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For Hobo Joe




—You are so lovely in slumber.


—Ha! Why, because I’m silent?


—No, not at all. It’s a certain vulnerability you rarely display when awake.


—Why did you wake me, then?


—I did not wake you.


—So I’m dreaming?


—Dreaming? Hardly. Dreams are for children.


—Huh . . . I’ve heard of people talking in their sleep, but not conversing.


—Ah, but you’re often surprised by your own abilities, the things you can do.


—That’s true. Especially where you’re concerned.


—For instance, did you know you could do this in your sleep?


—No . . . no, I didn’t.


—And what of this?


—Oh, no. Oh, no . . .


—And this . . . and this . . . and this . . .





PART I
THE GARDEN
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LOVE IS BLUE. A CLEAR CERULEAN WHEN NEW. A BRIGHT, BOLD, TRUE blue in its glorious throes. And when it hurts, as it inevitably will, love turns deep, dark, the color of a bad bruise. I know all about that deep, that dark—I’ve been dealing with it for a while now. One night of true bliss with the boy I love, and then he was gone. Had he found the peace eluding him for centuries? Or was his destiny null, void, blank, nothing? Don’t ask me. All I know is that what we shared—tumultuous as it often was—went beyond tangible presence. He left me, of his own accord or by some immutable force, but he’s with me. I feel him. On me. In me. Through and through me. That’s how I can handle it.


Even though it hurts like hell. Literally. Our night was intense—naturally, he put his mark on me. There, along my inner thigh, storm-colored, tear-shaped. Only why won’t the blue bruise fade? Stroking soapy fingers across it in the shower, I fall back against the tile, his imprint still so tender and reaching all the way to my core.


Six months later—as in now—the blue bruise remains.


Like I said, I can deal. I’ve . . . adapted. Here it is, almost summer, and I’ll wear a skirt or shorts without a thought to my tarnished skin. At night, I’ll sleep, ignoring that stained aspect of my anatomy. Sure, sometimes, alone in bed I’ll press my hand there, and the pain is still the pain, except not exactly. Oh, and the nocturnal trysts, dreams that aren’t dreams, during which we chat . . . and stuff. Then there’s the after blow—the selfish ache of his absence—which kills. Only I have no control over any of it, or him. Sinclair Youngblood Powers. Boy turned ghost turned golem turned . . . who knows. My Sin.


“Di-i-i-i-ce!”


That would be Marsh. Shrieking. Except Marsh doesn’t shriek. So I dash from the backyard, where I’m tending tomato seedlings (crazy, I know, a city girl like me) to find a foot-high blaze snarling on the stove top and my best friend haplessly flailing a pot holder.


“Marsh!” I hip-check her out of the way. “Fan the flames, why don’t you?” I find the lid to the pan, slam it over the orange plumes. Grease fires and such don’t faze me much these days. But Marsh, her eyes wide and brimming, cringes against the sink.


“It’s out,” I state the obvious. Adding, soothingly, “No worries, Marsh. No harm done.” No harm, unless you’re the chicken cutlets she’s torched beyond recognition.


She blinks back tears. Which is weird. I mean, the girl blew away her abusive father with his own Clint Eastwood special last fall, and having shouldered so much suffering at the hands of Daddy Demento, she doesn’t easily freak. I yank off my gardening gloves and put an arm around her.


Instantly she crumples. “Oh, Dice . . .”


“Marsh, come on, hush, okay? Nothing happened.”


She sniffs, hard, and gets it together. I let go and watch her as she leans rigidly against the counter.


“I must’ve got . . . distracted.” She presses a knuckle to mauve-tinged half-moons under sleepless eyes. “I’m sorry, Dice. I ruined dinner.”


I just shrug. Marsh and I have been housemates since right around New Year’s. She’d moved with her kid sisters into the new place, twenty miles away in Torrington, but the whole situation—with them, their mother, and New Pop—proved too tense. Living here, Marsh can graduate from Swonowa with our friends, still tend her beloved horses, work all summer to earn cash for vet tech school, and of course be close to her boyfriend, Crane.


The deal works both ways, though—it’s good for me having Marsh around. My parents rarely are. Daddy landed a role in a series that shoots in Toronto. (Ever see Officer Demon, that show about the vampire cop? Yeah, he’s the grumpy, overworked coroner.) And when circulation tanked at Momster’s magazine In Star, she got a new boss, this Brit who makes Simon Cowell look like the Dalai Lama; her hours are more insane than ever. Taking a four-hour train-then-cab ride or driving a rental from Manhattan to Swoon, C-T, is so not on her schedule these days. Marsh is my buttress against loneliness; and she really is—lapse into patricide aside—a regular girl: down-to-earth, no-nonsense, and so a healthy influence. Ordinary is my number one goal these days, normal my nirvana. So I say, “It’s not like your chicken supreme is so hot anyway.”


It’s true. The division of labor here at 12 Daisy Lane is usually: cooking = me, cleaning = her. Guess I was lingering in the garden too long and she got hungry.


Marsh sniffs again and slides her lank blond bangs. “Oh, shut up,” she says, and tries a smile.


I try one back, though both smiles are weak. Something’s definitely up with her. Sitting at the table in the tiny dining area, I say, “You want to tell me what’s going on?”


For a beat her eyes narrow, that look she gets when she thinks I’m playing psychic detective. The girl is still a little spooked by my so-called gift.


I cock my head, press my lips. “It’s pretty obvious. You’re not the type to space out over a sauté pan.”


Marsh sits opposite me, toys with the edge of a flea-market doily. “It’s Crane,” she says, her voice so thin it needs to be fed intravenously. “He dumped me.”


“No, no, no, no.” This may be a crazy, unstable, screwed-up world, but if anything’s for sure in it, it’s that Crane Williams loves Kristin Marshall.


“Well then, where is he?” she wants to know. “I haven’t seen him or heard from him in two days!”


