The Lighthouse Chronicles: Diamond Dust
By Frances Gonzalez
Smashwords Edition
Copyright 2009 Frances Gonzalez
Smashwords Edition, License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. Cover art by PJ Lyons (http://feedbooks.com/userbooks/recent?penname=PJ+Lyon&user=26065).
Praise for Diamond Dust:
"Ms. Gonzalez brings Boston to life with ease and vivid clarity.... The words come together very well, stringing together nicely to paint incredibly vivid imagery."
- Avery Tingle, author of Universal Warrior: Uprising
"I'd recommend this to anyone looking for a unique, mysterious YA story."
– Tajir, author of One Last Autumn
PROLOGUE
The first time Max heard the voice, she was four years old and about to be hit by a bicycle. Her father was still alive and they were living in what was called the Combat Zone of Boston before it was less-insultingly known as Chinatown, nestled between the sprawling public park of the Boston Common and the glass-and-granite Financial District.
Her parents had been fighting quietly again, trading barbs under their breath and scornful looks when one thought the other was looking. She was young enough not to know what they were yelling about (she still didn't now), but she could sense the tension and biting anger collecting, stirring and fermenting, soon to explode from their tiny apartment like a bottled soda did once after Max shook it. As her mother watched television and her father chopped vegetables for lunch, each ignoring the other, Max sneaked outside with her Barbie doll and its pink plastic jukebox.
("It actually played music," she would tell Ben one day, "just a few notes, but it was so cute. I miss that thing, do you believe it?" And he would nod, understanding, and gently rub his fist in her hair.)
She wanted to get away from the stuffiness in their home that existed even with the windows wide open. Max never knew what to say or do, never knew when those moment of thick air between her parents were coming, and all the usual cute things she did to put smiles on their faces didn’t work then. Whenever she asked what was wrong, her parents would say, "It’s too important for you, Maxie." The only thing to do was stay out of their way.
She sat on the front steps, watching the occasional car go by on the street.
I wish I knew important things, Max thought. I could handle important things. She gripped Barbie's plastic legs. They don't even know what to do with those things. Barbie’s feet were bare. Her pink plastic heels were always the first of Barbie's things Max lost. I hate important things. She tried to picture something Important. A tall glass building came to mind, high as the sky like the Prudential Center they shopped in sometimes. But who fought about buildings?
If they divorced, who would get the little girl? Would no one get Max? Her parents, what was wrong with them? Who was willing to lose everything, lose their home and Max, all for a silly building? What building was it? Frantically Max thought of all the buildings she'd been in recently. Was it her school?
Her fingers ached, reddening under her grip on her Barbie. Fighting over a building. She wouldn't even get to keep her toys.
Through the open windows she could hear her parents start to yell two floors up. This was it. It was starting. She wouldn't get to keep her parents or her toys.
Then she'd do away with them herself. Max flung her Barbie as far away from her as she could. It flew in an arc, legs and arms askew, and landed softly on the street. Its face looked at Max, blankly smiling. The tiny pink jukebox disappeared from sight.
Max instantly regretted the loss. Barbie was probably furious now too! She ran to fetch it, reaching the edge of the sidewalk and putting one foot in the street before she heard a voice say –
Don’t go any further, please.
Max paused to look around, and the bicycle zoomed past so closely that Max’s outstretched hand touched chrome for the briefest of moments. The voice sounded like Daddy’s, but Daddy was yelling upstairs wasn't he? There was no one else around.
If you want your doll, get it.
Not-Daddy's voice again, but it sounded kind, and she obeyed it. Max grabbed the doll, looked around for the pink jukebox but couldn’t find it, then returned to the safety of the front steps.
I helped you so I'll be your friend, okay?
Not sure if she could answer him aloud, Max nodded.
If you like, I could tell you whatever important things you want.
That was exactly what Max wanted. The voice began telling her stories, fairy tales, parables, most of which Max did not realize the meaning of until she was fifteen years old. Her parents never learned of the bicycle. Max never found the pink jukebox.
CHAPTER ONE
Max wasn't sure what she was looking for. This was her third day skulking through the Museum of Fine Arts and, four hours into this trip, it had begun to look as fruitless as the previous two days had been. She hovered near a reconstructed Greek amphora, the rim dotted with brown paintings of long-armed men hunting stags. She was short for fifteen, brown eyes level with a particularly fierce-looking stag on the amphora. She bit her lip, winced as she bit a spot not quite healed yet, and waited for a sign.
