go.”


And I just walked out from underneath those bleachers like nothing had happened.


And, really, at the time I didn’t think anything had. Happened, I mean. I felt fine. Better than fine, actually. Better than I’d felt in months. Better than I’d felt since my brother Douglas had come home from college.


Ruth chased after me, looking all concerned.


“Jess,” she said. “Really. You shouldn’t be trying to—”


“Hey,” I said. The sky had gotten much lighter, and underneath my feet the hailstones were crunching, as if someone up there had accidentally overturned some kind of celestial ice cube tray.


“Hey, Ruth,” I said, pointing down at the hailstones. “Look. It’s snow. Snow, in April!”


Ruth wouldn’t look at the hailstones, though. Even though she was up to the swooshes of her Nikes in them, she wouldn’t look. All she would do was look at me.


“Jessica,” she said, taking my hand. “Jessica, listen to me.” She dropped her voice so that it was almost a whisper. I could hear her fine, since the wind had died down and all the thunder and stuff had stopped. “Jessica, I’m telling you, you’re not all right. I saw … I saw lightning come out of you.”


“Really?” I grinned at her. “Neat.”


Ruth dropped my hand and turned away in disgust.


“Fine,” she said, starting back toward the road. “Don’t go to the hospital. Drop dead of a heart attack. See if I care.”


I followed her, kicking hailstones out of the way with my platform Pumas.


“Hey,” I said. “Too bad lightning wasn’t shooting out of me in the cafeteria today, huh? Jeff Day would’ve really been sorry, huh?”


Ruth didn’t think this was funny. She just kept walking, huffing a little because she was going so fast. But fast for Ruth is normal for me, so I didn’t have any trouble keeping up.


“Hey,” I said. “Wouldn’t it have been cool if I’d been able to shoot lightning at assembly this afternoon? You know, when Mrs. Bushey got up there and dared us to keep off drugs? I bet that would’ve shortened that speech of hers.”


I kept up in that vein the whole way home. Ruth tried to stay mad at me, but she couldn’t. Not because I am so charming or funny or anything, but because the storm had left some really cool damage in its wake. We saw all these tree branches that had been knocked down, and windshields that had been shattered by the hail, and a few traffic lights that had stopped working altogether. It was totally cool. A bunch of ambulances and fires engines went by, and when we finally got to the Kroger on the corner of High School Road and First Street, where we turned off for our houses, the KRO had been knocked out, so the sign just said, GER.


“Hey, Ruth, look,” I said. “Ger is open, but Kro is closed.”


Even Ruth had to laugh at that.


By the time we got to our houses—I mentioned we live next door to each other, right?—Ruth had gotten over being scared for me. At least, I thought she had. When I was about to run up the walk to my front porch, she heaved this real big sigh, and went, “Jessica, I really think you should say something to your mom and dad. About what happened, I mean.”


Oh, yeah. Like I was going to tell them something as lame as the fact that I had been hit by lightning. They had way more important things to worry about.


I didn’t say that, but Ruth must have read my thoughts, since the next thing she said was, “No, Jess. I mean it. You should tell them. I’ve read about people who’ve been struck by lightning the way you were. They felt perfectly fine, just like you do, and then, wham! Heart attack.”


I said, “Ruth.”


“I really think you should tell them. I know how much they have on their minds, with Douglas and all. But—”


“Hey,” I said. “Douglas is fine.”


“I know.” Ruth closed her eyes. Then she opened them again and said, “I know Douglas is fine. All right, look. Just promise me that if you start to feel … well, funny, you’ll tell somebody?”


This sounded fair to me. I swore solemnly not to die of a heart attack. Then we parted on my front lawn with a mutual “See ya.”


It wasn’t until I was almost all the way into the house that I realized that the dogwood tree just off the driveway—the one that had been in full, glorious bloom that morning—was completely bare again, as if it were the middle of winter. The hail had knocked off every single leaf and every single blossom.


