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PROLOGUE
Sometimes early in the morning I can’t sleep. Something snaps me wide awake, but I refuse to recognize that sleep is over. I lie in the dark as if dead, trying to fool myself that I am still dreaming the deadness dream, the one where I am Katy and I am buried alive in a human-sized box, even though we don’t really know whatever happened to Katy, and I just got that idea from a movie called The Vanishing, which you should rent unless you get too scared by scary movies. I say that, but my true underlying belief is that everyone should be a lot more scared than they are. Not of terrorists, and not of criminals somehow getting past the gates of our neighborhood. But of something.
Everyone says, worst case scenario, Katy’s with Jesus. This makes me think of Jesus being held captive in a box, but that’s not as scary because of course he could probably get out okay.
This morning, as on many mornings, without even making the decision, I roll out of bed and onto my feet. Without pause I run. Down the hall on thick padded carpet, out the patio door, cater-corner across the raggedy expanse of back yard – our yard is bigger than most of our neighbors’, but our house is smaller -- and down into the cement culvert behind our house. I am barefoot, and my feet grab the rough cement, but it doesn’t hurt any more because I’ve been doing this for so long. If it is still dark, and today it is, I can see from the dry floor of the concrete channel the halo of lights shining out of the backs of the mini-mansions that house our neighbors.
Simon Court is what they call a gated community. We literally have walls surrounding our division, and a guard out front to stop anyone without a certain
little gold and blue sticker on their windshield. My grandparents lived here before the wall was built, before a lot of the houses were torn down and rebuilt bigger, brighter and closer together, with redder bricks and grander windows and security company signs sticking out of the ground next to their front steps. We inherited our proximity to faux wealth. Used to be you had to be downright wealthy to live inside a fortress; you had to be the king, or someone he trusted with his life. But Dad says Simon Hills is full of people struggling to pay for their mini-mansions, which the builders strive to make look like real ones. But my parents and I are here through luck, or I prefer to say chance, simply because we were here before the developers came through. Before everyone got so scared. Why didn’t we sell to the developers, I asked my Dad once. Because Simon Hills High is a good school, he answered. I came to realize that by good, he meant safe. People think we’re joking when we say there’s only one fight a year in our halls. But it’s true. So far, anyway.
Running south parallel to Simon Court, I pass the Maguire house, which my dad calls Glare House because their Christmas lights rival a department store’s in wattage, mixing Wise Men with Santa and his elves to achieve maximum, if illogical, presence. Mom says he’s just jealous, with his measly strings of red and green strewn across our single hedge. It’s September, and Glare House is all dark now. Mr. Maguire is often away on business, and his wife sleeps late after staying up half the night, watching portions of movies randomly, never a beginning and never an end. Next to the Maguires are our newest neighbors, Brandon and Laurie Beck, who are young and good-looking in a soap opera-ish kind of way, properly groomed and, well, clean. They each drive a new Lexus and often wear clothes that coordinate, if not match, though that seems too stupid to be purposeful. Sometimes they are up feeding their new baby. Right now the kitchen light is on, so I can see their giant shadows thrown up against the big blank wall of their family room.In the last house on this side, Rob and Rose Lewis live with their five-year-old Savannah, who is the Spawn of Satan, or aspires to be, though no one ever says so to their faces. I sometimes babysit for her but I’m trying to think of a polite way to stop, since she steals and lies and generally reflects the state of the decay of humanity, what with the wars and suicide bombings and rudeness you see every day. Mom sometimes tells me, when she’s in a spiritual kind of mood, that Jesus says to love everyone the same. But I’m not Jesus.
Three doors down, the culvert makes a Y and I veer left and cross in the wet dark under the Simon Court bridge, then take another left to come back up behind the houses across the street from ours. Jan and Wendell Cook live on that corner, and their house is dark. Jan used to teach school until her husband started making fabulous money selling real estate. They moved onto this impeccably ordered street soon after she quit her job and Dad says she hasn’t quite figured out how not to work.
Dad’s a cop. A detective actually. He likes his job because what he does truly affects the world in a positive way. But he would love to be able to quit work and read all day, so it mystifies him when people don’t know what to do with their time. But I’ve noticed that most people really don’t. When Dad hears someone say they are bored, he suggests they come over and mow our lawn. Or paint the trim on our house. He has dozens of jobs for them.
Next to the Cooks are Rick and Theresa Genovese, whose kids go to my school but pretend they don’t know one another. If a teacher accidentally refers to Sam when talking to Sophia, or asks Sophia how Tony is doing, they’ll each scowl and shake their heads and possibly say, “Who?” and everyone laughs because they hate one another so much. The funny part is, everyone likes all three of them because they’re all really good-natured. Jasper and Pam Langheim and their twins, Hayley and Paige, live in the next house. The twins are a year behind me at school, but sometimes hang with Isabel Walker, my best – well, oldest -- friend, who lives directly across the street from us with her parents, next to the Langheims. All of their houses are usually dark, but sometimes I can see that Isabel is up early like me; sometimes I can hear her pretending to be Leadbelly, wailing on her guitar. My dad keeps telling her Clapton is God, but she doesn’t realize he’s trying to be funny. She just wrinkles her nose.
Today, as is the case on many mornings, Isabel’s mother Audrey is up drinking a giant coffee and peering out of the big kitchen window and waiting for her Missing Kids website to load. She glances out the window as I run past and her gaze sticks for as long as we can see each other. Today is a school day and I should be in bed getting my sleep. But even more than that, she is thinking how unsafe it is, even in Simon Hills, for me to be out by myself at this hour. Katy, the original Missing Kid, is Isabel’s older sister. Or she was, because she probably is “with Jesus.” After this many years, she must be dead.
I run on, past the Rourke house where Tim, two years ahead of me, disappointed his parents with Cs and beer cans under the bed until he left for state college last month. But who doesn’t disappoint someone, somehow? That’s what my mom says. The Rourke house is dark. One more house, the Knights’, features a solitary light in the hall, but I know no one is up; it’s a night light, kept on, their son Shipley told me outside the Quik Trip one day, because his whole family is afraid of the dark.
I turn one more time, running up the side of the culvert, and swing over the railing to the bridge that crosses back to the other side of Simon Court, my side. My bare feet pad silently as I run back down into the culvert behind my row of houses, on the last stretch before home. I pass the Gable place, which houses the only other people who, like us, were here before developers gated the neighborhood. Their house is big enough to fit in, though, and Mrs. Gable is on the school board, though her husband is retired and stays home all day. You can see the TV flickering in the front window all day long. They are the oldest people on the block.
At last I am in back of the green house, the little one that doesn’t fit in, even more than our house doesn’t. It’s been empty for over a year, and it’s a rental house – a garish black and orange FOR RENT sign is parked in the front yard – which automatically makes it suspect in Simon Hills. My mom explained this, because I couldn’t understand it: it would be okay if the place were, instead, a studio apartment on top of someone’s garage, but the little green house belongs to someone who lives outside the neighborhood, someone who so far hasn’t sold it to be torn down and replaced with something new, a dazzling residence with huge windows and bricks that are freshly-baked but look old, and room in the garage for three cars. Mom says it’s because the lot is too small by itself. The developer would have to make it into a small park, or combine it with another lot to make it big enough to hold a typical house in our neighborhood.
Our house is one story, with fewer square feet than most in the area and inept landscaping, but it has an attached garage and a large picture window and a small grove of trees, so our divergence from the norm is not as noticeable. The green house is too small, too impermanent with its peeling wood siding, and its ill-conceived color. It is waiting, as the neighbors wait, for someone to figure out how to deal with its presence, as if they are at a party and someone in a wheelchair has come in. They want to be polite, to make sure the odd person out doesn’t think they’re condescending, but they end up ignoring the cripple and hoping he’ll go away.
Just one more thing to be scared of, I guess.
AUTUMN
CHAPTER 1
The exquisite Mr. Tristan murmured to us about the dangers of totalitarian regimes, his warm eyes and cool grin making it clear that, if we weren’t actually listening, we were missing something really special. We would all be sorry later, too, his shaggy haircut seemed to say.
My good old best friend Isabel, who sat two rows over from me, was gazing at our teacher, appearing to be paying avid attention, but I knew she was hearing music in her head. Later, she would ask me for my notes, then she would lose them, then she would ask me to explain them. She definitely wouldn’t read them. She was failing AP World History, but she didn’t care because then maybe next year she could take it again and spend an hour a day with the object of her inappropriate thoughts. Back in ninth grade, she had audaciously written “Isabel Tristan” on the inside of her binder. Mercifully, she threw it away after about two weeks. Mr. T was dating one of the counselors, but that didn’t stop Isabel or any other girl at Simon Hills High from letting their minds wander where no mind should go. Not in public, anyway.
But no matter who flirted with him, or how much, Mr. T never seemed to notice. They were like little mosquitoes he swatted away, even as he assigned more reading, more Socratic journals, more essays. The work was hard, but when he made you do something, it wasn’t a waste of time. You actually learned something.
Isabel was my good old best friend because we hadn’t actually told each other that we weren’t friends anymore. But for a long time we’d been careless toward each other, when we weren’t being downright foul.
“You’d look really pretty if you wore a little makeup, Jackie,” she’d said to me recently.
“And you’d look really smart if you carried a book around with you, Isabel,” I’d replied. She had laughed and wrinkled her nose at me.
I don’t know what reason she would give to explain why we don’t just disengage from each others’ lives. Maybe she’d say it’s because we grew up directly across the street from each other, or maybe that she has faith that I’ll come around some day and be like her and her new, more attractive, friends. Those kinds of memories, those kinds of delusions, can make you think you have a lot in common.
But if you ask me, it’s because of Katy. It’s been ten years since she disappeared. When it happened, Isabel and I were only six and lounging around in the den at her house amusing ourselves by watching Isabel’s old copy of The Last Unicorn and refusing to believe it really was as bad as my mom said it was. It was a lazy day, a Sunday, and we both remember Isabel’s mom, Audrey, saying goodbye to us when she went to pick Katy up from her summer job. Katy was sixteen and had her license, but she didn’t have her own car yet. We remember Audrey coming home without Katy, making the first tentative phone calls to see if Katy had gone home with a friend. We remember the police coming around later, to ask Audrey and her husband Mike all the unremarkable questions they ask -- what was she wearing? And, was there trouble at home? Because Katy was gone; no one had seen her since that morning. At first everyone thought she had run away, or that she forgot to meet her mother and would turn up later in the day with some lame explanation for worrying everyone like that. Isabel and I thought it was exciting, frankly, because uniformed police never came to Simon Hills, except to glide by in their cars, watching for lawnmower thieves, or otherwise suspicious-looking people. People who didn’t live there, in other words, and had somehow breached the gates.
But when I started home from Isabel’s house that evening to have dinner at home, I met my dad coming across the street in the opposite direction. His beat isn’t missing persons, or kidnapping, or homicide. He investigates burglaries and armed robberies.But someone had asked him to step over, as if your across-the-street neighbor might automatically give you more hope than strangers.
“Dad. What?” I asked.
He just shook his head and told me to go on home. The look on his face told me not to argue, not right now. My stomach turned over, and I watched from our big front window all evening, waiting for him to come home again, thinking if I looked hard enough the house itself would tell me what was going on. Later, Mom would tell me the beginning of the end: Audrey remembered seeing a man waiting outside the store when she dropped Katy off after church. She thought nothing of it at the time, but when she described him to the police, they matched the description to another one from a few weeks before, a near-abduction of a high school girl walking home from school.