Nothing.
She couldn’t help it; Max stamped a heeled foot in frustration.
"Are you vegan or something?" a low voice asked from over her shoulder.
Max spun. The boy leaned back easily to avoid being whacked in the face with her brown braid of hair. He was taller than her (no surprise there) and looked to be her age. He absently massaged his fist into his mess of black hair. “Are you vegan?” he repeated.
"Why the hell would I be vegan?" she asked.
"You keep making faces at that vase." He made a halfhearted gesture. "Maybe you don’t like hunting."
She thought about answering him then thought better of it. She left the Greek room, entering the maze of narrow twisting halls that was the Boston Museum of Fine Arts. Her heels rapped loudly on the uneven hardwood floors. She made a beeline for a large crowd hovering in front of an exhibit that hadn’t been there since her last visit the week before. The boy followed her more quietly.
"Your shoes are too noisy for a museum," he complained.
"You don’t have to follow me!" Her tone was indignant but internally Max winced. She knew the echo of her heels was distracting but she was a full two inches shorter without them. She was torn between two of her pet peeves: being short and drawing unplanned attention to herself.
Max stood well back of the throng, better able to see the freshly painted words at the threshold.
"Quentin Family Collection?" she said aloud.
The dark-haired boy turned to her. "Yes?"
At the same moment, a deep baritone murmured in her head, There, hurry.
Her breath caught in her throat. There. She had to get in there. Too bad the crowd didn’t like a pusher.
On her first foray into the mass of diehard art fiends, Max accidentally stepped on a polished leather boot. That quickly sent her to the back. On her second attempt to infiltrate the exhibit, she got a Gucci bag to the head. For the fourth time Max tried to squeeze and shove her way through the crowd, only to be pushed back to the fringe by disgruntled wealthy art fans. Resisting their elbows and shoves, Max tripped over a handbag someone left on the floor and landed squarely on her butt… exactly where she started.
A left foot clad in worn gray Converse nudged at her leg. "You done now?"
Max scowled up at the black-haired boy. His face was serious and almost bored, but she sensed he was laughing at her. "Have you been watching me this whole time?"
He studied a display of porcelain teacups, as if he didn’t hear her. "You can’t get into that exhibit without a pass. It doesn't open to the public for another month. Those are all art critics and gallery owners here for a first-look."
"I don't believe you." She heaved herself to her feet.
He stiffened. "I'm not a liar." Mouth thin, he turned and stalked away. Max was strongly reminded of an offended cat whose tail had been stepped on. She watched him disappear up a staircase.
She couldn't be bothered though, not now, not when she’d heard That Voice – God, an angel, a spirit, whatever – say that what she needed to find was in that exhibit. She had to find a way in.
So she cried like a champ.
"My mom! Where’s my mom?" she wailed. She tugged on the fur hem of a lady’s coat. "She's somewhere in there! Mom?" She wiped crocodile tears from her cheeks.
The woman glanced around, tugging her coat out of Max’s grip. "I'm not your mother," the woman hissed, as if insulted by the very idea.
Max was fifteen but could pass for younger, an irritation that admittedly had its uses. The crowd silently parted for the hysterical girl. She hiccupped and made her way through, pretending to search the faces for her mother. Her way to the exhibit was clear. She could see the threshold now, a velvet rope strung beneath the white arch. Behind the rope Max could already see several display cases of pottery and jewelry. Paintings hung on the wall. One of them had to be what she was looking for.
A hiccup died in her throat. The black-haired boy stood at the other side of the rope, waiting for her.
"Clever," he muttered. "But sort of wrong, don’t you think?"
She said loudly, "My mom is in there already, I think."
His eyes met hers and held them, brown to brown. Silently he gestured for her to come in under the rope. From behind her, Max could hear a murmur of outrage beginning. The boy looked at the crowd, eyebrow raised, and the noise was suppressed.
She ducked under the rope and into the empty room, the room was dim, some walls and cases still empty. Max longed to look around but she followed Ben deeper into the exhibit past cases of jewelry and portraits of stiff-lipped people. Her heels rang even louder in the empty exhibit than they did in the hallway.
"Who are you?" she asked. "Thanks for your help."
"My name is Ben Quentin," the boy said. "I’ve been watching you."
Max stilled beside a glass-encased golden Buddha. Her first thought: run. She'd been had; this was a trap; nobody who wasn't some kind of freak would watch her, she put a lot of effort into keeping her oddities secret. Ben stopped as well.