They talk all the time in my English class about symbolism and stuff. Like how the withered old oak tree in Jane Eyre portends doom and all of that. So I guess you could say that if this statement of mine were a work of fiction that dogwood tree would symbolize the fact that everything was not going to turn out perfect for me.


Only of course, just like Jane, I had no idea what lay in store for me. I mean, at the time, I totally missed the symbolism of the leafless dogwood. I was just like, “Wow, too bad. That tree was pretty before it got ruined by hail.”


And then I went inside.





CHAPTER 3


I live—since it’s probably important to give my address in this statement of mine—with my parents and two brothers in a big house on Lumley Lane. Our house is the nicest one on the street.


I am not saying that to brag. It’s just true. It used to be a farmhouse, but a really fancy one, with stained-glass windows and stuff. Some people from the Indiana Historic Society came once and put a plaque on it, since it’s the oldest house in our town.


But just because we live in an old house does not mean we are poor. My father owns three restaurants downtown, only eight or nine blocks from our house. The restaurants are Mastriani’s, which is expensive; Joe’s, which is not; and a take-out place called Joe Junior’s, which is the cheapest of all. I can eat at any of them anytime I want, for free. So can my friends.


You would think, because of this, that I would have more friends. But, besides Ruth, I only really hang out with a couple of people, most of whom I know from Orchestra. Ruth is first chair in the cello section. I am third chair in the flute section. I socialize with a couple of the other flutists—second and fifth chair, mostly—and a few people from the horn section, and one or two of the other cellists who’ve gotten Ruth’s seal of approval, but other than that, I keep pretty much to myself.


Well, except for all the guys in detention.


My bedroom is on the third floor. My bedroom, and my bathroom, are the only rooms on the third floor. The third floor used to be the attic. It has low ceilings, and dormer windows. I used to be able to fit my whole body in one of the dormer windows, and I liked to sit up there and watch what was going on on Lumley Lane, which usually wasn’t very much. I was up higher than anybody else on the street, though, and I always thought that was kind of neat. I used to pretend I was a lighthouse keeper and the dormer was my lighthouse, and I’d look out for boats about to crash on our front lawn, which I pretended was a treacherous beach.


Hey, come on. I was a little kid back then, okay?


And, in the words of Mr. Goodhart, even then I had issues.


Anyway, to get to the third floor, you have to take the staircase that is right inside the front door, in what my mom calls, in this French accent, the foyer. (She pronounces it foiyay. She also calls Target, where we buy all our towels and stuff, Tar-jay. You know, as a joke. That’s how my mom is.) The problem is, right off the foyer is the living room, which has French doors that lead to the dining room, which has French doors that lead to the kitchen. And so the minute you open the front door, my mom can see you, all the way from the back of the house, through all those French doors, way before you have a chance of making it up those stairs without anybody noticing.


Which was, of course, what happened when I walked in that night. She saw me and yelled—since the kitchen is actually pretty far away—“Jessica! Get in here!”


Which, of course, meant I was in trouble.


Wondering what I could have done now—and hoping Mr. Goodhart hadn’t gone ahead and called her anyway—I put down my backpack and my flute and everything on this little bench by the stairs and started the long walk through the living room and dining room, thinking up a good story for why I was so late, in case that was why she was mad.


“We had band practice,” I started saying. By the time I got to the dining room table—which has this buzzer built into the floor beneath the chair at the head of the table, so the hostess can step on it and signal to the servants in the kitchen that it’s time to bring out dessert, which, since we have no servants, is just this huge annoyance, especially when we were growing up, since it’s impossible for little kids to keep from buzzing something like that all the time, which drove my mom, who was usually in the kitchen, postal—I was rolling with it.


“Yeah, band practice went long, Mom. On account of the hail. We all had to run and stand under the bleachers, and there was all this lightning, and—”


“Look at this.”