Back then, and for a long time to come, we all thought Katy would be found alive. Surely we would get to know the end, and surely the end would be happy. Katy might need to be mended, but surely she would come home.
At the time, Isabel was sure Katy had run away from home, or she said she thought that. It was crazy; Katy hadn’t taken any money with her, and she was dressed in churchy work clothes, clothes she hated. She left her diary and all of her other possessions behind. But Isabel rejected logic when it came to her older sister. Katy was the beautiful one, she used to say. Katy was the one who belonged in the Real World.
“You know this isn’t our real world, don’t you?” she used to ask me. “This isn’t where we are supposed to be.”
My mother said Isabel watched too many Disney movies.
Isabel nudged me. Mr. T was giving us the next week’s worth of assignments, and she wanted to make sure I was listening because even if she tried, she’d miss something. She grinned, glad to catch me drifting off for once. Point for her. The bell rang and I gathered my things and turned left out the door; normally we stopped at our lockers before going down a floor to British Lit with Mrs. Harris. Last year when we were still the best of friends, we had arranged to take three of our six classes together. But I looked around and Isabel was halfway down the hall to the right. I almost stopped and called to her, but thought better of it.
I made it to Harris’ class before her. She came walking in with Mira Burton. What can I say about Mira without it sounding as if I’m just jealous? Nothing, I guess. If high school were the Mafia, she would be capo di tutti capi. I’m sure you have one at your high school. She’s not the most pretty, or the smartest, or the most fun. But people congregate around her and no one can say why. She’s a blank to talk to and yet the most fascinating guys end up being her boyfriend, at least for a while. I wanted to shake her. Or them. And Isabel was being thoroughly chummy with her.
This shouldn’t have surprised me. School had been in session for four weeks and from the first day she had been moody. We had gathered as usual before school with our familiar cohorts: Beowulf Yes-That’s-My-Real-Name Harvey, our brooding artist Justin, Evil Luther, and Olivia, the sweet one. Luther calls himself evil, by the way; he likes to say horrible things just to make people angry but we have learned to ignore him. Isabel had gathered with us, but didn’t join in our mindless chatter. She leaned against the building and smiled, but declined to sit with us in our circle.
In the following weeks, Isabel had laughed at our jokes but sat with us at lunch less and less. I looked around for her but often did not know where she was. I pictured her off alone somewhere, maybe getting serious and studying for once, though there was no other evidence of that. But when I saw her with Mira, I realized she had been moving into another social circle: the Bowheads. That sounds mean, but it’s a simple fact that they wear bows a lot. The bows weren’t the problem, though. We both went to middle school with Mira and I recognized her to be treacherous. She would take you in and make you one of her crowd, but just until she got bored with you. Then she would entertain herself by humiliating you publicly. She was like a stereotype in a bad movie. But as Dad says, there’s always an original for every cliché.
Isabel should have known that, too. It wasn’t a secret. But every year, every month, someone new fell for it. It was Isabel’s turn.
I caught Olivia’s eye and could tell she was thinking the same thing I was. I shrugged at her. She gave me a sad head-tilt back: I don’t get it either.
Mrs. Harris finished taking roll and asked someone on each row to get a stack of books to pass out. She started a signout sheet going around and turned on the video projector to give us some background information.
“Do we have to take notes?” Tony Genovese asked.
“Oh no,” said Mrs. Harris, smiling. “Not at all.” Then she stopped talking so he could think that through.
Olivia, the sweet one, whispered to the questioner, “Yes.”
Tony seemed puzzled at first, and when some of us started to laugh, he got it, and opened his folder to get out some paper.
Mrs. Harris acted out an elaborate shiver, as if she had just escaped a trap in a horror movie.
“Loneliness of the Long Distance Runner comes from a school of writing called the Angry Young Man,” she began.
“Ooh!” said Evil Luther. “At last, someone speaks to me!”
“Yes, Luther. I thought of you when I was putting together my notes.”
“Can I do the lecture for you?”
“You know I love you.” This means no. Mrs. Harris says it any time someone is being obnoxious. Evil Luther hears it every day.
“So, anyway,” Mrs. Harris continued, “the Angry Young Men were a group of British writers, kind of a subset of social realism. Anyone remember anything about that?” she asked accusingly.
There was a distressing silence before Beowulf broke down and attempted an answer. “Does it have something to do with being realistic, and talking about society?”
Mrs. Harris laughed bemusedly. “Well, at least you were using logic there, Bey. Um, yeah, it does.”
Mrs. H went on to tell us about all these blue-collar types who suddenly started writing about the corrupt underbelly of the world when no one wanted to hear about it. To Mrs. Harris, that is the exact center of what is wrong with everything, everywhere: that nobody wants to hear about it.
“So, given what I just told you about the economic and social situation in England in the 1950s, she hinted broadly, what do you suppose these angry people were so upset about? Luther?”
She had him there; Evil is smart but he hates to be told what to do, so of course he didn’t consider that he might actually know the answer. “Democrats?” he ventured. Oh yeah; I forgot to say that Luther lives on the far right side of the political spectrum. Mrs. Harris is really liberal and she says it’s unnatural for young people to be conservative. But she has a sense of humor about it.
“This was in England, Luther. They don’t have Democrats and Republicans. Over there, you would consider the Labour Party the enemy. But, no, these guys were a bit more likely to belong to Labour. In fact, you might think about that. I can’t believe you, Luther, can think of nothing they would be angry about.”
Olivia, who can’t stand even friendly conflict, whispered loudly to Evil. “Labor! That’s a hint!” But Evil ignored her. Because he’s evil.
As usual, Mrs. Harris wouldn’t give us the answer. She made us get into groups and brainstorm things young males might be angry about. Olivia, Justin, Beowulf and I gathered around Evil’s desk in the back of the room. Isabel stayed with Mira and they teamed up with Paige and Samantha. All four of them were wearing the same color. I don’t know if it was on purpose or not, but it said something.
And then there was a fire drill. We knew it was a drill because it was the last day of the month, and the administrators always forget to hold the legally required drill until the last day. As usual, people grabbed their backpacks even though we’re supposed to leave them where they are for safety’s sake. As usual, we blocked the driveway outside the exit door instead of spreading out on the grass. As usual, you could see plainly through the line of windows that the counselors had chosen to stay inside the building, ready to burn alive if they were wrong about its being just a drill. As usual, a mere five minutes later we were told to go back to class.
But when was the last time you heard of a school burning down? There was one out in a small town near here about five years ago, but that was because of lightning. I don’t even know why we have fire drills.
CHAPTER 2
At dinner that night, my father tried to clarify Mr. Tristan’s point about totalitarian regimes, because I just don’t get how people could let themselves follow a dictator, how they could allow one guy to kidnap their neighbors and kill their relatives and generally take away their freedom, without doing something about it. Whereas he’s a cop and sees it every day.
“It’s like that woman I told you about a few weeks ago, the one who wouldn’t press charges against her son?”
I thought back. “The guy who cut up all the furniture with a machete?”
“Well, not all of it. She had locked him out, and he broke back in while she was supposed to be at church, but she stayed home that day. He destroyed her favorite rocking chair and stole some money she had stashed in a canister. She tried to stop him and got a pretty bad gash on her upper arm.”
“How charming,” my mother says. She is amazed that my father loves his job.
“Yes. Anyway, yeah, he had an arrest record long as the Bible, but she refused to send him to jail. She said he just wasn’t himself.”
“But that’s stupid,” I said.
“Yes. It is,” he answered, and let me think about it for a while.
We always seem to have this same conversation whenever I underestimate the dark side of human nature, which is so often it’s pretty much my hobby. I’m thinking of starting a web site for fellow sufferers: www.toostupidtolive.com.
“So,” I ventured, “you’re saying that it’s not so much that evil is too strong in the world, as it is that people don’t realize it’s there?” By evil, my dad would mean criminals: serial killers, rapists, drug dealers, child molesters and of course burglars and robbers. I thought it was more subtle than that: talking behind people’s backs, lying to their faces.
“Well, yeah. Not to say there isn’t lots of evil out there. But so many times, it could be -- it could be rendered helpless, so to speak, if people just thought for a minute before they did things.”
I looked over at Mom. This had caught her attention.
“You mean, like watch your kids when they’re in the swimming pool? Lock the car while you dash into the store for cigarettes, instead of leaving it open and running? Like, actually know where they are at three o’clock in the morning?” Grieving parents on TV who had forgotten to do these things were her least favorite members of humanity. “I just want to warn the other parents,” they inevitably say, and my mother can’t abide it. “Don’t warn us!” she mutters at them from the sofa, “Everybody but you knows that already! You’re the idiot!”
“Yes, just like that,” my dad grinned at her. He doesn’t think it’s funny, it’s not that, but he loves it when she gets riled. He says that’s why he married her, because she bothered to care so much more than most people.
Mom says she comes by her allergy to stupid criminal behavior honestly. I’ve never met him, but we have a relative, her cousin Jerry, who is a longtime drug user and petty criminal. She says he was always asking her parents for money and for a while they fell for it, always thinking he was going to get a job, get a place to live, and make something of his life. He’s in his forties now and doing jail time for trying to burglarize the house next door to where he was living. Somehow, he dropped a piece of junk mail he was carrying right under the window he came through, so he wasn’t hard to find. I’ve always had a hard time believing some of Mom’s stories about Uncle Jerry, but the older I get the more I think she isn’t exaggerating.
Before Mom could respond to Dad grin, I got a text on my phone and tried to surreptitiously press “ignore.” We all knew it was probably Isabel, my parents don’t believe in talking on the phone during or after dinner. “The phone is a utensil,” my mother says, “like a fork. We don’t have to obey it.”
But this time, Mom said, “It’s Isabel, isn’t it? Go ahead.” Curious.
In the service to timesaving, I called her back. “S’me,” she said. She was chewing on something while she talked, which I never thought was annoying until she started doing it. “Have you looked out your window lately?”
“Nope. We’re still at the table. What’s up?”
“Just look. Go look out your bedroom window.” she smacked. “You can see them from there.”
Them?
I explained to the parents and escaped into my room. I flopped across the bed with my phone and nosed my head past the curtains to see what I could see, which was a funny-looking, banged-up yellow Jeep hooked to a U-Haul trailer in the driveway of the little green house. The porch light was on, and next to the Jeep was one of those Large Cars, as mom puts it – an Escalade or a Yukon – something almost as big as the house. Three people – two men and a woman -- stood on the front porch of the little house. The younger man wore jeans and a flannel shirt, hair in a braid down to the middle of his back, like in a time travel movie, and a huge shaggy beard. The older man must have belonged to the Large Car – he was wearing a suit and had one of those crisp gray haircuts that handsome older people wear in commercials for investment companies. The woman looked kind of old-fashioned, wearing some kind of beige polyester pants, a puffy-sleeved blouse, and running shoes like the older teachers wear. Her hair was pulled up in the back into a bulky, but secure, bun.
Religious fanatics? I thought. I had seen girls on the news whose religion mandated that kind of hairdo. But this one was wearing makeup, enough that I could see her eye shadow in the dusky light. It too looked like something a grandmother would wear, or maybe she had just put it on too thick. Maybe she was hiding a scar, I thought, like my mother’s friend who had her glasses made with decoration on one side but not the other. She claimed it drew your eye away from the pinkish scar on the other side of her face. But it only made you stare more.
“What do you think?” Isabel asked.
“Um … I’m guessin’ they’re moving in.”
“I know,” she enthused. “My mom’s about to spit.”
“You mean the beard?”