"I'm not a stalker or anything," he said. He kept his back to her. "I've just been here a lot because of this stupid exhibit, but you – you're here every weekend. And you stare at the pieces like you're waiting for something to happen."
"I like art," she said.
"Enough to cry about it."
"You know that was fake."
"Why do you want to get in here so badly?" he asked.
"I like art."
"You said that already."
"It didn’t seem to sink in the first time around," she snapped. "Why'd you let me in?"
Ben smiled, finally. Sort of. It was more that one side of his mouth went up unwillingly. "So I could ask you why you wanted a look at the Quentin Family –"
"- if you say 'jewels' I’m gone," Max warned.
"Collection, I was going to say. Though we've got some jewels too."
She stared at him. "I don’t even know you."
He gestured at the empty exhibit. "Take a look around. I won’t stop you."
"You’ll just remove everything I look at for more than five seconds?"
"Should I? Are you planning to steal them?" Ben’s tone was mild, but held genuine curiosity.
"How bored do you have to be to watch someone else at a museum?" Max asked, disgusted. "There's stuff to look at all over the place!"
Ben pointed at a painting on the far wall, in which a young man with a shock of red hair sat on a pony in front of a sprawling tropical estate. Both the pony and the young man looked extremely bored. "That's my great-great-great grand... uncle? Cousin? Plus or minus a few greats."
"He looks nothing like you," Max couldn’t help but say.
"None of the Quentins really do." Ben rubbed the knuckles of his fist in his hair. "Lucky for me."
Something winked in the corners of Max's vision. To the left, protected by glass, sparkled a diamond tiara. It rested on blue velvet and, for a diamond-encrusted ornament, seemed to Max both humble and delicate. Silver strands twined and twisted around each other like spun yarn to make the setting, and tiny diamonds smaller than the width of Max’s fingernail dotted each strand.
"Lovely," she breathed.
"What a girl," Ben commented.
And the voice in Max’s head said, in its deep rumble, This is it.
The inbound Green Line train shuddered and paused in the tunnel. Max counted six tourists instantly; newcomers to Boston were the people startled by the Green Line subway’s habit of slowing to a complete stop in the middle of the track.
The diamond tiara was one of the Artifacts Max needed.
The train car's lights dimmed then brightened, and the T was off and running again. The tourists sighed in relief. The commuters never raised their eyes from the Metro's entertainment section.
She'd already identified one of the four. Now she had to convince Ben Quentin to let her destroy it. The chances of that were close to nil. Ben had watched her with some amusement as she had fussed over the tiara, and she’d let him believe that she liked it simply because it was pretty. He walked her out of the museum himself, which was both kind and irritating; she hadn't been ready to leave yet.
But the tiara was a family heirloom. And while Max had never heard of the Quentins, the fact they had their own museum exhibit meant they had money and probably power.
Max got off at the Lechmere stop in East Cambridge. It was a ten-minute walk along the Charles River to the three-bedroom apartment she and her mother rented. A full moon was bright in the sky, casting a pearly glow on the tall lines of brick highrises and department stores.
Except someone was running along the roofs, away from the Cambridgeside Galleria mall several blocks away.
Max could see the roofs if she craned her neck far enough. She did so carefully. There was a good chance the prowler didn't know Max had seen him. If it hadn't been for the moonlight casting his shadow on the sidewalk for a brief moment, she wouldn't have noticed at all. Max kept walking, slowly now.
In the distance police sirens wailed. Out of the corner of Max's eye, the shape moved further north to the edge of the roof. There was a ten-foot gap between the edge of the roof and the next building.
The prowler leapt across the gap, landing soundlessly on the roof of the next building, an apartment complex. The prowler straightened – Max strained but couldn’t see more than a black outfit – but it was obvious that he was unharmed.
Who was this guy?!
Max dashed into the apartment building. No doorman. The building had only six floors. The foyer was silent; none of the residents had noticed that someone had just avoided serious injury above their heads. She took the stairs to the roof at a run, her breath coming in gasps, and broke a heel on the fifth floor. Stupid goddamn shoes. She hobbled up the last flight, cursing and hoping the prowler would still be there. At the top flight she lucked out; the door to the roof was unlocked.
Max stood on one side of the roof catching her breath, shoes already sticky with tar, her left heel broken. Examining the prowler in the moonlight, with help from a moldy yellow lamp attached near the door of the stairs, Max thought – and accidentally exclaimed --
"You look amazing."