My mom held a letter up to my nose. My brother Mike was sitting, kind of slumped, at the kitchen counter. He looked unhappy, but then, he had never looked happy a day in his life, as far as I can remember, except when my parents got him a Mac for Christmas. Then he looked happy.


I looked at the letter my mom was holding. I couldn’t read it, since it was too close to my nose. But that was okay. My mom was going, “Do you know what this is, Jessica? Do you know what this is? It’s a letter from Harvard. And what do you think it says?”


I said, “Oh, hey, Mikey. Congratulations.”


Mike said, “Thanks,” but he didn’t sound very excited.


“My little boy.” My mom took the letter and started waving it around. “My little Mikey! Going to Harvard! Oh, my God, I can hardly believe it!” She did a weird little dance.


My mom isn’t normally so weird. Most of the time she’s pretty much like other moms. She helps my dad out sometimes with the restaurants, like with the billing and payroll, but mostly she stays home and does stuff like regrout the tile in the bathrooms. My mom, like most moms, is totally into her kids, so Mike getting into Harvard—even though it’s really no big surprise, seeing as how he got a perfect score on his SATs—was this really big deal to her.


“I already called your father,” she said. “We’re going to Mastriani’s for lobster.”


“Cool,” I said. “Can I invite Ruth?”


My mom made a little waving gesture. “Sure, why not? When have we ever gone out for a family dinner and not brought along Ruth?” She was being sarcastic, but she didn’t mean it. My mom likes Ruth. I think. “Michael, perhaps there is someone you’d like to invite?”


The way she said “someone,” you could tell my mom, of course, meant a girl. But Mike has only ever liked one girl his entire life, and that’s Claire Lippman, who lives two houses over, and Claire Lippman, who is a year younger than Mike and a year older than me, barely even knows Mike is alive, since she is too busy starring in all of our high school’s plays and musicals to pay any attention to the geeky senior down the street who spies on her every time she lies out on her carport roof in her bikini, which she does every single day without fail starting as soon as school lets out for the summer. She doesn’t go back inside, either, until Labor Day, or unless a cute guy in a car drives up and asks her if she wants to go swimming at one of the quarries.


Claire is either a slave to ultraviolet rays or a total exhibitionist. I haven’t figured out which yet.


Anyway, there was no chance my brother was going to ask “someone” to go with us for dinner, since Claire Lippman would be like, “Now, who are you?” if he ever even got up the nerve to talk to her.


“No,” Mike said, all embarrassed. He was turning bright red, and it was only me and Mom standing there. Could you imagine if Claire Lippman had actually been present? “There’s nobody I want to ask.”


“Faint heart never won fair lady,” my mom said. My mom, besides frequently talking in a fake French accent, also goes around quoting from Shakespearean plays and Gilbert and Sullivan operettas.


On second thought, maybe she’s not so much like other people’s moms after all.


“I got it, Mom,” Mike said through gritted teeth. “Not tonight, okay?”


My mom shrugged. “Fine. Jessica, if you’re going, allow me to assure you you’re not going in that.” That was what I normally wear—T-shirt, jeans, and my Pumas. “Go put on the blue calico I made for Easter.”


Okay. My mom has this thing about making us matching outfits. I am not even kidding. It was cute when I was six, but at sixteen, let me tell you, there is nothing cute about wearing a homemade dress that matches the one your mother has on. Especially since all the dresses my mom makes are of the Laura Ingalls variety.


You would think, considering the fact that I don’t have any problem walking up to football tackles and punching them in the neck, that I wouldn’t have any problem telling my mother to quit making me wear outfits that match hers. You would think that.


However, if your father promised you that if you wore them without complaining, he would buy you a Harley when you turned eighteen, you would wear them too.


I said, “Okay,” and started up the back staircase, what used to be the servants’ staircase, back at the turn of the century—the nineteenth into the twentieth, I mean—when our house was built. “I’ll tell Douglas.”