Two days? Impossible. Although . . . yeah, it was two days ago that Crane’s brother Duck called to cancel practice. They have this band, the Williams boys and another guy, Tosh Peters—basically a cover band plus two originals Crane wrote—and I’m kinda-sorta in it. On impulse I sang with them last week, and they’ve been bugging me to make it official. Strange, then, after I said I’d come to the next rehearsal, that they blew it off. “Two days. Huh.”


“That’s right,” Marsh says. “And I keep going over it—what I said, what I did or didn’t do, to make him mad or . . .”


I hate when girls do that, assume that whatever went wonky with their romance is some fault or failing on their part. Of course, Marsh hardly had stellar role models in the relationship department so I cut her some slack. I stand up. “Let’s go.”


“Go—where?”


“Their house. We’ll see if he’s home, and if not, we’ll get something out of Duck.” We call him Duck but the boy’s more magpie—you can’t shut him up.


This seems to make sense to Marsh; she nods once, and we’re out the door.


“Wait a sec.” I touch her wrist. “I’ll be right back.”


A restored relic from the 1700s, our clapboard farmhouse could go up like tinder. I just want to double-check, make sure all the burners are off. Call me OCD—you dance with death enough times, you can’t be too careful. In the kitchen, though, everything’s cool. Very cool; too cool. You’d never know by the temperature that we’d just beat down a blaze. Or by the smell. Not burnt chicken but . . . roses?


There’s not a single rosebush on the property, but the scent is unmistakable, and unwelcome, snapping me back to the first and only funeral I ever had to attend. The church a sea of flowers, as you’d expect when someone so young and so beautiful so tragically dies. I see her now, my best friend since fourth grade, laid out in an open casket, her high-necked, long-sleeved gown demure, like nothing she’d ever be caught dead in. Now I’m giggling aloud, just as I did then—oh, the irony!—the giggles going headlong toward hysteria. Convulsively I laugh, I can’t help it—the smell of roses so powerful and the chill of the grave so close. Which makes no sense, no sense at all. Unless I’m about to—


NO!


I haul off and slap myself across the face so hard my eyeballs bounce. Effective. That slide into clairvoyant never-never land that I never-never want to experience again? Neatly avoided. Damn, who knew? One good self-inflicted blow can psych out a psychic episode. I’ll have to remember that.
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RUBBING MY JAW, I GO MEET MARSH ON THE PORCH TO FIND THE redolence of roses replaced by that of French fries.


“I need to copy your civics homework.” A “hello” would’ve been nice, a “please,” but my cousin Pen has forgotten such niceties. “Like the last three weeks’ worth. I seem to have fallen behind.”


I’ll say. Considering how often Pen’s shown to class, I’d be surprised if she knew that civics is the study of citizenship and not Japanese cars. Now, graduation close enough to kiss, she’s playing catch-up. “Sure,” I say. “Just not right now.”


“How come?” Pen pops three fries at a time. “Where are you going?”


“Rehearsal,” I lie. Glancing at Marsh, I figure she might want to keep the Crane conundrum between us.


“Ooh. Rehearsal.” Pen snorts, then juts her chin at Marsh. “So you’re in the band now? What do you play—skin flute?”


I don’t want to smack her; I really don’t. When it comes to Pen, I practice patience. She’s been going through changes lately. The dedicated junk-food diet that’s added considerable poundage to her former cheerleader physique. The self-mutilated spiky mop that was once her cascade of shampoo-commercial hair. The well-adjusted It Girl who graciously took me into her social strata when I moved here a year ago has segued into this pastiche of nihilist, slacker, and all-around brat.


Late-onset rebellion? Early-onset senility? No, Sinclair Youngblood Powers. There’s not a citizen of Swoon who didn’t fall under his sway in some way, Pen especially. What Sin did to Pen—the possession, the seduction—it wasn’t pretty. Yet in her warped way, she probably misses him almost as much as I do.


Marsh, for the moment, ignores her.


“I’ll drop the civics off when I get back.” Pen only lives across the road.


Tilting her head lest one crispy remnant escape her greedy tube, Pen considers this. She chews, and swallows, and then says, “No.”


“No? Yes: no. Look, I don’t want to be late.”


“Not the stupid civics. I don’t care about the stupid civics.” Pen employs the meaty expanse between thumb and forefinger to wipe her mouth. “I want to come,” she says. “If Marsh can be in the band, so can I.”


My cousin doesn’t share any familial tendency toward ESP, but she senses me wavering. She hasn’t hung out in a while. Deep down she might be jealous of how tight Marsh and I are now. Deeper down, she must be battling some demons—lost to the perky, naive person she used to be, at odds with the sullied femme-bot Sin turned her into, and completely clueless about how she might wind up.


Marsh can sense my indecision too and tips the scales. “Let’s just go, okay?”


Pen turns on her heel, her now ample ass switching with some of its old saucy flair. After all, she’s still Pen—just a pudgier, discontented version. “My car, if you please!” she says, and we take her rich-girl ride instead of Marsh’s hooptie.


It’s a short drive from Daisy Lane to the Swoon town center, but Pen’s yammering makes it feel endless. “So tell me how you play the skin flute,” she taunts, locking eyes with Marsh in the rearview mirror. “Like this, right?” She jabs the inside of her cheek with her tongue.


“Pen, just stop.” I don’t want to smack her. I don’t . . .


“A real virtuoso!” She cackles, and leans on her horn to piss off the car she nearly smacks into.


Sotto voce, Marsh goes weepy in the backseat, but Pen and I both hear her.


“Nice, Pen,” I comment.


“Don’t cry, you turd,” she says, though her face falls quickly from mischief to chagrin. “I was just teasing, Marsh, really! What the hell—”


“You’re an idiot, that’s what,” I inform her.


“Just tell her!” Marsh blubbers. “I don’t care! Call Channel 8 while you’re at it!”


I swivel to check on her, slumped against the upholstery, then open Pen’s console for tissues. “Here.” I hand off a ball of drive-thru napkins.


“Tell me what?” Pen insists.


“Crane dumped me.”


“Marsh, you don’t know that—”


“He did! He did!” she moans.