“The beard, the hair. That and the Jeep. She called it a blemish.”
“But I love the Jeep.”
“Yeah, me too.”
Even when we were little, Isabel’s mom was pretty particular about appearances – Isabel hung at our house by the hour just to be in the presence of my more flexible mother -- but in the last few years, since Audrey started appearing on local television talking about missing kids, she had embraced the conviction that Looks Matter. That is, how things looked on the outside. When you saw Audrey on television, her hair, makeup, blouse and blazer were meticulously, conservatively, faultless – from the waist up. She would wear a Ralph Lauren sweater with a pair of jeans that bagged in the seat, and her feet would be covered by the same shoes she wore to edge the lawn with hand clippers. Isabel’s house exhibited the greenest and most uniformly mowed lawn, the squarest hedges, and the least cracked driveway in the neighborhood. The inside of the house, which few people ever saw, looked like Goodwill exploded. Their kitchen table was Audrey’s command center for the Missing Kids Network, but every time she went to sit at the computer and update her website, she had to move about five teetering piles of notes, letters and emails from parents, and newspaper articles. My mother once said she would love to attack Audrey’s kitchen and get her things organized, but Dad reminded her there’s no changing people. If anyone organized it for her, Audrey would no doubt return it to its chaotic state within days.
So, of course Audrey would hate the Jeep, and our new neighbor’s long hair would cause her to suspect him immediately of living a nefarious lifestyle. For some reason, Isabel seemed pleased about this. She seemed to savor conflict with her mother, rather than avoid it. I’m sure there was some deep psychological reason for this, but I tried not to think about it.
“Maybe he’s in a band!” she said.
“Don’t think so.” Longhair Guy and the older man were tugging on the garage door, revealing another trailer, a flat one with cross-hatched wire sides, which in turn held several lawn mowers, including one that must have been three feet wide, a couple of ice chests, and a selection of rakes, a leaf blower, and a lawn trimmer. “Looks like he might do lawn work for a living.”
Isabel saw it too. “Okay, that’s weird.” It was too weird for Simon Court. People who hauled their equipment with them generally worked in our neighborhood; they didn’t live there. For some reason I couldn’t pin down right then, I felt a flicker of delight. Was it because, like Isabel, I wanted Audrey to be ticked off? Or was I so bored with life that any kind of conflict looked more appealing than it did troubling? Or was I like so many people I hated? Did I just want someone to be inferior to me, too – or for others to think so, anyway?
I shrugged off the feeling as I watched the three strangers hug one another as if they were estranged family, or as if one of them was going off to war. Then the older man got into his extremely expensive car and backed away while the other two stood on the porch of the little green house, their arms around each other’s waists, and waved goodbye to him.
Then Longhair Guy drew one hand to his face and touched his eyes for a minute. As if he were wiping away tears. Another thing you don’t see too often in Simon Hills.
CHAPTER 3
Biology class is in progress and Mr. Jordan probably appears, from outside the soundproof window, to be teaching us something, but actually he is inviting Nick Foley to write on the board exactly how he, Mr. J., has ruined Nick’s life. So far on the list, Sam McDonald has written, “worst test in universe,” (he made his first B+ of all time) and Tia Doakes has written, “called my mother for no reason,” (she forgot herself and shouted “Bitch” at Mira Burton) and now Nick rises at the invitation and writes, in malformed letters, “won’t let me play video games during lekchers.”
The list has been up for a week now and I’d like to write something on it, but Mr. Jordan is my favorite teacher and I can’t think of anything to write. I’m terrible at biology – I scrape by with low Bs, when all of my other grades are easy As, -- but I work my tail off for Mr. J. because he treats us like actual humans instead of his little subjects. My theory is that people have three different reasons for becoming teachers. Some like to boss people around and they’re too chicken to do it to other adults. Others want to correct their own inaccurately remembered school experience by making sure we have fun all day (“When we’ve finished reading the book, we’ll get in groups and determine which color best represents each character. We’ll make posters, too, because the superintendent is coming soon and we can put them in the hall.” At the end of the day you feel as if you’ve been doing occupational therapy all day because of the bad accident you had with your head.) Then there are the very few who actually want to make you think about something. Mr. Tristan and Mrs. Harris do that, and so does Mr. J., though many people don’t think so. To hear him tell it, he is looked down on by his colleagues. “I’m Mr. Jordan, and I’m very, very bitter,” he said the first day of class.
On this particular day, before Nick complained, Mr. J. was challenging us to think about the difference between parasitism and symbiosis. I’m sure there is one, because Mr. J. never lies. I wasn’t paying attention, however. First, because I was sitting right behind Sam McDonald, whom I hopelessly yearn for, and second, because Isabel, all friendly again for some reason, was “hsst”ing me, trying to get my attention. I kept slapping her hand when Mr. J. wasn’t looking, which made her laugh and “hsst” louder, which made me laugh, too.
I tried to switch off my childish motor and tune back in to Mr. J’s lecture. He was, with the help of an elaborate diagram drawn on the board, giving an example of parasitism. Or possibly symbiosis. “It’s like if Nick were to stop playing video games in class. He’d die.” Nick laughed as much as anyone, but he still demanded his turn at the board and the “ruined my life” list. The bell rang before Mr. J could get back to his lecture. If I’d been watching the clock instead of Sam’s shoulders, I would have had my things packed up and I could have beaten the Bowheads out of there, but unfortunately I met Mira Burton at the door. It was like those scenes in movies where two people try to go through the door together and keep bouncing back because they both can’t fit.
“Um, sorry,” I uttered.
Mira shot me the smile she used when running for class president, the one that seemed to say, “You are too a good person!” It made you feel as if you had something to explain, but Mira would be there to back you up when you did the explaining.
“No problem,” she said back, then went through the door first, as was her privilege.
“You know, she’s a perfectly nice person,” said Isabel, behind me.
“Oh, I know!” I replied. “Everyone knows how nice she is.” I stared at her for a minute, in case she didn’t realize I was being sarcastic. There was just something about the Mira types that made my brain bleed. Metaphorically, of course. But I wondered again why Isabel was being friendly to me today, and hadn’t run to keep up with Mira.
“You don’t even know her,” she said.
“I can’t dispute what you say, Isabel. And I hate you for it.”
Isabel laughed and punched me in the arm, which she’s done ever since we were in the third grade.
“So,” Isabel continued. “You want to spy on the Joneses?”
“The who?”
“The new people. The hippie and his wife.” The two of them seemed to be settling into the neighborhood. The husband had already dug up the flower beds and planted all new bushes and even a few flowers. The wife had painted the shutters white. Already, the house looked more cheerful.
“Is that really their name? Or are you just calling them that?”
“No, that’s it. Got it from Mr. Cook when I was babysitting Benny. Mr. Cook sold them the house. Or actually, he sold it to the guy’s father.”
“Would that be Big Car Guy?”
“I’m guessin’.”
“Seems suspicious. ‘Jones`, I mean.”
“Like it’s made up? I know. But somebody somewhere must really be named Jones.”
“Yeah, but how many Joneses do you actually know? Maybe we should spy on them.”
“That’s what I’m saying. Your house or mine?”
“Either.”
At eight that night I was sprawled on Isabel’s bed exploring our biology textbook with a flashlight for clues as to what the hell Jordan was talking about in class, and Isabel was using her roll-y chair to scoot up to the east window, the one that looked out on the Jones house, if that was their real name. She had the curtains tight on each side of her head and the blinds tipped backwards so she could theoretically see out but no one could theoretically see in. She needed the lights out for this procedure, but my flashlight, acting as a symbol for my brain, was losing power and growing dim. She didn’t care.
“Jackie. This is important,” she said when I complained.
“Why?”
She looked away from the window to stare at me. “Try to get into the mood, okay, Jackie? We’re spies. It’s fun.”
“Reminds me of our eighth birthday party. Anyway, very little payoff, it seems to me. I mean, if only they were communists or something.”
“What are communists again?” She turned back to the window.
“Um … bad people. No religion, don’t care about money. Wear red a lot. You know.”
“Is that true?”
“Marginally. Are you actually seeing anything?”
“He just came outside!”
Oh well, I couldn’t see my biology homework in the dark anyway. I joined her at the window.
“Where?”
“There.” She pointed, which didn’t help, but then I saw him. We watched for a while as Long Hair Guy, or should I say, Mr. Jones, puttered around the front yard.
“He’s watering the lawn.”
“No, he just moved the hose over. He’s, he’s, burying something!”
“Nunh-unh.”
“Un-hunh! Watch.”
We watched. Actually, he was burying something. Something small, and rectangular, like a metal box; he dug gently down in the brand new flower bed at the front left corner of the house, right next to an azalea bush. It didn’t take him long. Then he used the hose to wash off his hands. He curled it back perfectly when he was done.
“Good neighbors,” my dad would remark at breakfast the next morning. All week, my dad had been watching; over cereal he would point out the improvements I had missed. Mr. Jones had scraped and painted the wood siding – still green, but a darker, more dignified shade, and mowed and trimmed the lawn back so the sidewalks and driveway were somehow more square-looking. He’d re-planted the flower bed, as I noticed, and scraped off the old paint a previous owner had sloshed onto the windows. The tiny house would never really fit into the neighborhood. It seemed too measly; it wasn’t made of bricks. But it was starting to look as if it might fit into some other nice neighborhood. Maybe one without a gate.
“So,” Isabel asked me, “what do you think it is? What would he need to hide under the dirt like that?”
“Body parts.” I answered, because I was supposed to. “Probably nothing. Nothing mysterious is ever really significant.”
“That’s not logical. Some mysterious things have to mean something. You need to watch more crime shows.”
“Yeah. That’s what I need. More murder.”
Suddenly we became aware that Audrey was standing in the doorway. We hadn’t even heard the door open. She was already dressed for bed, but I knew she wouldn’t be asleep for hours; too busy working on her Missing Kids business. Oddly, she wasn’t even looking in our direction; her eyes were on the wall above my head, where the same old Johnny Cash poster had been for at least a year. I was sure she wasn’t really seeing it. She came back to us. “Isabel. I asked you to empty the dishwasher this morning and it’s still not done.”
“I told you I’d do it. Not when.”
At my house, this would have been taken as sullen, but Audrey just nodded, minutely, then closed the door after herself. We were silent for a minute. Then, I asked, “Do you think she’s mad?”
“You know how many times a day I accidentally mention something that reminds her of Katy? Summer jobs. White vans. Being late.” She flipped her hand like Mr. Tristan swatting away his fangirls. “Don’t worry about it.” She turned back to the window and parted the curtains, but she had the same look in her eye that Audrey had had, as if Katy was on the porch of the green house, waving goodbye.
Audrey scared me; or the way her life had stopped when Katy disappeared scared me.
When I visited the Walker house, I preferred to keep to Isabel’s room as much as possible. The rest of the house was too filled with anguish. Pictures of Katy at all ages – up to sixteen – lined the hallway. Katy in her baby swimming pool, every year’s school picture, her dinosaur-themed birthday party, sitting on a bench between two classmates during her last dance, watching television in a slouch on the sofa, getting off a plane, in Halloween costumes – a small witch, a medium-sized Supergirl, and a full-sized Goth, posing with a variety of soccer trophies, walking on crutches from when she hurt her knee so badly a few months before she disappeared, eating breakfast in her pajamas with her hair comically out of place. There are pictures of Isabel, too, of course, in the living room and den, but surprisingly few -- Mom says all parents tend to take more pictures of their firstborn and that it’s only natural to slow down after the excitement wears off. But Isabel didn’t appear in the hallway, not at any age. Only Katy.