“Oh,” I heard my mom say. “Jess?”


But I kept on going. I knew what she was going to say. She was going to say not to bother Douglas. That’s what she always says.


Personally, I enjoy bothering Douglas. Also, I asked Mr. Goodhart about it, and he said it’s probably good to bother Douglas. So I bother him a lot. What I do is, I go up to the door to his room, which has a big KEEP OUT sign on it, and I bang on it really hard. Then I yell, “Doug! It’s me, Jess!”


Then I just walk in. Douglas isn’t allowed to have a lock on his door anymore. Not since my dad and I had to knock it down last Christmas.


Douglas was lying on his bed reading a comic book. It had this Viking on the cover, with a girl with big boobs. All Douglas ever does, since he came home from college, is read comic books. And in all the comic books, the girls have big boobs.


“Guess what,” I said, sitting down on Douglas’s bed.


“Mikey got into Harvard,” Douglas said. “I already heard. I expect the whole neighborhood heard.”


“Nope,” I said. “That’s not it.”


He looked at me over the top of the comic book. “I know Mom thinks she’s taking us all to Mastriani’s to celebrate, but I’m not going. She’s going to have to learn to live with disappointment. And you better keep your hands off me. I’m not going, no matter how hard you hit me. And this time, I might just hit you back.”


“That’s not it, either,” I said. “And I wasn’t planning on hitting you. Much.”


“What, then?”


I shrugged. “I got hit by lightning.”


Douglas turned back to his comic book. “Right. Shut the door on your way out.”


“I’m serious,” I said. “Ruth and I were waiting out the storm, underneath the bleachers at school—”


“Those bleachers,” Douglas said, looking at me again, “are made of metal.”


“Right. And I was leaning on one of the supports, and lightning struck the bleachers, and next thing I knew, I was standing like five feet from where I’d been, and I was tingly all over, and—”


“Bullshit,” Douglas said. But he sat up. “That is bullshit, Jess.”


“I swear it’s true. You can ask Ruth.”


“You did not get hit by lightning,” Douglas said. “You would not be sitting here, talking to me, if you’d been hit by lightning.”


“Douglas, I’m telling you, I was.”


“Where’s the entrance wound, then?” Douglas reached out and grabbed my right hand and flipped it over. “The exit wound? The bolt would have entered you one place, and left you in another. And there would be a star-shaped scar in both places.”


As he’d been talking, he’d let go of my right hand and grabbed my left, and flipped it over too. But there wasn’t a star-shaped scar on either of my palms.


“See.” He flung my hand away in disgust. Douglas knows about stuff like this because all he ever does is read, and sometimes he reads actual books, as opposed to comics. “You weren’t struck by lightning. Don’t go around saying stuff like that, Jess. You know, lightning kills hundreds of people a year. If you had been struck, you’d definitely be in a coma, at the very least.”


He lay back down and picked his comic book up again. “Now, get out of here,” he said, giving me a shove with his foot. “I’m busy.”


I sighed and got up. “Okay,” I said. “But you’re going to be sorry. Mom says we’re having lobster.”


“We had lobster the night I got my acceptance letter to State,” Douglas said to his comic book, “and look how that turned out.”


I reached out and grabbed his big toe and squeezed it. “Okay, big baby. Just lie here like a big lump, with Captain Lars and his big-busted beauty, Helga.”


Douglas looked at me from behind the comic book. “Her name,” he said, “happens to be Oona.”


Then he ducked back behind the comic book.


I left his room, closing the door behind me, and went up the stairs to my own room.


I’m not too worried about Douglas. I know I probably should be, but I’m not. I’m probably the only person in my family who isn’t, except for maybe my dad. Douglas has always been weird. My whole life, it seems, I’ve been beating up people who called my older brother a retard, or a spaz, or a weirdo. I don’t know why, but even though most of the time I’m way smaller than them, I fell obligated to punch them in the face for dissing my brother.