“Oh my God!” Pen echoes in sincere harmony. “Marsh, I’m so sorry—I am an idiot. Oh, Marsh!”


The chorus of female dismay comes to an end at the Williamses’ driveway. The rambling stone manor house looms above us, beautiful, imperious, and old. And right in front, Crane’s Cutlass SS—not so old, but certainly vintage.


Looks like Bruise Blue’s guitarist is home.
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ARGUMENT IN THREE ACCENTS: THE NASAL BOSTON BARK OF PAUL Williams; the clipped yet wispy London lilt of his wife, Lillian; and the far-flung tones of their younger son, raised all over the world and quite accustomed to speaking his mind.


“Hard work should make a man of him! Instead he gives up, runs away, the worthless, ungrateful—”


“Please! I will not have you call Crane worthless! Simply because he doesn’t fit the mold you’d force him into. If he’s gone to find himself, I champion such courage.”


It’s easy for us eavesdroppers to figure out the thrust of this fracas. The east wing of the house is under renovation, and Crane, having put off college, got pressed by his father into manual labor. As far as we knew, he was fine with it—at least he got to hang with Marsh and play music when he wasn’t pounding nails or mixing mortar.


“Courage?! You—”


“Stop! Cease! Desist!” Duck, shrilly. “I can’t stand your fighting, which doesn’t make a shred of sense anyway. If Crane’s gone off, why is his vehicle in the driveway?”


Excellent point, but weaned on procedural detective dramas like I was, I know Crane could have ditched his sweet ride and hitched his way out on the Frontage Road.


“And moreover”—Duck flings an arm in our direction—“why is his beloved in our foyer?” The Williams parents turn from the great hall to our trio of intruders.


“Marsh! Darling!” Lillian Williams wafts regally our way, paisley caftan—a gift from some maharaja—and prematurely silver hair streaming. She insinuates herself between Pen and me to clutch Marsh against her bead-bedecked bosom. A clumsy maneuver for them both, Marsh being fashion-model tall and having to stoop for the embrace. Lillian then holds Marsh at arm’s length, peering into our girl’s eyes. “You do know where Crane is, don’t you? No! You needn’t say.” She hurls a look at her husband. “I know in my soul he’s on a journey, a journey he needs to take.” Back to Marsh now. “But if you could tell us something, anything, to set our minds at ease . . .”


“I . . . um . . . ,” Marsh stammers desperately, then stops, settles for tears.


“That’s it!” Paul Williams thunders. “I’m calling the police.”


“Paul, don’t!” The boys’ mother flits toward him, feet bare, toe bells tinkling. “I’d know it, I’d feel it, if he’d come to harm, and you’ll only alienate him further . . .”


Duck shoulders us out of the vaulted foyer and through a passage that leads to the music studio; then, rethinking it, ushers us outside instead. Tucking his arm through Marsh’s, he steers us across the grounds. “Truly, you don’t know where he is?”


“No,” she says. “What a selfish ninny I am! I’ve been a basket case thinking this was his way of breaking up with me.”


“Tut-tut!” Yes, Duck actually says that. Think Oscar Wilde trapped in a beefy linebacker’s body. “That would never happen.”


Marsh isn’t listening. “When all this time, he’s been . . . he’s . . .” She trails off.


“When did you last see him?” I ask Duck.


“After brunch on—”


A piercing whistle—street-hustle, city-style—interrupts his reply. We stop in our tracks.


“Yo!” The whistler waves, trots up, his nimbus of hair like coffee cotton candy. Tosh Peters. “Damn, Duck, your father does not like me, man.”


Duck swats air. “To him, anyone over eighteen who’s not at university is an imbecile or a criminal and probably both.”


This garners a consensus of sighs: parents and their unholy fixation with higher academia. Tosh’s folks, same deal—all aghast when he announced he’d be hooking up with an uncle to move to the wealthy boonies and open the region’s premier Jamaican restaurant. “I hear that,” he says. And then he looks at me.


I look back.


Then he says, “Hey, Dice.” He also greets Marsh, but his eyes stay put.


Which prompts a “Hey, Tosh. This is my cousin Pen” out of me.


And Tosh says, “Hey, Ben.”


This cracks me up, inappropriate as that may be. “Pen, not Ben,” I correct. “As in Penelope.”


Blushing, a purplish tint invading his cheeks, he looks at my cousin for the first time. “Sorry about that, Pen-not-Ben.” He treats her to a frankly winning smile, straight teeth between lips like a split ripe plum. “Good to meet you.”


Pen says, “Yeah,” and fixes her gaze somewhere under his left earlobe.


“So, look, man, what’s up?” Tosh shifts on the balls of his feet, as though obeying a drum loop only he can hear. Vaguely I wonder if he’s like that all the time, perpetual motion in the shower, in bed. “Is this band on or off or what?” He taps Duck’s arm in an amiable way. “If it’s off, that’s cool, only you’ve had my Beatles anthology forever, dude, and Crane has my didgeridoo.” Okay, Tosh Peters is a tad self-involved. It takes him forever to size up the tension among us. “What, is something wrong?” he asks at last.


He looks at me, and my look says Ding! Ding! Ding!


“Crane’s missing.” This from, of all people, Pen. “He’s been gone two days. That’s why we’re all here. Sorry if that interferes with your dream of pop stardom, Tork.”


Tosh doesn’t take the bait. Brow creasing, he passes a palm across his unruly Afro. “Shit. Missing. Two days? And no one’s heard from him?”


We start up again, an aimless meander, while filling Tosh in on everything we don’t know about Crane’s vanishing act. As our path takes us to the edge of the lawn, we pass through a gate into a thriving though unkempt garden. Clearly the Williamses don’t retain a groundskeeper, other than someone to cut the grass; Lillian must like her flora au naturel, and Paul must not care. Flowers push up willy-nilly between neglected topiaries and ornamental sculptures. Every few yards, a bench, some made of marble, others with wrought-iron frames.