As I said before, the rest of the house had been taken over by Audrey’s Missing Kids organization. There were more pictures – photos of the kids, some digitized into older versions of themselves, and pencil drawings of suspects, as well as the many newspaper photos of Audrey as she spoke before parents’ organizations and schools, meetings of police and volunteer groups. But the hallway was entirely Katy.
Katy’s room was still intact, too, ten years later. It was clean, and things had been put away; it wasn’t ghoulish. But even in broad daylight, passing Katy’s door as I came and went between the front door and Isabel’s room, made me nervous. Like they didn’t realize she was dead and I was the one who was going to have to tell them. When would Audrey finally take down the posters and pack up Katy’s books? Even her crutches were still there, as if they might be needed again before she went back to playing soccer.
I didn’t blame Audrey. Dad says everybody has to grieve in their own way. But Katy wasn’t the only child in her family, and Audrey seemed to be tangled up in her disappearance, ignoring Isabel, and even Isabel’s dad, Michael. I saw Mr. Walker sometimes when I ran through the neighborhood early on summer mornings, because he occasionally watered the lawn in the dark to avoid the heat. But he never seemed to be home when I was at their house. Isabel told me he had a kind of den in the basement where he liked to hang out. But that was weird, too.
I lay back on Isabel’s bed with the biology book closed beside me, and wondered for the millionth time how to keep my life from sticking in one place.
CHAPTER 4
Over the next few weeks, my mother had done the television sitcom things that she didn’t ordinarily do in order to get to know our new neighbors. Took them a pie, asked them over for dinner. Gave them our newspaper after we read it, until they could get their subscription started. The woman, Alma, was shy. So shy that my mother found herself becoming almost manic in an effort to lighten the mood in the room. Her husband, Corey, always declined our invitations, and seemed distressed that he might have to eat food someone gave them.
“There are people who just don’t like to take gifts from anyone, ever,” my mother mused. “Remember that movie where the mother wouldn’t let her kids take the Christmas presents the townspeople gave them?”
“I hated that movie.”
“Me, too. But I don’t know what to do.”
“Mom, why are you so worried about them? They’re grownups. I’m sure they can manage.”
“Oh, I know. It’s just that they’re right next door.”
This made no sense. No other next-door-neighbor had received this executive treatment, not in my lifetime. Maybe she was just curious, like I was. For people who didn’t want any attention, they sure stirred up a lot of mystery about themselves.
Then Mom discovered that Alma didn’t know how to cook. She instantly organized a time table so Alma could come over every evening and cook in our kitchen and Mom would show her how to cook one thing. I don’t know if this wore Alma out or not, but Mom seemed happy. Slowly, Alma began to talk more, even to smile when I walked through the room.
One Saturday morning, I had just come in from my morning run when the doorbell rang. I heard Mom mutter as she dropped what she was doing to answer the bell. “I shouldn’t answer this.”
I knew she would, because she always had that tiny hope that it was the million dollar prize patrol. She had told me that one time.
“Hi, Pam. What can I do for you?” I heard her ask. I could imagine her eyes narrowing as she said it. It was Pam Langheim, whose husband was the biggest real estate agent in our neighborhood. I had to wonder why Pam Langheim wanted to talk to my mother. They had nothing in common, to say the least. I innocently wandered into the kitchen, where I could kind of see into the living room.
Pam had two Quik Trip coffees in her hands, and she forced one on my mom. “Hi, Ellie. Just wondering if you had time for a chat.” Very clever. She had spent money; Mom would find it hard to be impolite to her.
“Just a few minutes. I need to leave at ten.” It was fifteen ‘til.
“Really?” Pam said, as if Mom were lying. Well, she was lying, but that wasn’t any of Pam’s business.
“Yeah, I’m kind of behind, you know,” Mom said vaguely, which Dad has taught us not to do. Explaining too much is a tipoff that you’re not telling the truth. But it’s a hard rule to remember.
Pam settled herself onto the good sofa and opened her coffee, letting the steam warm her face and giving a satisfied sigh. “So,” she said. “What all do you know about these new people?”
That was what Mr. Tristan would call an open-ended question. I wondered how Pam would grade my mother’s answer.
“Not much. He does landscaping for a living, and she’s looking for work.”
Pam looked at Mom as if she had told a bad joke. “Landscaping! Is that what you call it? He mows lawns, fer Chrissakes.” Pam liked to imitate a hick accent for comic effect, but she didn’t do it very well. She took a big slurp of her coffee and waved her hands around to cool her mouth.
“Well, that’s all I know. Why do you ask?”
“She doesn’t work. I know that. Seems like she’d have to, with him not having a very good job.”
“I said she’s looking for a job. Anyway, maybe he charges outrageous rates.”
“Speaking of which, he better keep that equipment inside the garage. It’s just plain tacky. How can they even afford to live here, I wonder.” Had Pam forgotten our house was the second least expensive one, after the little green house?
Mom was angry. I could tell. “Maybe they’re independently wealthy. You can’t judge people by the cars they drive.”
“Sure you can. I mean, sure some people might have an old thing they keep around for their kids or something, but come on. Her clothes are from Walmart and his are from the hardware store.”
Mom didn’t have anything to say to that. She just sat there, fuming.
“Anyway,” Pam continued, “I’m asking Jan to find out from Wendell just how they financed that house. She says he can’t tell me, but he will.”
“What difference will it make? There’s no law about what kind of car you drive, or how long your hair is. I know this is becoming a more … select neighborhood. But the developers threw up those gates to impress potential buyers. We don’t have any kind of agreement – at least not yet – that says people can’t have a trailer in their own driveway.”
“Wendell Cook will see about that. He’s trying to form a neighborhood association so we can have some rules.”
“What kind of rules? You can’t wear cheap shoes?”
“Oh, Ellie. You know what I’m saying. I know you’re liberal, but come on!”
Mom stood up and handed the coffee, still full, back to Pam, who looked confused. “Well, you be sure to keep me posted because I’m sure Noah and I aren’t up to the standards, whatever they’re going to be. We’ll just have to move if things get any stricter around here.”
Pam looked stricken; then she laughed. “You can’t move. Simon Hills is the best high school in the city. You’d at least have to wait until Jackie graduated. Oh Ellie, I’d hate it if you did.”
“Jackie is smart. She would do fine at any school.” Thanks, Mom. But was she serious? Would we really move?
When Mom finally got Pam ushered out the front door, I came to the door between the kitchen and the living room. She looked at me for a minute.
“Do we still have that Christmas jam?”
“You mean the little jars you forgot to put in people’s stockings? Yeah, they’re on top of the refrigerator.”
“Help me carry.”
Mom and I took the little decorative boxes full of jam jars and delivered them to the little house next door. Alma opened the door and looked surprised to see us, and the boxes.
“Come in,” she said, halfheartedly but politely. We sat on their old couch in their tiny living room that still held a number of boxes that hadn’t been unpacked. I’d never seen a shag carpet in a living room. It made me feel bad for some reason. Alma tried to be gracious as she took the jams and put them on the battered coffee table.
“What’s the occasion, Ellie?”
“What?” Mom was distracted, I could tell, still thinking about Pam’s visit.
“I mean, why are you bringing these right now? Did something happen?”
Mom sighed. “I’m sorry. I must seem like a lunatic.”
“No more than a lot of people.” She said it without a smile, but so that it sounded funny. Was it possible meek little Alma had a sense of humor?
“Look,” Mom said. “Some of the neighbors here are kind of … snooty, I guess you’d call it. You’ve probably figured that out already. But I just want to say, don’t let them bother you. We’re the weird people here, so you can always come rant to us if anyone does or says anything stupid.”
Alma seemed almost amused. “Oh, you know, people aren’t just one thing, are they?” This startled Mom, and me, too.
“Of course you’re right. I’m sorry, Alma. Somebody just ticked me off and I ran over here without thinking. I shouldn’t have worried you.”
“Is it something I should know about?”
“No. Not at all. Just … enjoy the jam.”
There was a slight pause before all three of us caved into laughter.
Finally, Mom said, “I’ll just take them back.”
But Alma wouldn’t hear of it. “No way. A gift is a gift. These will always remind me of one time when we laughed really hard. I’ll cherish them forever.” She smiled slyly. She really was losing her shyness.
Mom got up and hugged Alma, and we left.
Mom was still mad at Pam, though. All day.
WINTER
CHAPTER 5
“Businessmen they drink my wine ….”
Jimi Hendrix – if my dad said Clapton was God, Mom said Hendrix was Jesus -- blasted, at relatively low, adult-ears volume into our backyard from the same stereo Dad had put together when he was my age and now showcased in the den. “None of them know what it’s worth,” Jimi sang from a pile of six speakers leaning up against the inside of the window. Dad says this setup is better than any new technology, no matter how much less complicated it would be to actually use it.
The deal was, Mom got to choose the first hour of music; then Isabel and I could pick. Actually, Isabel liked Hendrix and Dylan, The Who and Credence Clearwater. At night I could sometimes hear her amusing herself with their timeless works of genius on one of her progressively more expensive electric guitars. Even if I didn’t already know it was her, I would recognize her distinctive style by the awkward extra pauses and strangled blues riffs she put in, affecting the pose of a blind black guitarist from, I’m pretty sure, Mississippi. But only at night.
During the day, Isabel became what was expected of her – of all of us teenaged girls – a lavender-swathed giggle machine. I’d punch her arm occasionally, to turn down the volume. Maybe it was Blind Pomegranate Walker I secretly liked.
Ironically, businessmen were drinking my mother’s wine. Once a year, and always just as winter starts taking itself seriously, she loses her mind and decides to entertain the neighbors with a sort of cookout/cocktail party. I think in her brain she sees a congenial gathering of witty people enjoying a few drinks and discussing world affairs. Maybe she waits until it gets uncomfortably cold because she also pictures them dressed in coordinated turtlenecks from that catalogue she gets. But that would require a different set of neighbors. Dad always tries to warn her, but that only makes her more determined to pull it off.
Isabel’s mother was telling mine all about the latest developments in the Missing Kids world. My mother was trying to listen and at the same time she was making a mess of the chocolate cream pie she had not let cool long enough. Meanwhile Jan Cook was rearranging the plastic forks and plates Mom had set out, and her husband Wendell was pouring drinks for other arrivals. Rose Lewis was asking everyone if they had seen Savanna, her evil daughter. As usual, the child had failed to obey her parents’ lame instructions: “Savanna, stay in sight, now,” they would say, and immediately become distracted. I didn’t want to make that my problem, but the year before she had found some colored markers and ruined a sweater Mom loved. Craftily, I looked in the kitchen were Mom keeps penny candy in a drawer and was able to shepherd Savanna back out into the yard. Neither her mother nor her father noticed.
The yard was full and I had started to try to talk Isabel into hiding in my room with me, when the Joneses arrived. They looked the same as they had the night – the two different nights -- I spied on them through a window. Corey was in new stiff Lee jeans and a flannel shirt over one of those long-underwear-type thermal shirts, his hair pulled back into a braid and topped with a wool hat. At some point he had trimmed the beard back a little so he no longer looked like a 19th-century mountain man. In fact, he looked nice. Mrs. Harris would disapprove of a vague word like “nice,” but it fit. He just looked nice, instead of slightly scary. Alma was wearing her usual old lady garb: knit pants and K-Mart running shoes with a formless blouse in a greenish-blue that almost went with the pants, with complicated makeup, and hair that I recognized from movies set several decades in the past. Her jacket looked as if it belonged to her husband – too big and the shade of brown found only in men’s departments. For some reason, she was carrying her equally incongruous and overly-large purse, and she looked around for a place to put it, then pulled the long strap over her head instead.