This freaks out my mom, but not my dad. My dad just taught me how to punch more effectively, by advising me to keep my thumb on the outside of my fist. When I was very little, I used to do it with my thumb on the inside. Consequently, I sprained it several times. My thumb, I mean.


Douglas used to get mad when I’d get into fights because of him, so after a while I learned to do it behind his back. And I guess it would be humiliating, having one’s little sister constantly going around, beating up people on your behalf. But I don’t think that contributed to what happened to Douglas later. You know, this past Christmas, when he tried to kill himself. I mean, you don’t try to kill yourself because your little sister used to get into fights over you in junior high, or whatever.


Do you?


Anyway, once I was in my room, I called Ruth and invited her out to dinner with us. I knew that, even though today was the first day of what would be another one of her diets, thanks to Jeff Day, Ruth wasn’t going to be able to resist. Not only was it lobster, but it was Michael. Ruth tries to pretend she doesn’t like Michael, but between you and me, the girl has it bad for him. Don’t ask me why. He’s no prize, believe me.


And just like I knew she would, she said, “Well, I really shouldn’t. Lobster is so fattening. Well, not the lobster, really, but all the butter … but I guess it is a special occasion, what with Michael getting into Harvard and all. I guess I should go. Okay, I’ll go.”


“Come over,” I said. “Give me ten minutes, though. I gotta change.”


“Wait a minute.” Ruth’s voice grew suspicious. “Your mom’s not making you wear one of those gay outfits, is she?” When I remained silent, Ruth said, “You know, I don’t think a motorcycle is enough. Your dad should buy you a damned Maserati for what that woman puts you through.”


Ruth thinks my mom is suffering from the oppression of a patriarchal society, consisting mainly of my dad. But that isn’t true. My dad would totally love it if my mom got a job. It would keep her from obsessing about Douglas. Now that he’s home again, though, she says she can’t even think of working, since who would watch him and make sure he stays away from the razor blades the next time?


I told Ruth that, yes, I had to wear one of my mom’s gay outfits, even though “gay” is the wrong word for it, because all the gay people I know are really cool and would sooner drop dead than wear something made out of gingham, except on Halloween. But whatever. I hung up and started undressing. I pretty much live in jeans and a T-shirt. In the winter, I’ll put on a sweater, but seriously, I don’t dress up for school like some girls. Sometimes I don’t even shower in the morning. I mean, what is the point? There is no one there I want to impress.


Well, at least there hadn’t been, until Rob Wilkins asked me if I wanted a ride home. Now that might be worth blow-drying for.


Only, of course, I couldn’t let Ruth know. And she totally would, the minute she swung by to pick me up. She’d be like, “Mousse much?”


Although she’d probably approve—at least until she found out who I was moussing for.


Anyway, while I was undressing, it occurred to me that Douglas might have been wrong. There might have been a star-shaped scar somewhere else on my body, not necessarily on my palms. Say on the bottoms of my feet, or something.


But when I checked, my soles were just pink as usual. No scars. Not even any lint between my toes.


It was weird about Rob Wilkins asking me if I wanted a ride like that. I mean, I hardly knew the guy. We had detention together, and that was it. Well, that isn’t strictly true. Last semester, he’d been in Health with me. You know, Coach Albright’s class. You’re supposed to take it as a sophomore, but for some reason—okay, probably because he’d flunked first time around—Rob had been taking it his senior year. He’d sat behind me. He was pretty quiet most of the time. Occasionally he’d have a conversation with the guy behind him, who was also a Grit. I’d eavesdrop, of course. These conversations generally revolved around bands—Grit bands, mostly heavy metal, or country—or cars.


Sometimes I couldn’t help butting in. Like once I said that I really didn’t think Steven Tyler was a musical genius. Prince was the only living musician I’d call a genius. And then, for about a week, we kind of dissected their lyrics, and Rob eventually agreed with me.