Marsh sinks onto a seat with a sigh. Pen, back in touch with her nurturing side, sits next to her and holds her around; while Duck, not be outdone in the mother hen role, kneels at her feet and takes one of her hands. Tosh and I prefer to stand, an inch of space between us, and as I again become aware of his steady swerve, I notice myself moving, just barely, in tune with his physical flow.


“Don’t worry, Marsh,” Duck says. “Wherever Crane is, he will come back.”


“Do you really think so?” Her hope is a fly in a web.


“Well, yes—of course I do.” To me it sounds like he’s trying to convince himself as well as Marsh. He releases her hand to sit cross-legged on the ground, pressing fist to lips as though to frap a restless confession. “He wouldn’t take off, not now, with his plans to . . . but he couldn’t have been serious . . . although he did seem so happy, so sure . . . even though it’s utterly bonkers, you both being so young . . .”


Huffing, Pen gives him a swift kick in the haunch. “Out with it, Duck. What the hell are you trying to say?”


“All right, all right!” He lurches onto his knees again. “I know Crane wouldn’t have left without you, Marsh, because I know how much he loves you. You see—I saw it!”


We stare at him, stumped.


“Oh, Marsh—he showed me the ring!”
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THE LIGHT IN THE GARDEN IS ALMOST GONE, YET MARSH’S EYES SHINE diamond bright. It takes her a second to locate her tongue, strap it to the syllable: “Ring?”


As in engagement ring? Precursor to wedding ring? No, no, no! Marsh still in high school, Crane barely nudging twenty. Yes, yes, yes! When you’re in love, you’re in love—what’s age got to do with it? I’m too stunned to comment.


Pen, however, has no problem. “Pfffff!” she spews. I throw her a scowl—this is so not her business—yet she persists. “What kind of fairy tale are you people stuck in?” She makes bug eyes at all of us. “Clearly I’m the only one here even mildly in touch with reality.”


Maybe so—but not for long, since right about then reality goes awry. A heavy, heady scent seizes the atmosphere—the same one I almost OD’d on an hour ago. Now, though, it’s not merely the aroma of roses. All around us there’s a rustling . . . a bursting. Shrubs that bore only leaves when we entered the garden explode in frantic profusion—think time-lapse photography on crystal meth. On a bower above our heads, buds surge into bloom so fast, the lattice groans with their weight. On every side, we’re engulfed.


Marsh, Duck, and even Pen spring to their feet to stand with Tosh and me in a spellbound cluster. This is happening—to all of us. It’s not some trick of my mutant mind alone. Together we succumb to impossibility in action. I’m overjoyed, overwhelmed, until all of a sudden the bottom drops out of my bliss. My blue bruise begins to throb, from the surface of my skin to the chambers of my heart, as I fiend for the one I most want to share this moment with.


Sin!


Do I shout his name or murmur it or simply feel him so strong, need him so bad, crave him so crazily, that the blunt-force trauma of my desire tweaks this event, spinning it from amazing to menacing. All I know is, adding Sin to the mix makes the roses encroach with belligerence now. And with thorns.


Slender stems encircle, pulling taut like wires, and tines attack. The essence of roses is ether now, and a small, weak part of my brain urges me to breathe it in, gulp it down, and let oblivion take over, anesthetize against the barbs that want my flesh, my blood, my very life. So I do—I breathe, I gulp, I go . . .


When I come to, it’s cool, the air no longer sickly sweet but earthy green. The first stars flicker on, and evening calm pervades. I’m out of the garden, flat on my back in the grass.


“Dice? You okay?” Tosh’s voice is clear, and close.


Woozily, I pull onto my elbows.


“Hey, Cuz.”


Pen’s here too, and Marsh and Duck. It’s all too reminiscent of that last scene in The Wizard of Oz. I’m loath to say, “And you were there! And you—and you!” in case they chuckle indulgently; in case, in fact, they weren’t. So I just say, “Things are a little fuzzy . . .”


“You passed out, and then boom, it was over,” Tosh says. “Then I, uh, Duck and me carried you out.”


“Uh-huh,” I say, then nip my lip. On one level I want to talk about what happened, but then think, no: the less said, the better. Aside from that black-and-blue mark that thinks it’s a tattoo, there hasn’t been a whiff of otherworldly weirdness in my life post-Sin. No need to call attention to the perverse rose parade. If I shut up, maybe we can all forget it.


Unfortunately, my cousin feels otherwise. “So, Tosh, guess this was your induction into Dice World.”


“Uh . . . huh?” he queries, like he’d rather not know. But Duck rivets on me, like he very much wants to. Willing myself invisible doesn’t work, but Marsh steps up.


“Ignore her, Tosh,” she says. “Pen’s being a bitch.”


“Oh?” My cousin flicks a lighter, fires up a doobie. On the exhale she says, “You want to crown Candice Reagan Moskow Miss Average American Teenager?” Squinting, she gestures with the joint. “You’re saying where she goes, spooky-dooky doesn’t follow?” Hits again, blows smoke. “Don’t you think these boys have a right to know what dimensions their bandmate is capable of traveling into?”


“Do you intend to pass that, Pen?” Duck says. “And while you’re at it, stop insinuating and start illuminating, hmm?”


“No,” says Tosh with terse authority. He gets to his feet and offers his hand, helping me to mine. “We just did battle with berserk rosebushes; I think we should survey the damage, get with some disinfectant.” He directs himself to Duck. “You got any hydrogen peroxide in that big house of yours?”


Marsh rises as well and dusts the seat of her pants. “Now there’s an idea. We ought to eat something too. That’s why Dice passed out, if you ask me. I used my supernatural powers to turn chicken into ashes earlier, and neither Dice or I has had a bite since fourth period.”


“Of course,” Duck agrees. “First aid first, and then we’ll forage.”


As we make our way back to the house, I’m still a little shaky, feverish, definitely drained. When the doobie wends my way, I say no to drugs—I don’t want to mess with my electrolytes any further. When Duck puts a meaty arm through mine, I eagerly use his bulk for support.


A mistake.