I was surprised to see them, but I shouldn’t have been. When my mother had first befriended Alma, I had overheard them talking biscuit recipes one day and thought I had walked into the wrong house. But since then Alma was over almost every day for her cooking lessons. My father and Corey had bonded, too. Dad helped him pour the cement for the little green house’s fresh sidewalks, and Corey had visited a few times to help Dad with his computer. Corey still seemed like the hermit, or the out-of-it hippie; he never talked to me when I walked through. Sweet Olivia was the shy one in our group at school, and I knew she hated it when people tried to “make” her talk. I pretended I couldn’t see Corey and we were both happy.
So, I was surprised to see them, but I couldn’t really put my finger on why. I surmised they just looked so different from everyone else, it was hard to believe they weren’t afraid to make an appearance in front of our very regular neighbors.
My mom greeted them: “Alma! I was about to come over and get you.”
“I told you we’d come.” She smiled shyly and looked up at her husband.
Mom hesitated, then initiated a handshake with Corey; awkwardly, he realized what she was doing and reciprocated. Mom gave his arm a reassuring squeeze. “Thanks for coming, Corey. We really want to get to know you both better.”
Corey smiled, but it was the kind of smile you’d give the jury to let them know there were no hard feelings about that lifetime sentence they just handed you. I wondered how he could have lived this long – Isabel and I had speculated that he was in his late twenties – without knowing how to pretend to be pleased with other people.
I kind of admired him for it, in a way.
Isabel and I were on the perimeter of the yard, sitting on my old swing set platform with Hayley and Paige, the Langheim twins from across the street. They were tolerating me since the party was at my house. We had to scrunch up, and I marveled at all the things you find out as you grow up that you were wrong about. That platform used to seem immense.
“I’m gonna have to study him,” I told the group.
“Oh my God, me too,” said Isabel.
“Um, that’s not what I meant.”
“Don’t you think he’s cute?” asked Hayley.
“For a hugely old guy, I guess.”
“He’s not that much older than us,” argued Hayley, while Paige crinkled her eyes and stared at him, making me nervous that he would notice. “Maybe 25?”
“How do you know?” I answered. “Even if you’re right, he’s 150 percent of our age.”
Isabel rolled her eyes. “Do you have to do that?”
“What?” She wrinkled her nose at me. “Oh, math. Sorry.” I smiled. “Speaking of thinking, has anyone done Harris’ reading yet?” Mrs. Harris, never one to teach in chronological order, had recently assigned us to read Frankenstein.
Isabel looked stricken. “Oh, God, no. I meant to ask you again what pages we’re supposed to read.”
“Just the prologue.”
“The who?” Paige said, puzzled.
“The part before chapter one.”
Isabel was outraged. “Why in God’s name would there be a part before chapter one? And why in God’s name should we have to read it? Don’t you think if the author wanted us to read something, he would have just started with the first chapter?” Hayley and Paige tittered. They think Isabel means to be funny.
“She. And all I’m saying is that Harris said read the prologue.”
“Isn’t there a movie?” she said hopefully.
I lied to her for her own good. “No.”
“Yes, there –“ Hayley began, but I gave her a look. “Isn’t there?”
“Well, so anyway,” Hayley covered awkwardly, “why do you suppose he’d marry someone like her?” She and Isabel and Paige were still looking at Corey, who was fishing a beer out of the ice chest.
“Clearly, she has inner depths,” I said.
“No, really.”
“Well, he’s not exactly the height of fashion either.”
“Yeah, but he’s like a – like a movie star who’s on vacation or something. She looks like she’s trying too hard.” This was Isabel, but the twins nodded in agreement.
I would like to have used this opportunity to rag on Isabel’s own lack of trying too hard, but I had to admit there was something odd about Alma.
Eventually, Dad called me over and asked me to get the burgers and hot dogs out of the fridge and bring them out to the grill. The air was turning colder and the neighbors had gathered into small groups. Dad poked some coals with a long fork and returned to his conversation with Corey, who held a beer by its long neck, and I heard someone say Savanna was apparently missing again. I expected to find her near the candy drawer, but the kitchen was empty except for three of the neighbor women who had come in to escape the cold, and my mother, who was trying to work around them as she prepared side dishes. They were talking about the latest local news – a shooting at a grocery store – that had happened in another, less safe, neighborhood.
“That’s exactly why we moved here,” Laurie Beck said. She was the one with the new baby.
“Man, we didn’t even think about that when we were looking for a house. Used to be, you didn’t have to worry,” said Theresa Genovese.
“I don’t know. Maybe it just seems that way,” said Pam Langheim. “Jasper says people always think things are worse now, whenever now is, than they used to be.”
“But in a way they’re better,” said Laurie. “I mean, we did have the choice to move here, to keep our kids safe. There are a lot more neighborhoods like this one now, with gates, and some even have security patrols. Where you can have some peace of mind.”
I hadn’t noticed Audrey at the kitchen door, and neither had they. The instant Theresa saw her, she looked stricken. Laurie Beck was new to the neighborhood; maybe no one had had the time or opportunity to tell her about how Katy had disappeared when she lived in this neighborhood. Of course, that was before the gates went up.
Audrey stayed at the door while we waited for her – somebody, anybody – to say something. She turned to me. “Jackie, your dad says he needs more ice, too, when you have a minute.” Her face was hard, but her voice was bright, so we could all pretend she hadn’t heard anything. Audrey didn’t ask for people to tiptoe around her. They just always did. Laurie, Theresa and Pam found an excuse to go back outside, and I found Savanna playing with Mom’s makeup in the bathroom and made her help me carry the meat tray and ice outside.
On the way out, I heard a fragment of Audrey talking to my mother. “-- just feel sorry for them. That’s all.”
“I know,” my mom said, patting Audrey’s shoulder, and I was out of earshot.
By the time the food was ready to eat, Audrey was back outside, rocking in a patio chair and drinking a margarita. Paige was eating another hot dog, still on the swing set platform, and Hayley was flirting with Tim Rourke, who was home from college for the weekend, in the shadows of the garage. I was surprised to see him, since he couldn’t drink beer in front of adults, so why bother to come at all? I couldn’t find Isabel and wondered if she had fled her mother’s bad mood. Isabel’s and my music had run out and Dad had put on his favorite, some obscure guy named Rodriguez. The air was utterly brisk now, and the sun was almost down, but the alcohol had warmed up all the adults and no one was noticing. I decided to get a hoodie out of my room, and when I opened the door, Isabel was scrolling her iPod, showing Alma her eclectic music collection.
“Oh, sorry!” I said, stupidly.
Alma jumped up from the bed. “No, I’m sorry! We should have asked if it was okay to be in here.”
“It’s fine,” I said, as Isabel pulled on Alma’s arm to get her to sit again. “Isabel knows I don’t mind.” Alma sat, but stiffly. I was sorry I had ruined their fun – or whatever it was.
Isabel held up the iPod. “She knows about Vain Socks!” she said. “She’s got great taste in music.”
Alma smiled. “I don’t have any of their stuff anymore. Well, really, ever.” I guessed she was still feeling bad about not asking permission to be in my room, because she was acting fidgety. I threw myself onto the decrepit bean bag opposite the bed.
Isabel said, “I’m not kidding. She knows Senseless Crimes and Antonia and … like, most of what we like.” I didn’t blame Isabel for being so gushy about her discovery. It was hard to believe any adult had heard of these acts. They weren’t the kind you hear on the car radio.
“Really, I’ve just heard them a few times. I have a good memory for music, that’s all.” Isabel grabbed her arm and tugged at it in glee, which made Alma smile.
“Well, it is cool. You want to share some of these?”
Alma smiled again. “Oh, no. Maybe later. I’m so busy I wouldn’t have time to enjoy listening. I hate it when music is just on in the background. I haven’t even gotten us completely unpacked yet. I’ve been looking for a job, and I’m getting ready to enroll in some classes, and – you know. Thanks, anyway.”
“What kind of classes?” I pictured her learning to knit, or one of those adult extension classes about home decorating.
“Nothing interesting. Accounting I.”
My mom popped her head in the door. She, too, seemed surprised to see Alma, and Alma took it as a chance to stand up and get ready to escape.
“Hi, Ellie. Is my husband back from the store?”
“No, but he just left a few minutes ago. Have any of you seen Savanna?” Mom asked.
“No. Did you check the kitchen?”
“Yes, but I hid the candy two hours ago anyway.”
“The bathroom?”
“Yeah. I’ll keep looking.”
“I’ll help. Come on, Isabel.”
Alma said, “I’ll help too. Is she the one who asked to see in my purse? I kept looking around for her parents, but I couldn’t tell who they were.”
My mother laughed. “That would be her. Right now her parents are having a small fight over who is going to drive her to church in the morning.”
So we spread out. I checked the laundry room, thinking any minute I would hear that someone had found her. But no one did. I looked in the garage, and after conferring with the others, even went back to garage to pull down the ladder and check in the attic. I checked the back yard in time to hear my mother try to get Savanna’s mother’s attention.
“We’ve looked everywhere,” she was saying.
Rose Lewis leaned her head back from her chair so she could see my mother upside down. “She’s alwaysh doing thish,” she said. She waved one hand vaguely.
Audrey was there in an instant. She shook my mother’s shoulder. “Are you saying you can’t find Savanna?”
“I didn’t want to worry you, Audrey,” my mother said. “I’m sure she’s fine. You know how she’s always wandering off. It’s happened a million times and she’s always all right. Let’s look again.” They took off for the house, and my dad, picking up Mom’s cue, started organizing people to search the outside. Wendell Cook called the guard at the security gate. I stood there, not sure which way to go.
“Maybe she went home,” Isabel suggested.
“Maybe. Let’s go.” We ran around the house down to the Lewis’, strangely exhilarated by the chase. I mentally slapped myself for being callous.
The house was dark, but we tried the front door. It was unlocked.
“Oh geez, my mother would freak,” Isabel said. The idea seemed to amuse her.
“To be fair, she freaks a lot.” But I thought maybe Audrey had a point.
We turned on lights in all the rooms as we went, but Savanna was nowhere.
“What now?” I asked Isabel. We went out of the front door in time to see Corey’s old Jeep fly past and pull up in the driveway at the little green house. My father was waiting there for it and he and Corey talked for a few seconds. Corey dropped the bags of ice he was carrying onto the driveway and followed my father back behind the green house.
“I don’t know,” Isabel mused, oblivious. “Where would you hide if you were Savanna?”
I remembered something I’d seen on the local news a couple of months before. “Oh crap.”
“What?”
“The Knights just put in that spa. Sometimes kids drown in a foot of water.”
“That doesn’t sound right.”
“I’m serious, damnit. Come on.”
We left every light in the house on, and the door wide open as we took off catercorner from the Lewis’ toward the Knight’s house across and at the far end of the street. We’d almost made it there when we heard shouting from the direction of our house. We stopped and listened.
“Found her!” someone shouted. I was surprised at the huge relief I felt. I didn’t like Savanna, but she was just a little kid.