And once Rob was talking about motorcycles, and the guy behind him was going on and on about Kawasaki, and I was just like, “What are you, high? American, all the way,” and Rob gave me a high five.


Coach Albright hadn’t exactly been there in the classroom a lot. Football emergencies kept coming up, requiring him to leave us to work on the questions at the end of the chapter. You know the kind of questions. The spleen performs what function? The adult male generates how many sperm each day? The kind of questions you instantly forget the answers to as soon as you’ve passed the class.


I decided that, for school tomorrow, I might wear this Gap shirt Douglas had given me for Christmas. I’d never worn it to school before, because it had a scoop neck. Not exactly the kind of thing you want to wear while taking down a quarterback.


But, hey, if that’s what it took to bag a ride on that Indian …


It wasn’t until I was buttoning up my hideous lilac-colored Laura Ingalls dress that I glanced at my reflection in the mirror and saw it: this fist-sized red mark in the middle of my chest. It didn’t hurt or anything. It was like I’d suddenly broken out in hives or something. Like someone had slipped a bad clam into my shells and sauce.


From the center of the red mark radiated these tendrils. In fact, looking at it in the mirror, I saw that the whole thing was …


Well, kind of shaped like a star.





CHAPTER 4


Ruth said, “I’m telling you, I don’t see another one. There’s just the one.”


“Are you sure?”


I was standing, stark naked, in the middle of my bedroom. It was after dinner, which I guess had been delicious. I wouldn’t know, having been unable to taste anything, what with my excitement over having been really and truly struck by lightning. The star-shaped burn proved it. It was the entrance wound Douglas had been talking about.


The only problem was, I couldn’t find an exit wound. I’d made Ruth come over after dinner and help me look. Only she wasn’t being much help.


“I had no idea,” she said from my bed, where she was lying, flipping through a copy of Critical Theory Since Plato—you know, just a little light reading—she’d brought over, “you’d actually grown breasts. I mean it. You aren’t an A cup anymore. When did that happen?”


“Ruth,” I said, “what about on my back? Do you see one on my back?”


“No. What are you now, a B?”


“How should I know? You know I never wear a bra. How about on my butt? Anything on my butt?”


“No. Is there something between a B and a C? Because I think that’s what you are now. And you really should start wearing one, you know. You could start to sag, like those women in National Geographic.”


“You,” I said to her, “are no help.”


“Well, what do you expect me to do, Jess?” Ruth turned grumpily back to her book. “I mean, it’s a little weird, having your best friend ask you to check her body for entrance and exit wounds, don’t you think? I mean, it’s a bit gay.”


I went, “I don’t want you to feel me up, you moron. I just wanted you to tell me if you saw an exit wound.” I pulled on a pair of sweats. “Get over yourself.”


“I can’t believe,” Ruth said, ignoring me, “that Michael’s going to Harvard. I mean, Harvard. He is so smart. How can someone so smart fall for Claire Lippman?”


I pulled a sweatshirt over my head. “Claire’s not so bad,” I said. I knew her pretty well, see, from detention. Not that she ever got detention, but they held detention in the auditorium, and Claire always had the lead in whatever play the drama club was putting on, so I’d watched most of her rehearsals when she played Emily in Our Town, Maria in West Side Story, and, of course, Juliet in Romeo and Juliet.


“She’s a really good actress,” I said.


“I highly doubt,” Ruth said, “that Michael admires her for her talent.”


Ruth always calls Mike Michael, even though everyone else calls him Mike. She says Mike is a Grit name.


“Well,” I said, “you got to admit, she does look good in a bathing suit.”


Ruth snorted. “That slut. I can’t believe she does that. Every summer. I mean, it was one thing back before she hit puberty. But now … what’s she trying to do? Cause a traffic accident?”


“I’m hungry,” I said, because I was. “You want something?”