“You know, Dice,” he says, slowing us to lag behind. “I’ve seen some incredible things.” Assuming this to be one of his long-winded travelogues, I lean in and even let my lids half close. “The pyramids, the temples of Angkor Wat. Bolivia’s Salar de Uyuni—these salt lakes that change color from turquoise to flamingo when the wind blows.” His ramble takes on a lulling quality. “Not just natural phenomena, either. Umbanda rituals in Santa Catarina, all right? A voodoo ceremony outside Port-au-Prince.”


“Uh-huh,” I say, dragging my feet.


“I want you to know, I’m a very open-minded person. I believe, Dice, I believe.”


“Yeah? Cool . . .”


“And I know you believe too. Not just because of what Pen was hinting at. I can tell; I can sense it.”


Sure, sure—everyone’s a psychic. I don’t say this aloud.


“That’s why I feel I can tell you . . .” He lowers the volume a notch. “What we just experienced in the garden confirms certain suspicions of mine.”


“That’s great, Duck.” I am so tired. How many miles of lawn to go?


“I didn’t want to say it in front of Marsh, but I don’t think Crane is off finding himself, and I don’t think he’s run away, either.” His voice is low as he brings us to a full stop and faces me. “Dice, I believe he’s in there . . . someplace.” He chucks his head toward the structure before us, a brooding stone beast against the moonlit sky.


I don’t get it. “In the house, you mean? Like . . . hiding?”


“Not hiding,” he says, gripping my arm now. “Hidden. Stolen.”
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INVESTIGATING A SUPERNATURAL ABDUCTION DOESN’T EXACTLY JIBE with my goal to be Miss Average American Teenager, so I keep mum as our group troops inside. Duck drops it for the moment and flips the switch in the great hall so we can inspect one another. There are few scratches on anyone, which helps put the freaky flowering in perspective.


“There’s got to be some meteorological explanation,” Marsh reasons. “It’s been so warm for May, and we had all that rain the other day.”


“Uh-huh.” Tosh is quick to agree. “And the way we were tripping about it, we just must’ve bumbled around in the bushes.”


At a gilt-framed mirror above the mantelpiece, I address a faint red line on my cheek, another across my clavicle. Sure—heat wave, monsoon, klutziness. We merely imagined the ninja thorns, a mass hallucination brought on by purely natural phenomena.


Pen simply snorts. “You said you’d feed us,” she reminds Duck.


Ever the solicitous host, he leads us to the larder, where we snack on gourmet packaged goods from the mother country (Lillian Williams retains a nostalgic taste for the shortbreads, lemon curds, and biscuits of her native land). Munching out helps drive the rose garden incident deeper into the recesses of our psyches.


That’s when Lillian sweeps in to inform us she couldn’t stop Paul from contacting the sheriff to report Crane’s disappearance. The cops are on their way.


“We’re out of here.” Pen grabs her purse, grumbling animosity toward “the pigs” in a way that makes me wonder if this is simply a required aspect of her current phase, or if she’s got over an ounce of weed stashed in a zippered compartment. I don’t pester her about it, though—I’m good to go too.


For the next few days, I dodge Duck. Not too tough, since here in Swoon, ordinances protect the hills and dales from all but a few unsightly cellular towers, so he can’t hound me with calls and texts. And since he’s homeschooled, he’s not stalking me around Swonowa. Poor guy—his only recourse is the landline at 12 Daisy Lane.


“Duck called,” Marsh tells me Thursday afternoon. I’m coming in from chorale—we’re doing a precommencement concert—and she’s on her way out.


“Cool, thanks.” I proceed to litter the downstairs with my gear, eliciting a frown from my housemate—she’s kind of a neatnik and I’m sort of not.


“He said it was important.”


I scoop up RubyCat and plop to the couch with my furball. “Come on, you know Duck,” I say. “He gets a hangnail, he alerts the media. You off to the stables?”


Marsh nods. Of course she is—the Crane situation has only heightened her need for peaceful equine company; she rides each morning and whenever else she can. While everything her father owned had to be sold to pay his debts, Marsh’s attorneys finagled a way for her to keep two of the horses, boarding them at a local stable in exchange for cleaning stalls. The mare, Brandy, is hers in every respect—more Marsh’s bestie than I am. And then there’s Black Jack, who she might’ve given up if anyone was nuts enough to buy him. Always a bit headstrong and moody—bullish for a horse—once Sin put a saddle on him, that was it, game over: The stallion could be mounted by none other.


“Mac and cheese tonight?” I tempt.


“Oh . . . sure.” Marsh shrugs. “Fine.”


Such lack of enthusiasm worries me—my mac and cheese rules. The girl is wound tighter than a banjo string, and I can’t blame her; in fact, I relate, having also lost the boy of my dreams to who knows where. Sighing, I opt to tend my vegetable patch—how nice and normal is that? I change into grungy shorts and a threadbare tee that has too much sentimental value to join the rag bin, then shove my curls into a haphazard topknot. Once in the shed, I stop short, leery of the Miracle-Gro. Cut it out! I tell myself. There’ll be no attack of the killer tomatoes; they’re just plants—at this point, two inches high. And I really want to be harvesting peppers, cukes, and basil too.


It might be my last chance. The house at 12 Daisy is up for sale. With me set to start college in the city come fall, it just makes sense for me to move home. Yeah, sure, I’ve had my sights set on Columbia practically since birth, only with everything that went down over the last year . . . let’s just say it won’t be easy to bid good-bye to Swoon. So I’m out here digging, visions of homemade gazpacho dancing in my head. That’s when I hear my name.


Duck, no doubt; the dude is relentless.


“Yo! Dice! You around?”


That Brooklyn brogue—a little tough, a little lazy—definitely not Duck. Getting vertical, I push an escaped tendril out of my face with a dirty glove, and there’s Tosh. “Oh . . . hey.”


He’s pointing at my chest?! No, no, no; he’s pointing at the logo on my T-shirt. “Ramones, all right.” His hydra of hair bobs approval. “Seminal.”


“My mom interviewed Joey once,” I say. “She does a celebrity tabloid now—you know, Julia Roberts and Jennifer Aniston and whose husband is screwing the Nazi stripper of the moment—but she used to be cool.” Oh, how I blather.