They had her surrounded in our kitchen when we got there. Mom had a wet washcloth in one hand and a bottle of antiseptic in the other and was dabbing away blood from a scrape on Savanna’s head. My father and Corey had found her down in the culvert behind our house. It was dusk, and she’d been hidden directly below us when we first missed her. I wondered why she hadn’t cried for help. Even now, she wasn’t crying, but staring at the floor. The Savanna I knew should have been howling, should have been milking everyone’s panic for everything it was worth. Her mother Rose had sobered up a little by now, and knelt by Savanna’s chair, hugging her. Savanna hardly noticed her. Audrey had gone home as soon as Savanna was brought into the house.
The kitchen was crowded and I was finding it hard to breathe. Drama wasn’t as fun as it looked on television. I skirted the crowd and went to sit on the front steps. Isabel was still inside, soaking up the commotion so she could tell it all at school on Monday.
I heard a car door slam and looked toward the sound. Corey was sitting in the old Jeep again, his head on the steering wheel. The garage door rose; in his quest for home improvement, he must have installed an automatic opener. He never stopped, it seemed. I wondered if I should call to him, let him know Savanna was okay, but I figured he wouldn’t have left the house if he didn’t know that already. Finally, he pulled slowly into the garage. The plastic bags that had held the ice he went to buy were crumpled where he’d dropped them, and a puddle of water at the bottom of the driveway had still not evaporated. What a waste, I thought.
CHAPTER 6
I don’t know if it was the excitement of Savanna’s temporary disappearance, or the unusually cold weather that followed in December, but it seemed all human activity on Simon Court died soon after the party. A few, ever more elaborate, Christmas decorations appeared each day while Isabel and I were in school, and if you looked out a window around breakfast time, you could see the usual father executives and mother carpoolers backing out of their driveways, but even those movements were achieved in a kind of slow motion. As if everyone on Simon Court were suddenly thinking deep thoughts. As unlikely as that was.
At school, Isabel and I continued to travel together part of the time, disconnected in mind but affixed to each other for some reason we found it harder and harder to remember. She greeted her Bowhead friends and I left her at lunch for the same old crowd we’d known since elementary school: Justin, Olivia, Beowulf and Evil. She indulged my whispered grief about Sam McDonald moving away with his family, but she kept her own boy talk for Mira and her other new friends.
More often than I expected, she invited herself over to do homework, arriving in time to have dinner with us. Less and less did she ask me over to their house. This time of year, Audrey was raising money for Missing Kids and rarely made it home before ten at night, and was often much later. We saw her instead in the newspaper, dressed in perfect ball gowns – and, necessarily, the right kind of shoes -- and lined up with other, richer society women at fundraising parties. I often wondered why they didn’t just write a check and save all that work. Isabel’s dad Michael was home after work, but according to her, he had stopped eating dinner. When I saw him through the kitchen window as I ran by in the mornings, he looked sickly. Everyone says the winter holidays are especially hard for people who are grieving. I wondered if anyone ever got to stop feeling so bad. Ten years, and the Walkers lived as if it all happened yesterday. Isabel still maintained that Katy was alive, and had left by her own choice.
“I hope she doesn’t say that in front of her mother,” my Dad said. I didn’t know. I never knew anything she would do, or when. Or why.
Christmas was coming and I steeled myself for the horde of visiting relatives who would make comments about me out loud, sincerely perplexed at the incongruity of their memories of me with my actual being. Isabel’s family had their own holiday on Christmas Eve, just the three of them – but with four stockings on the mantle – every year, before heading out the next day to visit relatives one state over. My extended family, on the other hand, united only by intermittent birthday cards and spurts of political-joke email all year, were abruptly overcome with tenderness for one another sometime in early December. My mother offered to host the holiday dinner and present-unwrapping one time many years ago, and ever since then families on both sides simply descended, uninvited.
Christmas was also being celebrated unabashedly at school. Our high school, attended by all public-schooled Simon Court teenagers as well as many from outside, but near, the perimeter of the gates, called the assembly on the last day before the holidays the “Winter Showcase,” but decorative pine trees, angels, Santas, and cardboard holly bushes festooned the auditorium where it would take place. Not that we weren’t diverse. We had one Muslim student, a Buddhist teacher, and three whole Jews. Oh, and Beowulf claimed to be an atheist. The more enlightened social studies teachers tried vainly to make us aware of other cultures and religions and how very prevalent they were outside of our school, neighborhood and country, and dutifully, we listened to the presentations they gamely made every December.
In the meantime, Isabel invited herself to breakfast one morning and announced over oatmeal and without forewarning that she would be auditioning for the Winter Showcase. The assembly had always been a time for the chorus, band, and speech teachers to compel their students to show off all they had learned that semester; in later years it had evolved into more of a talent show of mixed quality. Every year we hoped it wouldn’t be terrible, and almost every year our hopes were dashed. My father said it was all part of the high school experience – learning not to expect promises to be kept. He thinks that sort of thing is funny.
Isabel begged me to go with her to the auditions after school. I wondered, but didn’t ask, why Mira or some of the other Bowheads weren’t accompanying her. But Isabel was their follower in fashion, and flirting, and other superficial pursuits. I guessed she was afraid to ask them for anything as ordinary as moral support. So I brought a book – we were just halfway through Frankenstein -- and settled into the back of the auditorium to wait for her to be called. I didn’t open the book. Olivia and Evil showed up and joined me at the back of the room.
“What are you guys doing here? I thought you had discarded her like an old Cheetos bag.” I addressed this to Evil, who had announced one day at lunch that Isabel was not just a hypocrite, but a “hypercrite.”
“She might come back around. You never know.” Sweet Olivia said this, but she thought everyone had a good side.
“Fie on her and everything she stands for,” Evil replied. “I’m here to ridicule her from the audience.”
I started to protest, but he saw my expression. “Don’t worry. I already have four detentions next week. I will ridicule silently.”
Olivia rolled her eyes and I laughed, because Evil’s humorless delivery always makes me laugh.
Isabel had to sit up front with the other hopefuls. Even from the back I could see she was nervous. She grasped her guitar as if it were a lonely puppy, and when David Farrel, who was from outside the gates already played with his band in coffee shops on Friday nights, talked to her, she looked up at him with a dazed expression. Mrs. Harris, the reluctant coordinator of the Showcase, called everyone to attention, explained the audition procedure, and began calling names to go up onstage and perform. I tried to read my book, but David’s very loud band Gosway Likes Toffee was up first and gave me a headache. The next three auditioners were a girl who sang really high so that you couldn’t understand any of the words, a brother and sister disco dance act, and Mr. Tristan, who, if his looks and charm weren’t enough, apparently knew how to play jazz guitar.
Finally, Isabel was called to the stage. I’d heard her play plenty of times in her room, or from outside when she was up early and I was running behind her house in the culvert. She was good, if my opinion means anything. But I held my breath for fear she’d be too nervous to play. She looked it. But as soon as she started to play, keeping her eyes on her guitar at all times, she was great. The sound was full and rich and somehow more heartfelt than I had ever heard from her before. It sounded as if she had backup guitarists, and the song was one of the tunes I had heard her practice before, but I had never heard the words. It was a strange song for a Christmas talent show, or anyone living on Simon Court:
Summertime
And the living is easy
Fish are jumpin’
And the cotton is high….
Isabel is a thin girl, almost frail looking, though she’s anything but weak. But she sang it in a positively tragic way. I almost cried, but got hold of myself. I realized that when I’d heard her play in the past she had always been restrained, probably not wanting to draw the attention of her parents, or anyone else, to something she actually cared about.
And I’d never heard her sing before. In fact, in elementary school when we were forced to take chorus for half an hour a week, she had mouthed the words silently, just like I did. It seemed like a stupid thing to keep secret, that you had real talent. In fact, it kind of made me mad.
Seventeen years of friendship, and more evidence that Isabel was not the person I thought she was.
“Did you know she was that good?” Olivia whispered.
“I can’t believe it,” said Evil. I looked at him to see if he was mocking Olivia, but, as was always the case, and which was hardly ever recognized, he had the integrity to admit when someone wasn’t full of it.
She finished, the words something about how you’ll be safe with your mom and dad watching, until you leave home. Onstage, Mr. Tristan was giving her the Sideways Teacher Hug and grinning, and Mrs. Harris was telling the rehearsal schedule, and asking if maybe there was another song she wanted to sing for the actual assembly, since this was kind of out of touch with the winterness of it all. Isabel agreed readily, a grin on her face giving the lie to the heartrending emotion she had just exhibited, and Mrs. Harris patted her on the back and called the next act.
Isabel ran down the aisle – David Farrel high-fived her -- as six girls took the stage to perform a skit dressed as Santa’s elves. She joined me at the back of the auditorium, plopping herself down in the next seat over from Evil.
“Hey,” she said, as if nothing unusual had happened.
“Um, hey. That was good. Really good.”
Evil and Olivia added their kudos. Evil shook her hand very formally, as if meeting her for the first time. “I honor you, Isabel Walker.”
She laughed. “It kinda was good, wasn’t it? That fucking David Farrel said I was a poser, and I just thought, Oh yeah, asshole?”
“He calls everybody a poser,” Olivia said.
“Yeah, but right before I was going up there? The bastard.”
“Well, you showed him.”
Isabel didn’t hear me, or didn’t appear to, because she was staring at the stage. Off to the side, Corey Jones – “if that’s his real name,” Isabel and I still joked every time we said it -- was talking to Mrs. Harris. They were looking at a blueprint, and Corey’s painter’s pants held a hammer in the little loop on the side. For the first time ever, I saw Corey give a genuine smile. He even laughed at something Harris said.
By now, Corey and Alma had been to our house many times. On some weekends, it seemed as if our houses were connected, we had so many meals with them. Alma was outright friendly to me, telling me all about her new part-time job at the pharmacy in the Simon Hills shopping center and the college classes she signed up to start in January. I had stopped pretending to ignore Corey, and he looked at me when I spoke now, but we had never had an actual conversation. He certainly never smiled spontaneously. He never laughed; he never even seemed to be having any fun.
In a minute, Corey shook Mrs. Harris’ hand and rolled up the big sheet of paper, tapping on one end to make it all uniform. He took one last look at the elf girls performing their skit, and disappeared back behind the curtains.
“What do you think he’s doing here?” asked Isabel.
“Who?” asked Olivia.
“Corey Jones. A guy from our neighborhood. Isabel thinks he’s a bank robber or something.”
“Nooo,” Isabel said. “I just think he’s mysterious.”
I wasn’t in the mood for spy games. “Obviously, he’s building something for the Showcase. Dad says he’s getting ready to build a room onto the back of his house, too. Apparently he has skills. And he can’t do lawns in the winter.”
Olivia said, “The stagecraft class does the sets. Why would they hire somebody from outside?”
Isabel grinned again, looking at me. “I know! Why don’t you ask him?”
I didn’t need to answer that one. It was absurd.
CHAPTER 7
Meanwhile, at home, my mother was going slowly insane trying to get ready for Christmas. My father’s family was almost all gone. By “gone,” I mean dead. Mrs. Harris has warned us many times about euphemisms. Dad was an only child and his one cousin lives overseas. My grandparents on his side died when I was little.
My mother’s family was numerous but disjointed. Her eldest sister Shirley was divorced and had no children, but brought her enormous dog with her everywhere. Her other sister, my Aunt Barbara, was married to my Uncle John and they still lived in the town where she and my mother grew up; their son Jonathan was in college and their daughter Sarah was a senior in high school. Jonathan would be with us for Christmas, but Sarah was on a school trip to France, lucky her. Mom’s brother Paul and his wife Michelle brought with them uncounted look-alike children (three). Grandpa and Grandma Nelson on Mom’s side were divorced and had never remarried but sometimes brought dates to celebrate the holiday.