The prowler was a woman. She sat calmly on the opposite edge of the roof. She wore an outfit of black boots, black form-fitting leather pants and a leather jacket with black gloves. Underneath the jacket peeked a gray t-shirt. Her straight hair was tied back in a simple ponytail – but what was remarkable was the woman’s eyes. She had hazel cat’s eyes that shone brightly even in the dim light, and shone even brighter against her cocoa complexion.
"Like a tabby," Max said wonderingly. "Are those contact lenses? Where do you get those?"
"Who are you?" the woman demanded.
Max was not a particularly good liar, so being able to tell the truth outright was something of a relief. "I saw your shadow, and I saw you jump ten feet across and not die."
"That’s a reason to leave someone alone."
Max said, "I thought you were someone that I've been wanting to meet."
The woman considered this. She leaned forward conspiratorially. "Let's make a deal. You be quiet and I don't kill you." Max could make out the outline of a small gun tucked into one of the jacket’s pockets.
Max’s legs ached from her uneven shoes but she didn’t dare sit on the roof’s edge. "Aren't cops looking for you?"
"Sirens ring in Boston every two minutes."
"You're a black-suited lady jumping roofs with a gun," Max said.
The woman chuckled delightedly. "True! You're very observant!"
"What’s your name?" Max asked.
"Cat Power." The woman looked a bit smug at the name.
"Like the singer?"
Now Cat Power looked a bit sullen. "I had it before her. And your shoe is broken." She sighed. "It doesn't even matter. The cops are going the wrong way. This has been a completely boring endeavor. I don't even get a real chase."
"From me, or the cops?" Max took a chance. "Why would they chase you?"
"Nuh uh uh!" Cat rose quickly. Max instinctively hobbled back. "Too much!" Cat began to stretch, raising her arms up and twisting her torso. The broken-in leather moved easily with her. "I'm not going to shoot you yet."
"Uh, thanks?"
"Follow me again and I will." Cat dropped her arms and winked one of her bright, large eyes. "Have a good night!" And she walked off the building.
Max gasped. Forgetting her broken shoes, she ran to the edge of the roof, her ankle nearly giving way. She hesitated before she peeked over the side, expecting to see a leather-clad body on the cement below.
Cat Power whistled merrily as she quickly and efficiently scaled down a series of fire escapes that lined the side of the building.
Max said aloud, "Okay. That's okay." Then: "What the shit just happened?"
She glanced at her watch. It was seven. She was late for The Dinner.
The Dinner was the problem with having a young mother. Kalea Pilar gave birth to Maxine Pilar when she was twenty years old, and loved her daughter as deeply and embarrassingly as a forthright young woman was capable, and worried about her daughter's opinion of her.
And so when Kalea found a boyfriend, there was always The Dinner. A dinner out for Max to meet that boyfriend, so that Kalea later could pick her brain for signs of approval or disapproval. Many boyfriends had failed The Dinner simply because Max had no opinion of them at all. Kalea took that as a bad sign; she wanted her boyfriends to be people Max bonded with.
But an hour later, as Max sat in a cozy Cheesecake Factory booth with her mother and her mother's boyfriend, having changed into a new pair of heels and tucking the incident on the roof to the back of her mind, she doubted bonding would ever happen with any of them. It never had and this one would likely not be an exception.
He was a handsome enough guy, she supposed. Blonde hair, blue eyes, went to the gym. Handsome enough to justify her mother audibly cooing in a public restaurant? No… probably not.
But Kalea Pilar was dangerously close to doing just that, giving David The Nurse Practitioner an Eskimo kiss before she fed him a bite of strawberry cheesecake.
To his credit, he had the grace to look as embarrassed as Max felt.
"Maxinie! Maximum Overdrive! Max Factor!" Kalea chirruped. "You're barely eating your Oreo cheesecake. Are you sick?" She paused. "I liked that last one, did you?"
"No, not sick," Max said. "And yeah, it was okay."
Kalea waggled a finger at her daughter. "You were half an hour late tonight. Not like you."
"I told you, I broke my shoe."
"She has a problem being short," Kalea told David. "I keep telling her, Hawaiians are short, be proud of it. I’m five-two and I'm fine with it. She's going to break her ankle before long."
Max could feel her face warming. "Mom!"
"So… what grade are you in, Maxine?" David rallied valiantly.
"Tenth."
"She's class president," Kalea boasted. "With voting too, not the kind when your teacher just picks you."
"Hrhm," answered David. "That's good."