Tosh nods again, rocks to his inner beat. Then, silence. Not really awkward. Just sort of fraught.


Then, “So what’s up? What are you doing?”


Thinking of what I’m doing reminds me of how I must be looking. Ratty clothes, no bra, and have I shaved my legs in recent memory? Not that Tosh is dressed to impress, in those checked pants cooks wear. “I don’t really know, to tell you the truth,” I say. “Before last year, the closest I got to a backyard was Central Park.”


“Yeah, we are in the wilderness.” He’s being funny, and I like funny. I also like how his eyes change color—green-no-gray-no-gold.


“The hinterlands,” I banter.


“The outback.”


“The provinces.”


Are we . . . flirting? It feels that way, with a surge of heat and a twitchy smirk. I pick up the watering can, a convenient prop.


“Yeah, well, good thing the local yokels like curried goat,” he says. “Or I’d be at Columbia or some shit.”


“Columbia? You’re kidding! That’s where I’m going.” Geek! Geek! Geek! “I mean, I’ve been accepted, but the future—who knows?”


“Yeah, exactly. Oh, hey, kitty.”


R.C. has poked through the cat flap to remind me that kibble doesn’t pour itself. Which means I need to stop dicking around, start the people food too. The thought of asking Tosh to dinner occurs, then unsettles. Am I daunted by the prospect of cooking for a pro? Or is it something more, inviting him in akin to a betrayal . . .


“So I guess you’re wondering what I’m doing here.” He gets to it at last.


I cock my chin in the international posture of explain, please.


“Band business.”


Oh. Yeah. Band business. Of course.


“It sucks, Crane missing and all—unless he’s where he wants to be, and then it’s all good—but I don’t think we have to stop. Duck ought to play, get his mind off his troubles. Only if I can be selfish a minute, here’s the thing: Since you came into the picture, I think this band could actually go somewhere. We’re not just three guys wanking anymore.”


I remember catching them as Not From Connecticut at a party the Williamses had last summer. What a fateful night that turned out to be. “Whoo . . . ,” I say quietly. “NFC!”


Tosh smiles. “Stupid. But then you bust in, and straight up, you give us a real name. Bruise Blue.”


Hey, anything would be an improvement. It does have a certain resonance, though.


“That’s deep, Dice,” he goes on. “That’s meaningful.”


If he only knew how much—to me.


“And you’ve got a set of pipes on you. Really.”


I’ve got to appreciate his taste.


“If we worked on it, maybe we could line up a gig, play out. Even without Crane’s songs. People love cover bands; they like to hear tunes they know as long as they’re done well.” He waits a beat, letting his sales pitch sink in. “So what do you say?”


Good question. I can sing; I know I can sing. A solo in chorale? No problem. But front a band, seriously? That first time was just random. The boys jamming, Marsh and me hanging in the studio, and Crane recalling that auspicious hayride last fall. A weather-beaten wagon. A harvest moon. A bunch of kids, a little high. Sin had been making mischief as usual, then settled down and pulled a harmonica out of his pocket, huffing and puffing while Crane strummed his Martin. Next thing I knew, the moonlight was my spotlight for this forceful freestyle, on-the-spot blues song to my boy—a song of woe, a song of warning, a song of what love gone wrong can do.


So last week in the studio, they all got to daring, then begging, then threatening that I better sing right now. Tosh grinned at me, intrigued, and Crane played the intro to that uber-megagonzo hit on everybody’s iPod right now, so WTF, I obliged. And it was weird: There I was, fooling around with the kind of catchy pop that makes my Cocoa Puffs habit seem healthy, goofing with three other guys, when—bam!—a sense of Sin came on strong. So strong, it was like he stood there, nodding to the beat, eyeing me with his signature half smirk, waiting for the bridge so he could chime in on mouth harp.


Yeah. Well. What did he used to call me? Right. “My drowsy thrush.”


I loved the feeling. Singing, yeah. The musical bond band members share, sure. But the Sin-ness, the undeniable communion with the boy who wasn’t there, that’s what seduced me, ensnared me, made me go, More . . . more . . . more! So when Duck clapped his hands and cried, “Dice, sing another!” I did. Damn skippy, I did.


“Dice?”


Huh? Oh, Tosh! Here and now, beside my struggling plants, a hungry cat winding between my shins.


“You in?”


Committing to Bruise Blue—and continuing to channel Sin—can’t possibly help me in my quest for normalcy. Unless it can. Cushy distractions like a veggie garden and comfort food may muffle the situation but won’t abolish it. If I’m ever to heal from this blue bruise, maybe I need to vent, vociferate, howl my head off. Maybe. Maybe not. But “maybe” isn’t one of the two answers I can give Tosh.


So I pick one. An answer, that is. “Yes.” I say it. What the hell, it’s just for the summer—possibly my final summer in Swoon. “I’m in. Sure.”


“No shit? For real? Killer! Then we should practice ASAP. Like tomorrow. I already talked to Duck, and he’s down. Although I have to work, so it’d be late, like around midnight. I could pick you up. If you want.”


Again, the Y word. I want. I want very much.


“Hey, you know what I’m thinking? We should do some real blues. Muddy Waters, Robert Johnson, or—what am I saying?—Big Mama Thornton, Bessie Smith . . . you being a female and all . . .”


The dude is getting way ahead of himself, but the truth is, I was raised on the blues—Daddy’s revered vinyl, the sleeves in plastic sheeting. I grin at him, shrug in acquiescence, and he takes off, elated.


Later, at the stove, idly stirring cheese into mac, I think of that golden glint in Tosh’s eyes. There because he’s stoked about the band, how we might “go somewhere.” Unless, of course, I put it there.
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THE KUSTARD KUP—SWOON’S KWAINT ALTERNATIVE TO DAIRY Queen—opens for the season Friday. Marsh has been a fixture since age fourteen, and once again she dons the hairnet. What with school, the stables, her overall emotional state, and her first night on the job, you’d assume she’d be exhausted when she’s done around eleven. Instead, she’s a lightning bolt of jittery blond energy. And she’s not alone. Her tumbledown Toyota pulls up the driveway, followed by a far fancier SUV I know full well.