Naturally, my mother wanted to kill everyone involved. In the Christmas spirit.
“I swear, I swear, I’m serving beans and cornbread on the lawn this year. And there isn’t enough liquor in all the liquor cabinets in Simon Hills to get me though this.”
“I don’t know, Ellie,” my dad said, apparently counting in his head. “There’s a lot of liquor in Simon Hills.”
My mother smiled on one side of her mouth, but she was determined to be mad. “Then commence going door to door. I need to get started now.”
Then they both laughed, but Mom looked exhausted already and no one had even arrived.
The last day of school before the holiday finally came, and after third lunch we trooped downstairs to the auditorium for the Showcase. At afternoon assemblies like this one, where parents come, there are never enough seats for everyone; if you’re smart you’ll head to the back immediately where you can sit on the floor and not pay too much attention. When I got there, Mr. Jordan was standing behind the glass partition. He always stood there, even when there were no visiting parents. For some reason, he was explaining to Beowulf and several other kids I didn’t know very well that the Bible says you can’t eat rock badgers. I don’t even know what rock badgers are, but he had the whole group in giggles. The thing about Mr. Jordan is, he’s hilarious but he never laughs. I’m never sure if he’s kidding or not.
So Mr. Jordan entertained through the boring acts. But when Isabel sang, he had to stop; for once everyone in the auditorium was quiet. Mr. J. turned to me and raised his eyebrows. Seldom was he impressed by anything, especially if a student did it. I would have to remember to tell Isabel.
The Bowheads, as well as other people who barely knew her, were all as surprised as I had been at the audition. Mr. Tristan shook her hand as she came off the stage, and Mrs. Harris smiled joyfully at how well the assembly was going. Isabel was giddy when I met her at three at the south door to walk home together. But her mood shifted when I asked her when they were leaving for their holiday trip.
“God, I wish we didn’t have to go. It’s so boring, and sad. No one dares say anything funny when Mom’s around.”
“It’s not her fault. People make themselves all uncomfortable. What are you supposed to say?”
“That part isn’t her fault, I guess. But it’s been ten years. Maybe she could let people know somehow that they can tell a joke. Oh fuck. I don’t know. I just don’t want to go away. I’d rather be at your house.”
We waved goodbye in front of the green house and went our separate ways.
I didn’t think much more about Isabel until after Christmas. I was suddenly glad for her new popularity, but it took her even farther from me. I hoped their trip wasn’t as bad as she anticipated.
Mom kept me busy helping her clean and decorate before relatives came. We expected them early on the 24th.
When Aunt Barbara did arrive, with husband and son, she was three days early, and full of plans to help. Ignoring the to-do list fully visible on the refrigerator, she decided to decorate the house with old leaves and twigs from the front yard. I won’t say the effect wasn’t artistic – she really does have an eye for that sort of thing -- but I’m guessing when she saw this technique demonstrated on some cable decorating show, they didn’t let you see the decorations crumbling to little bits before the dinner was even on the stove. Barbara’s husband Uncle John talked to my dad about motorcycles and politics, and my cousin Jonathan hid himself in the darkest corner of the basement listening to music. Jonathan was three years older than me, and exuded an independent spirit that I tried and failed to emulate.
My other aunt, Shirley, who is single, was a little more practical. She arrived only one day before she was expected, with one small suitcase and her humongous dog. Shirley got her things stowed in the one guest bedroom – leaving more numerous families to make pallets on the floor -- and offered to help clean, then became exhausted after dabbing the bathroom sink with a dry washcloth. She didn’t complain – she just retired to the couch in our den and fell fast asleep. The dog was really sweet, following Shirley around and not meaning to take up the entire room, and only occasionally swishing her firelog-sized tail just as someone was carrying a tray of something liquid across the room.
Aunt Barbara seemed to resent Shirley, and insisted on explaining to my mother all the reasons she felt that way, but Mom was just relieved to have one less person interfering.
The afternoon of Christmas Eve, everyone else began arriving. I tried to keep my three identical cousins’ names straight and put all of the coats somewhere where they could be sure and find them as soon as everyone was ready to leave, and Grandpa Nelson slipped me twenty dollars because he said I used to never talk and now I do. The look-alike cousins – pale skin, freckles, reddish-blonde hair, and all the same 8-year-old height -- all had names that begin with C, but whether they’re Charles, Connie and Chloe, or Clarence, Clarice and Claire, I couldn’t remember. They were always together anyway, and all you had to do to entertain them was tell them they could go outside in the back yard and roll in the leaves. Their parents, Aunt Michelle and Uncle Paul, agreed with Mom about liquor being the key to the holidays; they hung out in the kitchen with her, sucking down various colored liquids.
Lucky for me -- since Isabel was out of town – that Jonathan didn’t have anyone to talk to in the family – no one his age, and no one who didn’t think he was joking when he was perfectly serious – so he didn’t mind me hanging around him too much. When he was sent to empty the trash cans, I helped. When he escaped to the back porch to read, I tagged along and worked on the final pages of Frankenstein. We both watched the Three Cousins entertain themselves on the lawn.
On Christmas morning, Jonathan and I had just come up from the basement where he had been looking through my father’s old LP collection, and when we walked into the kitchen, there Alma and Corey were just coming in the door.
“Hi, Alma, hi Corey,” my mother handed out hugs. She seemed to hug the Joneses more than anybody else we knew.
“Hi, Ellie. Look what Corey got me for Christmas.”
They looked out the front window to see a somewhat battered but still cool old Mustang.
“It’s a ’68,” said Corey, and as my dad and the other men gathered to see.
“Corey’s going to fix it up for me, but it runs great. Finally, I can get back and forth from school and we won’t have to worry about sharing the Jeep.”
About half the people present, including me, left the house and gathered outside to pay homage to the car. It was the coolest car ever, and I had trouble picturing Alma driving it with her middle-aged clothes and antideluvian hairdo.
I guess I should have expected them to be there, after all the other meals they ate with us. But I assumed they would be going to visit their own parents over the holidays. Corey at least had a father, I knew. I wouldn’t have minded, but even after all this time, Corey still exuded nervousness when he was around us – or me, anyway – and that made me jumpy. I was already scared to eat in front of people for fear my parents would correct some minor rule of etiquette they hadn’t mentioned in all the time I was growing up. (“Jackie! The saltshaker goes in the left hand!”) I had told Jonathan a little about our weird neighbors, the little I knew: their names and odd appearance, how Corey made a living, how Alma was starting college late in life and didn’t know how to cook.
Naturally, Jonathan took right to them, joining the crowd at the car.
“Hey, Corey, I’m Jonathan. Nice to meet you, Alma.”
Corey shook his hand. But Alma got shy again all of a sudden. She ignored his hand and said, “Oh, I promised Ellie I’d help out in the kitchen,” and hurried away. It was weird, but then I could never predict what was going on with the Joneses, so I put it away in my mind to tell Isabel later.
Jonathan promptly forgot I existed, he was so glad to have someone else to talk to, and, like Dad, he seemed to have lots in common with Corey. So I wandered into the kitchen to see if I could scarf some food early. I could hardly move through the room, it was so crowded. I offered to help and got out the raw vegetables and dip and arranged them on a tray. Aunt Shirley grabbed it and delivered it to the living room for me. For her, the dog stayed still. I was eating one of the mandatory carrot sticks and leaning against the refrigerator when Alma looked up from the salad she was making and asked me, “So, Jonathan is what, your cousin?”
“Yeah.” I turned to see if Aunt Barbara was in the room so I could clarify the family tree further. She was, and she had heard the question.
“I’m Jonathan’s mom,” she said, “and I’m married to John, the one out in the driveway practicing his golf swing.” We could just barely see him out the kitchen window. “We have a daughter too, but she couldn’t be here.”
“I get it.” Alma smiled and went back to the salad, but as soon as Aunt Barbara was involved in another conversation, Alma asked me, “So, is he in college, or what?”
Geez. If she was so interested in him, why had she left the driveway so fast? I suddenly wished I could just read everyone’s minds. But only if they couldn’t read mine back.
“Yeah, he’s a sophomore.” She kept looking at me as if she wanted to know more, so I added, “He goes to school in New York. Just back for the holidays.”
“Wow! That’s exciting for him.” She seemed genuinely impressed.
“I guess. Especially for him. They’re from this little podunk town about an hour from here. We’ve been there a couple of times and I’m telling you, it is beyond boring. Mom grew up there and she got out as soon as she could. He was desperate to go college in some kind of big city. Bigger than here. Really big.”
“I don’t blame him. Which podunk town is it? We used to live out in the country.”
“It’s called Reedville, but there are only about 5000 people there. One high school. You know.”
She smiled, but in a flat kind of way. I was tempted to ask her where her family was now, but I was afraid it would be rude. What if they had all been killed in some horrible accident? How embarrassing to bring it up.
The doorbell rang and in a minute Aunt Shirley came to the kitchen with little Savannah, who was holding a measuring cup.
“This little girl says she needs to borrow a cup of sugar.”
It sounded funny, like we were all in a sitcom. But Mom wasn’t laughing. I could tell by the set of her mouth that she was horrified, and she had trained me well, because I knew why. Savannah’s mom had sent her out alone on this errand, once again demonstrating her ignorance of good parenting skills.
“That woman is going to be on television warning the other parents,” my mother muttered. “Jackie, the sugar is next to the toaster; can you take care of this? And walk her back?”
When I got back and took my position again in the kitchen, Mom stopped chopping celery to ask, “So, what did Rose say?”
“She said there was no need to walk her back. Nothing bad would happen on Christmas Day. She called you a worrywart.”
“I knew three people who died on Christmas Day, about fifteen years ago.”
There was a silence while everyone waited for her to go on. I had never heard this story.
“Two died when the wrapping paper got too close to the fireplace, and the mother called the fire department from inside the house. Toxic fumes killed her before she knew what was happening. Her boyfriend rescued her daughter, then died a few days later. The daughter lived, but had horrible burns and scars. The third one I know flipped her car going to visit relatives. Died instantly.” With this she smiled at Aunt Barbara and opened a bag of marshmallows to put on top of the yams.
Leave it to Mom to bring the cheer level down. The oven buzzed and Mom asked Alma to see if the red thingie on the turkey had popped out. I wandered back into the living room, where Jonathan and Corey and my dad were watching a documentary on some arcane aspect of World War II – very Christmassy. I plopped down and tried to learn something.
After a few minutes, a commercial came on. His eye still on a dancing purple computer, Jonathan asked Corey, “So, how long have you and Alma known each other?”
There was a silence at first, as if Corey hadn’t heard. Or maybe he was counting. Mom says men don’t remember anniversary dates very well. After a while, he answered, “About six years. Roughly.”
“Hunh. Long time,” Jonathan commented, and we watched a while more as black and white and gray soldiers marched through cold and misery to the next battle. Uncle John joined us, and Corey left to help carry dishes out to the table. Eventually it was time for dinner.
There’s no room for this many people in our tiny dining room, so we ate buffet style, spread across the living room, with the identical children allowed to eat in the den with a Disney movie showing. The conversation, as always, wavered between food and politics. Points were made, but everyone kept their same opinions about both topics.
Aunt Barbara asked Mom and Dad if Sarah, her daughter and Jonathan’s sister, could come stay with us during spring break. She needed to complete some volunteer hours for Key Club and the opportunities in Reedville were sparse. If she stayed with us, she could work at the new hospital that they’d just finished building not too far from Simon Hills.
“Of course. We have a guest room that never gets used. We’d be glad to have her.”