Max poked listlessly at her cheesecake. "It's not like that exactly."
Kalea broke a dewy-eyed stare with David to cast a critical eye on Max. Max shifted uncomfortably; when her mother got that look it meant she'd divined something about her daughter that Max never intended to share.
"Did you fail a test?"
"No."
"Lose your cell phone again?"
"Still have it."
"Break something at home and try to cover it up?"
"I did that once!"
Kalea patted her daughter’s hand. "So what's wrong?"
"Should I leave you two alone?" David asked. Max guessed he didn't have any kids; he looked uncomfortable. Good. She doubted this relationship would last longer than any of the others, but if it did she wouldn't have to worry about stepsiblings.
"No, I'm fine," Max said. "Come on."
Kalea opened her mouth to protest, but David said, "Honey, how was the hospital today?" and Kalea, a respiratory therapist at Tufts, was forced to address his questions instead.
Max dutifully ate her cheesecake. She usually loved cheesecake but the question of what to do about the diamond tiara and her odd encounter on the roof earlier were taking the fun out of it. When she was confused she went to her mother for advice. That route was out of the question.
But there was someone else she could ask. Cheering up slightly, she scooped up the last cheesecake crumbs with her fork. She'd do so tomorrow after school.
School was a distraction from Artifact-collecting and voices and her mother’s dull boyfriends, and for that Max couldn't decide if she loved school or hated it. She excelled in music, gym and history, but fell asleep in most other subjects and nursed a hatred for chemistry and French. Worse, as president she had to attend mandatory student council meetings.
The next day after classes Max sat at the polished round table in the library, drawing stick figures dying elaborate deaths in her notebook and pretending to look interested in the budget figures for a new vending machine in the cafeteria. The cafeteria already had three health drink machines, all three sponsored by Snapple. All three tasted like lollipops dunked in melted Jolly Ranchers.
"We need five hundred more dollars if we’re going to pull this through," said Sara Collins, student body president. She glared around the table as if it was personally their fault they were short on cash. Some of the class officers (the freshmen) ducked their heads, ashamed. "You need to get everyone to pay their class dues."
Max drew a vending machine landing on a yelling stick figure's head.
Beside her Sophomore Class Treasurer Nadia Jackson raised her hand. Madam President, may I humbly ask a question?" Nadia asked. She looked meek, almost penitent. She twisted her long blonde hair around her fingers.
Max perked up. Nobody but Nadia called Sara 'Madam President.'
Sara stifled a sigh. "You may."
"How would you like us to collect dues?" Nadia said, looking almost genuinely curious. "I've heard that shaking people down is the most effective strategy."
"Shaking them down?" Sara said warily.
"Yes. I read a study about it." Nadia’s blue eyes were earnest. "You hold them upside down and shake them. Then you collect the money that falls out of their pockets."
The council snickered. Over their giggles Nadia continued, "If that doesn’t work, I motion that the Godfather Resolution be passed immediately." She banged her hand on the table. "Horse heads for all!"
And the room lost it, dissolving into laughter. Several people shouted, "Aye!"
"Calm down, calm down!" Sara banged her gavel that she had bought herself. "Nadia!"
"All right, all right." Nadia grinned. "I was just joking, Sara. We'll work on the dues right away." She winked at Max, who shook her head.
The meeting broke up soon after, Sara extracting promises from her subordinates for more results.
"I don’t know why Sara keeps letting you talk," Max said to Nadia as they packed their things. "You don’t say anything serious."
"But I vote for all her silly ideas," Nadia said. "So she thinks I like her."
"You don’t even know if you like her or not," Max said laughingly.
"You and I both know it's a pile of crap anyway," Nadia said. "It looks good on a college resume, that's all."
"Hi, Mr. Curry." Max greeted their English teacher as they zoomed past him in the hallway.
"Hi girls," he said, looking distracted as ever. He disappeared into his classroom.
Nadia looked back but didn't slow down. "What do you think of Mr. Curry?"
"He's a good teacher," Max said. "He doesn't even care that I think English sucks as long as I do the work."
"That is so not what I meant, but okay."
"What?"
"Nevermind, nevermind!" Nadia flapped a hand at Max. "Wanna go to Quincy Market?"
"I can't," Max said apologetically.
Nadia narrowed her eyes at her friend. "You’ve been real busy lately, Max. It’s not even tennis season."
"This weekend," Max promised.
Nadia accepted, and at the school gates they parted ways.