Ruth said, “I’m not surprised. You hardly touched your lobster.”


“I was too excited to eat then,” I said. “I mean, come on. I got electrocuted today.”


“I wish,” Ruth said, to the book, “you’d go to a doctor. You could be hemorrhaging internally, you know.”


I said, “I’m going downstairs. You want anything?”


She yawned. “No. I gotta go. I’ll just stop by Michael’s room to say congratulations one more time, and good night.”


I thought it would be best to leave the two of them alone, you know, in case there was a romantic interlude, so I went downstairs to forage for food. The chances of Mikey ever even looking twice in Ruth’s direction are like nil, but hope springs eternal, even in the heart of a fat girl. Not that Ruth is that fat. She’s just twice the size of Claire Lippman. Not that Claire is so skinny—she’s pretty hippy, actually. But boys seem to like that, I’ve noticed. In magazines, they make out if you’re not Kate Moss, your life is over, but in real life, boys—like my brothers—wouldn’t look twice at Kate Moss. Claire Lippman, though, who’s gotta be thirty-four, twenty-four, thirty-eight or so, they drool over. I think a lot of it is how you project yourself, and Claire Lippman projects herself like she’s got it going on, you know?


Ruth doesn’t. Project herself with any confidence, I mean. Ruth’s problem is that she’s just, you know, a big girl. All the crash diets in the world aren’t going to change that. She just needs to accept that and accept herself and calm down. Then she’ll get a boyfriend. Guaranteed.


But probably not Mike.


I was thinking about how weird bodies are while I poured myself a bowl of cereal. I wondered if the star-shaped scar was going to stay on my chest. I mean, who needed that? And where was that exit wound, anyway?


Maybe, I thought, as I poured milk over my Total with raisins, the lightning was still inside of me. That would have been weird, huh? Maybe I was walking around with it buzzing inside of me. And maybe, like Ruth said, I could send it shooting at people. Like Jeff Day. He so deserved it. I thought about shooting bolts of lightning at Jeff Day while I read the back of the milk carton. Man, would that put a crimp in his football career.


When I got back upstairs, Ruth was gone. Mike’s door was closed, but I knew she wasn’t in there, because I heard him typing furiously on his computer. Probably sending E-mail to all his dweeby Internet buddies. Hey, guys, I got into Harvard! Just like Bill Gates.


Only maybe, unlike Bill Gates, Mike would actually graduate. Not that that had mattered, at least in Bill’s case.


The door to Douglas’s room was closed too, and no light spilled out from under it. But that didn’t stop me. Douglas was at his window, a pair of binoculars to his head, when I came barging in.


He turned around and went, “One of these days, you’re going to do that and you’re going to end up seeing something you really never wanted to see.”


“Already saw it,” I said. “Mom used to make us take baths together when we were little, remember?”


He said, “Go away. I’m busy.”


“What are you looking at, anyway?” I asked, going to sit on his bed in the darkness. Douglas’s room smelled like Douglas. Not a bad smell, really. Just a boy smell. Like old sneakers mingled with Old Spice. “Claire Lippman?”


“Orion,” he said, but I knew he was lying. His room has a view straight into Claire Lippman’s, two houses away. Claire, exhibitionist that she is, never pulls down her blinds. I doubt she even has blinds.


But I didn’t mind Douglas spying on her, even though it was sexist and a violation of her privacy and all. It meant he was normal. Well, for him, anyway.


“Not to tear you away from your lady love,” I said, “but I found an entrance wound.”


“She’s not my lady love,” Douglas said. “Merely the object of my lust.”


“Well, whatever,” I said. I pulled on the neck of my sweatshirt. “Take a look at this.”


He turned on his reading lamp and swiveled it in my direction. When he saw the scar, he got real quiet.


“Jesus Christ,” he said after a while.


“Told you,” I said.


He said, “Jesus Christ,” again.