Finally it was time to discuss what movie we would see that afternoon. It was a toss-up between the new Johnny Depp movie that was opening that day, and my mother’s preference that we watch Santa Claus vs. the Martians in the comfort of the den. She knew it was a losing battle, but she fought valiantly. So we stuffed ourselves into four cars and drove to the mall to see the war movie. Again, very Christmassy.
As we strolled out of the theater, mom announced she would make hot chocolate when we got home, which helped those of us who hadn’t bundled up for nighttime weather keep our spirits up.
Finally, long after all of our usual bedtimes, Corey and Alma went home and the members of my unfamiliar family settled into strange beds, pallets on the floor, and a couple of cots, all over the house. The Interchangeable Trio of kids slept on the floor in my room. I complained when the house was full; like my mother, I enjoyed my privacy. I was never sure how to talk to people I didn’t really know very well. But this time, just before sleep, was the best part of a holiday to me. To think of all the people, all related, sleeping under one roof; it was like in the olden days, I imagined, when you knew where you belonged and felt safe no matter what. Did people back then long to move to a more exciting place? I envied Jonathan, but I wondered if he ever missed what was familiar. Like babies, families are easier to deal with when they’re asleep.
Too bad, I thought, Sarah couldn’t be here this time.
CHAPTER 8
The first day back at school the weather was drizzling, windy, and cold. The streets of Simon Hills were flooded at the curbs – the wind chill did nothing to turn the rain to snow; only humans and dogs were affected by the arctic temperature -- and everyone automatically drove slower. The local news show featured tips on not drowning, and their “Helping You” segment was about how to start your car after you had foolishly driven into standing water. At school, the hall floors were sloshed with muddy water, and custodians patiently stood aside with mops during class changes, waiting until they could swab it all up again into their buckets. Even in classrooms, the air smelled from sopping hair, and pages of textbooks curled up at the corners.
We had finished reading Frankenstein, and Harris had revealed her evil plan to make us write a huge paper analyzing it. As a reminder, she was getting ready to show us part of the old Boris Karloff movie. Harris was famous for never showing an entire movie. I guess she thought it might give us one second of relaxation that we didn’t deserve. In this case, she wanted us to write about how society treats what she called “outsiders.” She showed us a scene, you’ve probably seen it yourself, where the townspeople gather outside Frankenstein’s castle with torches. I guess we’re supposed to think they’re irrational and side with the monster, but I tried to put myself in their place, and really, it was all Dr. Frankenstein’s fault. If he had just sat down with them and explained what he was doing, may be he could have averted their fears. I didn’t say this out loud, because I knew Harris would laugh. She says I’m naïve.
Harris tried to give us the last twenty minutes of class to start working on our papers, but no one felt like working, of course. Nick Foley pleaded with her until she gave in. “Okay. I’ll show you the other most famous scene from this movie. Don’t say I never improved your cultural literacy. And remember, it’s not in the book, so I don’t want to read anything about it in your papers. Okay?”
She fiddled with the remote until she found the scene she wanted and it came up on screen, then hurried to her desk in the back of the room to grade papers or whatever it is teachers are so busy doing all the time.
The monster is outside and loose, for some reason, and he’s found a little pond by a farm house. There is a little girl playing there, throwing flowers into the pond and laughing, like little kids do. I’m thinking, Oh, no! He’s gonna kill her. But he doesn’t, at least not then. He starts throwing flowers in the pond, too, and imitating her laugh. He’s just like a little kid himself. So you let your guard down. Then he runs out of flowers. And he looks all around for something else he can throw in. And yeah, he throws her in, instead. And she drowns.
Everyone was laughing, because the monster was so confused, and the girl’s body was floating, and the actors playing the monster and the girl’s father, who had come up on the scene, were acting in that old-fashioned way, with exaggerated gestures, but all of a sudden I didn’t think it was funny. I thought about Savanna and the party, and how she really could have gone missing for good, like Katy. Audrey was so annoying sometimes, that I hardly ever felt sorry for her, but now I did.
I looked back at Isabel, who had been moved to the back row so she wouldn’t talk to me so much. But she wasn’t in her seat. She was over at Harris’ desk, and they were whispering. I saw Mrs. Harris give her the “I don’t believe you” look that teachers have, then reluctantly write her a pass. There was an old encyclopedia volume that Harris used as her bathroom pass and you could just pick it up and go if you needed to. If she had to write a paper pass, Isabel must be going somewhere else. She took her books with her, too, I noticed.
The bell rang while the next scene was still in progress, and we gathered up our soggy belongings and left. Isabel hadn’t come back.
My canvas shoes squished up to the south door, the one we always left by, as Isabel caught up with me. She punched me in the back to get my attention and Mr. Tristan waved as he dropped her by my side.
“Remember, Ms. Walker!” he said as he walked on. “You promised!”
I was stopping anyway, because it was still raining, or raining again, really hard. The kind of rain where even an umbrella does no good keeping you dry.
“So, what did you promise Mr. Tristan? Do I want to know?”
“Your mind is filthy, Jackie Grant.” She was laughing, and she never did answer my question. She didn’t need to. If you didn’t turn work in, Mr. T would chase you down and guilt you into some kind of deal, just so he could give you a grade. He graded hard, but he hated to give a zero.
“We can’t go anywhere yet.” I gestured toward the sheets of rain falling just outside the door.
“Well, crap,” she answered, and flopped down on the damp floor with her backpack.
“Do you have your phone?” I asked her. “I’ll call my mom to come get us.”
“Nope. Lost it last week.”
“Where?”
“I mean Audrey took it.” Calling her own mother `Audrey’ – this was new. “I’ve looked all over the house and can’t find it.”
So I dug my own phone, which is so out of date I can hardly push the buttons anymore, but which my dad says I don’t need to update because it’s for emergencies only, out of my backpack.
I dialed. No answer.
“Well, crappity crap crap,” I said, and settled down beside her. The foyer was filling up rapidly, the door opening occasionally to let someone out and a wet gust of freezing wind in. “So, why did Audrey take your phone?”
Isabel wasn’t listening. She was looking up at Corey Jones, who, being dry, had apparently just come from inside the building. He was wearing the same carpenter’s pants we’d seen him in at the auditions, with the same actual hammer hanging from the little loop. He was looking at her without expression, as if he didn’t know exactly who she was, and maybe he didn’t. But he looked at me with the same expression. Then he looked at the rain.
“Hi,” I said, just to break the awkwardness.
“Oh, hi,” he said, as if he had just realized we were there.
There was an embarrassed silence then. Isabel interrupted it with a question. “Mr. Jones, do you think you could give us a ride home?”
He seemed inordinately surprised, but by now I was used to his socially awkward reactions. Sometimes I knew just how he felt.
“Oh, yeah, of course. Sorry.”
Maybe you’ve been in one of those situations. You don’t want to do the thing, and the other person obviously doesn’t want to do the thing, but neither of you can just say so, so you’re both stuck doing it.
The rain had let up a little, but we still hesitated to dash right out into it. Isabel was standing really close to Corey, and I realized she’d been doing that a lot lately, brushing up against Mr. Tristan, for instance, when she asked him a question. She made me tired, so I proceeded through the door and ran, getting soaked. The ugly Jeep was parked right in front, in visitors’ parking, and it was unlocked. Seemed odd, that a secretive guy like Corey Jones wouldn’t bother to lock his car. Of course anyone could slice through the pitiful vinyl roof if they wanted to break in, as my Dad is always telling me. I got in the back, and Corey and Isabel clambered into the front seats. Isabel was laughing and shaking the water off, getting everything wetter. She seemed to think she was a character in a movie of some kind, a romantic comedy, where some catastrophe brings everyone closer together. The very-used vinyl roof leaked at the corners, so I sat in the middle of the seat and tried to keep the water off of my neck.
The rain started up hard again, gushing down all around us. I imagined that it rained only on us, that we were traveling in a little box of rain through a dry and dusty landscape. Isabel was trying to spark a conversation with our driver. I had to hand it to her; her newfound gregariousness seemed sincere.
“So, how do you like Simon Hills?” she asked him. She meant the school, but he naturally thought she meant the neighborhood.
“It’s nice,” he answered. “It’s, um ….”
Isabel was always helpful. “We’ve been studying synonyms in English—“ (we hadn’t been) “ – Let me think. Nice. Um, how about pleasant? Or congenial. Or maybe amusing?”
He smiled, but did not laugh. “Oh, you’re a precisionist. I guess I can go with all of those. I’ll have to think of the perfect word and get back to you.”
“What exactly is a precisionist?” Isabel asked suspiciously.
He smiled again. “It’s someone who says `exactly’.”
I suspected this was one of those answers that was more joke than truth. But Isabel loved it.
“So … `exactly’ how long do you plan to live in Simon Hills?”
His smile went away. “Why do you ask?”
From the back seat, I nudged Isabel’s shoulder. “Sorry, Mr. Jones. You’ll have to forgive Isabel. She’s very rude.”
Isabel turned. “Shut up. Sorry, Mr. Jones, you’ll have to excuse Jackie. She’s very –“ Too bad we weren’t actually studying synonyms. She was stuck for an adjective.
“Uncouth? Boorish? Disrespectful?” offered Corey.
“Yes, all of those,” said Isabel.
“Thanks,” I said.
Corey said, “Really, it’s okay. I just don’t know how to answer. I mean – we’re not planning to leave. Unless we have to for some reason. In fact, we’re building on a room.” He looked in the rearview mirror and nodded at me.
“Yeah. My dad told me,” I said.
“Noah has been great. He came right over the day after we moved in, offered to help. Very nice guy.”
I hadn’t realized that, about offering to help. “We like him.”
He smiled again. Isabel must have felt left out.
“Well, my dad couldn’t come over and help, because my mother doesn’t like you.”
“Isabel!” I reproached her from the back seat.
Corey actually laughed this time. “Well, Isabel. You’re very forthright, anyway. Your mother doesn’t know me. Does she?”
“You’re asking me? She doesn’t have to know you to dislike you. She doesn’t like me very much, either.”
I had heard Isabel say a lot of things about her mother’s lack of parenting skills. But I didn’t know she felt quite this strongly. But when I thought about it, it did seem Audrey was awfully … absentminded about Isabel. You’d think someone who had lost one child would pay more attention to the one they had left. I wondered if neighborhood gossip had alerted the Joneses to the tragedy of Katy’s disappearance.
My estimation of Mr. Jones – Corey – rose in that moment. He didn’t, as most adults would have, assure Isabel that her mother loved her.
“I’m sorry to hear that. Parents can really suck.”
Isabel and I both laughed, we couldn’t help it, to hear an adult say “suck.”
Corey continued, “Or maybe I should have said they can be `atrocious’. Or maybe `horrifying’.”
I put in, “Or maybe ghastly.”
He answered, “Repulsive?”
Isabel for once was up to speed. “What about appalling?”
“Appalling is perfect,” he answered. He could be really charming when he tried.
We were home, on Simon Court, and our box of rain had vanished, though the trees and eaves were still dripping. You could hear the rush of water into the gutters. Corey pulled the Jeep into his own driveway and stopped.
“I hope you don’t mind walking from here, girls.”
For some reason we found this, too, enormously funny. We walked over to my house next door still giggling, and waved back at Corey before we went in the door. He had turned his back and was walking up his new sidewalk.
Mom and Audrey and Alma were sorting through boxes that I remembered seeing in our attic. They were my old baby clothes.
Mom turned to see who had come in. When she saw we were still damp from the rain, she dropped the tiny overalls she had been holding and ran to hug me.
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