“Hi-yee!” Pen strolls in behind Marsh, spooning from a sundae bigger than her head. “Want some?”


I take her up on two creamy, gooey bites.


“What are you all dressed up for?” my cousin wants to know.


“What are you talking about?” I counter. “I’m not dressed up.”


Pen squints, scrutinizes. “Well, you’re dressed.” As opposed to being in PJs—what every self-respecting homebody wears on Friday nights. Ever the label whore, Pen’s anarchist ensemble is nonetheless high-end, making me a tad self-conscious of my thrift-shop special: a man’s patterned polyester button-down, circa 1976, cinched at the waist over leggings.


“Pen, come on,” says Marsh, who hasn’t even sat down yet.


Pen hands over her purse. “Help yourself.”


Removing a Baggie of excellent herb, Marsh repairs to the kitchen table to roll a fatty. Pen, meanwhile, flops onto the couch and continues her appraisal. “And is that mascara?”


I make a face. “I’m going to Duck’s; we’re going to play.”


“And how are you getting there? Astral projection?”


It’s a fact: A year in Swoon and I still can’t operate a motor vehicle—some sort of NYC mental block. “If this is your way of offering me a lift,” I say, “no thank you. Tosh is picking me up.”


Pen burps. “He is so in love with himself, that one.” Ice cream radar in full effect, RubyCat pounces my cousin, sniffing. “Marsh, don’t you think?”


“Huh?” Marsh looks up, ponytail swinging. “What?” Damn, she needs to mellow out.


“That guy Tosh,” Pen says.


“Hey, don’t let her have hot fudge!” I snap. “Chocolate can kill a cat. And so what if he has an ego? It’s justified.” Tosh is one of those irritatingly gifted people who can wing it on any instrument.


“I’m so sure.”


I’m so flippant. “Come, then. Hear for yourself. Marsh, you too.” Having her there will be a buffer against Duck; he won’t bug me with his mwa-ha-ha haunted house obsession if his brother’s beloved is around. Plus, Marsh and Duck seem to find comfort in each other—them being practically in-laws already.


So Tosh arrives, and he’s all “the more the merrier” (read: he’d love an audience). We pile into Pen’s car (I’m carbon footprint fussy—it’d be unconscionable to caravan) and head for the handsome house off the green. Which is in considerable disarray—newspapers, empty bottles, items of Lillian’s eccentric wardrobe strewn about the great hall. And here’s Duck, splayed on a sofa, his hair in tufts and his eyes puffy.


“Don’t mind the mess,” he says, heaving himself erect. “Or mind it, I don’t care!” Then, “Oh, I’m sorry, don’t mind me.”


He and Marsh cling in greeting, and I begin to doubt this was such a great idea.


Tosh puts a hand on the big guy’s shoulder. “You hanging in there, man?”


Duck shakes his head, a woebegone teddy bear, and my heart goes out to him. “It’s hard,” he admits. “It’s been nearly a week. Mum’s a wreck, subsisting entirely on white wine and toffee; Father’s furious; and the sheriff’s department is truly worthless.” His shoulders rise and fall like twin anvils. “The worst part is, I’ve taken Crane for granted all my life. Our family wafts about like vagabonds, wherever the wind and Mummy’s whims might take us, but Crane was the constant. Crane was always there.”


His gaze is on me during this last part, which makes me squirmy. Duck wants something from me—he’s not sure what, and neither am I—yet I just can’t bring myself to merge into the paranormal lane. We hold each other’s eyes, and then he forces brightness. “Let’s rock out, shall we?”


The studio is spacious, wood-paneled, and comfy, hosting a slew of instruments, sheet music, and tablature, plus a computer and various racks of recording gear. The girls sink into plush suede seats side by side while we Bruise Bluers proceed to ignore them. Tosh adjusts the stool at the drum kit, and Duck, who usually plays bass, hovers over his brother’s Les Paul, then picks up the SG instead.


“I just want you to know, I’m a crap guitarist,” he warns.


“No worries, dude—you’re a crap bassist too,” Tosh joshes, with a ba-dum-bum-tish on tom-tom and cymbal.


I approach the microphone like a curious animal. “Is this on?” Yikes—feedback! “Oops—guess so.”


There’s a bit of tuning up as we decide not to work on Crane’s songs—too weird without him. We toss tune titles around awhile, and then Tosh, a little impatiently, says, “Come on, come on, singer’s choice.”


“All right, boss man!” Riffling through a stack of lyric sheets, I pull one out at random—the Ramones’ “Teenage Lobotomy”—and we’re off. We do this, we do that, mostly upbeat three-chord punk and pop, me purposely avoiding the blues and its typically lovesick verses. I can’t tell if we’re any good, but Marsh and Pen seem into it—they applaud, anyway. Then Pen pulls Marsh out of her chair and they mosh with abandon. Is that a bona fide smile getting whipped by Marsh’s ponytail? It is. For the first time in a long time, I could kiss my cousin.


After a while Tosh quits the kit, flexing his chops with one thing after another: guitar, sax, even that whacky pipe of didgeridoo. I’ll cop to it—I’m a little jealous. Much as I love music, I’ve always been all thumbs when it comes to any instrument other than my voice. I get over this the second Tosh attends the piano and rehearsal devolves into a cornball sing-along.


“Oh, I love this stuff !” he says, thumbing through a thick tome of Elton John ballads. We harmonize (horribly) on “Candle in the Wind,” then Duck takes a hilarious turn on lead vocals for “Don’t Let the Sun Go Down on Me” (changing the lyrics to “Do let your son . . .”). By the time we get to “Goodbye Yellow Brick Road,” Marsh and Pen have crowded around, all of us yowling more or less in unison.


“Stop! Stop!” Duck demands at the coda, his face pink and his smile a beacon. “Stop or I’ll pee!”