“There’s no exit wound,” I said. “I had Ruth check me, all over. Nothing. Do you think the lightning is still inside me?”


“Lightning,” he said,” does not just stay inside you. Maybe this is the exit wound, and the bolt came in through the top of your head. Only that isn’t possible,” he said, to himself, I guess, “because then her hair would be scorched.”


It was possible, though, that he wasn’t speaking to himself. He could have been speaking to the voices. He hears voices sometimes. They were the ones who told him to kill himself last Christmas.


“Well,” I said, letting my sweatshirt snap back onto place. “That’s all. I just wanted to show you.”


“Wait a minute.” I had gotten up, but Douglas pulled me back down onto his bed again. “Jess,” he said. “Did you really get struck by lightning?”


“Yes,” I said. “I told you I did.”


Douglas looked serious. But then, Douglas was always serious. “You should tell Dad.”


“No way.”


“I mean it, Jess. Go tell Dad, right now. Not Mom, either. Just Dad.”


“Aw, Douglas …”


“Go.” He pulled me up and pushed me toward the door. “Either you do it, or I will.”


“Aw, hell,” I said.


But he started to look funny, all pinch-faced and stuff. So I dragged myself downstairs and found my dad where he usually was when he wasn’t at one of the restaurants—at the dining room table, going over the books, with the TV in the kitchen turned to the sports channel. He couldn’t see the TV from where he sat, but he could hear it. Even though he looked totally absorbed in the numbers in front of him, if you switched the channel, he’d totally freak out.


“What,” he said when I came in. But not in an unfriendly way.


“Hey, Dad,” I said. “Douglas says I have to tell you I got hit by lightning today.”


My dad looked up. He had his reading glasses on. He looked at me over the tops of them.


“Is Douglas having an episode?” he asked. That’s what the shrinks call it when Douglas’s voices get the better of him. An episode.


“No,” I said. “It’s really true. I did get struck by lightning today.”


He looked at me some more. “Why didn’t you mention this at dinner?”


“Because, you know,” I said, “it was a celebration. But Douglas said I have to tell you. Ruth, too. She says I could have a heart attack in my sleep. See, look.”


I stretched out the neck of my sweatshirt again. It was okay, because the scar was way above my boobs, up by my collarbone. My dad’s been kind of weird about my boobs, ever since I got some. I think he’s afraid they’ll get in the way of my swing when I haul off a right hook at somebody.


He looked at the scar and went, “Were you and Skip playing with firecrackers again?”


I think I mentioned before that Skip is Ruth’s twin brother. He and I used to have a thing about firecrackers.


“No, Dad,” I said. “Jeez. I’m way over firecrackers.” Not to mention Skip. “That’s from the lightning.”


I told him what had happened. He listened with this very serious look on his face. Then he went, “I wouldn’t worry about it.”


That’s what he always used to say when I’d wake up in what seemed like the middle of the night—but was probably only about eleven—when I was a very little kid, and I’d come down and tell him my leg, or my arm, or my neck hurt.


“Growing pains,” he’d say, and give me a glass of milk. “I wouldn’t worry about it.”


“Okay,” I said. I was just as relieved as I’d been back then, when I was little. “I just thought I should tell you. You know, in case I don’t wake up tomorrow morning.”


He said, “You don’t wake up tomorrow, your mother will kill you. Now go to bed. And if I hear anything about you seeking shelter under metal again during a thunderstorm, I’ll wear you out.”











OEBPS/images/copy.jpg










OEBPS/images/9781442406308.jpg
#1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

MEG CABOT

WRITING AS JENNY CARROLL

Vanishe d

BOOKS ONE & TWO
When Wsmkes . Code Name Cassandra

PREVIOUSLY PUBLISHED AS 1-800-WHERE-R-YOU





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
\/amshed

BﬂI]KS ON[ & TWD
e

MEG cAR0T

Simon Pulse
N TORR LOKION TORONTO SYONCY