Tosh throws up his hands. “Please, man! Pee elsewhere!”


So Duck dashes off to the loo and Pen decides to find one too.


“That was so fun, Tosh, really,” Marsh says, blowing at her limp bangs. She looks tired, spent—in a good way, for a change.


“Yeah, who knew schmaltz was your forte.” I give him a gentle shoulder shove. “I’m impressed.”


“You ain’t heard nothing till I’ve butchered Barry Manilow.”


Marsh hits up the bar, the mini-fridge tucked beneath, and while I hear her ask, “Water, anyone?” for some reason I don’t answer. Neither does Tosh. We just share the bench for a few endless seconds. Then, out of nowhere, a sharp, acute shock of the pain that’s more pleasure. For the first time ever in public, in that very private place, my blue bruise starts to throb. Damn right, I flinch!


Does Tosh notice? He must, since he pops up with a “Water! Yes! Water!” and shakes his limbs in their sockets.


In an instant it’s gone, no throb, no echo, no trace. Just me wondering what the hell that was. I steal a glance at Tosh, who guzzles as he strides around the room, cutting me a way-wide berth. Great. Only now, alone with the baby grand, I can appreciate how cool it is, all curvy construction and satiny polish. Almost like a mythical creature—sturdy legs, a single wing, eighty-eight teeth in its stunning smile. I run my fingers across the keys, warmer than I thought they’d be. Inviting, in fact. And so, out of nowhere—the proverbial clear blue—I begin to play.


Eerily lovely, the melody must draw Tosh and Marsh close again. Only I’m not aware they’re standing there. Nor do I know when Pen and Duck come back into the room. What I do know is A-minor—not the saddest key, more bittersweet, melancholy but not without hope—and three-quarter time. A waltz. Elegant and enduring, the sort of piece a couple might have danced to, out there in the grand hall, back when the house was new. It sweeps and swirls, builds and then ebbs, pouring out of me. And when it’s done, my fingers lift from the ivories to my lips.


I look up into the faces of my friends.


Marsh and Tosh radiate clueless glee—pleasantly surprised. Pen’s expression is confusion mixed with annoyance—she knows full well I’m as proficient at piano as I am behind the wheel. But Duck, poor Duck, wears a grimace of unadulterated dread.


“Whoa, Dice, where’d that come from?” Tosh asks.


“I have no idea,” I softly, slowly admit.


“I do,” asserts the stricken Duck. “I recognized it immediately. Crane hummed the damn thing compulsively—every time he came from the east wing!”
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IT’S DIFFICULT IF NOT IMPOSSIBLE TO WRITE DUCK OFF AS A DRAMA queen. Especially as I notice the stink—that’s right, stink, stench, malodorous aura—of roses in the room.


“Wow,” I concede, purposefully closing the cover on the piano keys. “That’s weird.”


“Yes, Dice,” Duck says. “It is. Perhaps now you’ll take me seriously.”


Pen leans a knee on the bench. “What’s he talking about?”


My eyes are all over the place—on Pen, Marsh, the third eye of the wall. “Duck has this theory . . .”


“What?” Marsh demands, features converging, voice tightening. “About Crane?”


“Yes, Marsh, it is about Crane,” Duck says. “And, really, it ought squash any fears you might have that he’s been struck by a car or something awful like that.”


Right, Duck’s got a whole other kind of awful in mind.


“I believe,” he says, “that he’s still in the house. I believe the house . . . has him.”


A reflexive puff of disbelief and Tosh breaks the tension; too bad the pieces are so sharp. “Dude, sorry, I know you’re upset,” he says, palm up. “But come on.”


“No, you come on.” Pen wags a digit. “You don’t know anything. You live in Norris.” The next town over, it might as well be Pluto. “This is Swoon.”


Not one to step off a confrontation, Tosh spews syllables: “Huh? So? What?”


I get up, come between them. “What she’s trying to say is . . .” My fingers stray toward Tosh’s sleeve, then fall to my side. Is it my priority to make him understand that Swoon is special, and so am I? Or is it time to bring Marsh up to speed on Duck’s suspicions—suspicions I can no longer deny? I turn to her. “Look, Marsh, Duck thinks something haunty is happening. And he thinks I can help.”


Marsh grips my arm, but Tosh can’t get with this—at all.


“Help, then,” he says, his eyes gone the gray of everyday reality. “Tell him—no offense—that he’s nuts.”


“I can’t, Tosh. Look, I tried to go along with you guys when you blew off the rose garden episode the other night, but I’ve had . . . similar experiences—”


“That’s right, all her life.” Pen offers commentary I so don’t need.


“And just now, with the piano?” I go on. “I mean, yeah, it would be remarkable but not necessarily magical if I spontaneously composed a piece of music. And maybe you could argue I’ve heard it before, caught Crane humming it and then forgot. Only, Tosh, the thing is, I can’t play piano. Not ‘Frère Jacques,’ not ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,’ not even ‘Chopsticks,’ okay?”


His lips flatten and I hope I’m just imagining that flinch. Turning again to Marsh and Duck, I say, “So now I’m like, fine, freaky is afoot. And, okay, I’m . . . sensitive. But I still don’t get what you expect me to do about it.”


Stumped, the lot of us. Me, well, I’m distracted—thinking about what Tosh is thinking about, and thinking it can’t be good, and mad at myself for thinking about that when I have far more important things to think about.


Then Pen says, “I know: You can do the cards.”


The cards. My cards. A present from my oldest, bestest, deadest friend when I hit sixteen. The deck I used to turn to for a clue on what fate was stirring up for me and mine. You know, can’t decide how to spend your weekend? Consult the cards. Develop a crush and wonder if it’s mildly mutual? Consult the cards. Get the insane notion that your cousin is possessed by the ghost of a boy whose execution you witnessed back in 1769? Consult the cards! Except the cards, my cards, have been put away. Shrouded in a silk scarf, laid to rest in a cigar box, entombed in a suitcase under the bed with other stuff I don’t want or need but can’t bring myself to toss.
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