It had rained in the morning and the air was still damp, giving the impression that everything was a shade darker than it was: from the grass to the winding asphalt paths and the sky itself.
Max shivered in her wool coat and picked up the pace; spring was coming slowly, and she was freezing. Few people walked through the park in this weather, and those she passed by seemed eager to get indoors. She hoped he was in the usual place, that he hadn’t been put off by the wet day.
Her heart sank as she approached a tall oak in the middle of the park, situated at an intersection of paths. The low stone wall by the oak was unoccupied. He might've been here earlier but he wasn't now.
Max perched on the wall. She didn't like to proceed without hearing what he thought of things first, but she didn't want to waste another day either. She hadn't heard the voice since that moment of recognition in the museum yesterday. Max kicked at the asphalt, considering.
She pulled out her cell phone, searched through the phone book and found a number. She hesitated, rehearsing her lines mentally before dialing.
"Is this Ben? This is Max – Maxine? Max from the museum yesterday? The – yeah, the crier, ha. Listen, I was thinking of going to the museum again today and I wanted to know if you were going to be there."
The Museum of Fine Arts was as quiet as expected for a damp Monday afternoon. A middle school field trip or two, gaggles of tourists, and the requisite handful of college kids roamed the cramped halls and jumped as the unpolished wood creaked beneath them. Max waited at the archway of the Quentin exhibit. It was barricaded again, but this time there were no sniffy art critics and journalists. Feeling as though she were about to take an exam, she unbraided and rebraided her brown hair over and over, fingers twining up and down the length like she were playing scales on a piano.
"Is that like, Stupid People Tricks or something?" That quiet murmur again. Max was amazed she could hear it. Did the guy have a problem with the word 'hello'?
"You’re five minutes late," she said. She braided her hair in a flash.
Ben made a show of examining his expensive-looking watch. His hair fell into his eyes and he pushed it back impatiently. "My watch says I’m on time."
"Get a new watch."
"Are you offering to buy me presents?" he asked.
"You’re rich enough to buy your own," she snapped.
A thick eyebrow went up at that. "Why do you think that?"
Max raised an arm to the sky – and pointed at the words Quentin Family Exhibit above the archway.
"That doesn’t mean a damn thing," Ben said, looking annoyed.
She let out a tsch! of disbelief.
He shot her a dark look. "So is that why you’re here?" he said, suddenly toneless. "To make me let you in? You could've just said."
Max gave him a sidelong glance. He had looked amused before but now his face was blank, mouth set in a thin line. He looked creepy, as if someone had come by and switched off his personality. He was a bit skinny, she realized, but his arms looked strong. Maybe he played sports. It didn't matter.
But it wouldn't do any good to piss him off. The exhibit wouldn't open to the public for another month and Max couldn't want to wait.
She adopted the most casual tone she could muster.
"Well, yeah I want to see it – a half hour tour with stuck up art reporters doesn't do the thing justice." She hesitated here, then said: "But I figure you must know something about art, since your family left you in charge of an exhibit."
Rather than bolster his spirits, as she thought the compliment would, Ben's shoulders sagged. "I don’t know shit about art," he said. "They saddled me with this for its potential usefulness."
"I don't understand," Max said.
"Any Quentin knows the family history, it's just what we're taught," Ben said. His voice took on a long-suffering note. "But my parents are always on the lookout for things that could be 'useful' to me. Useful experiences, useful skills, things like that."
"You make it sound like they're training you."
Ben’s shoulders slumped even lower, if that were possible. "I think they do it so they can stick me with whatever they don't want to do."
Max couldn't help it; she laughed. "That's so stupid."
"Is it?" he challenged. "None of them wanted to do this exhibit thing, so guess who got it. Last Christmas nobody wanted to cut down a Christmas tree in a blizzard, so who got patted on the back and told that it would be a great experience to try alone? Who gets locked outside their own home because it's useful to learn how to break into a house? Nobody! They forgot I was outside and locked me out."
By this point Max was doubled over, wheezing with laughter. "They locked – they locked you out!"
"This was on my way back with the Christmas tree." An expression of remembered horror passed across his face at the memory of being trapped outside in the middle of a blizzard with an evergreen in his arms.
At that look on his face, Max laughed harder. It took her a few minutes to compose herself, wiping her eyes with the sleeve of her wool coat. "That story was a total lie," she finally croaked out.
Ben leaned against the archway pillar. "I told you, I don’t lie," he said mildly. He wore a slight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. "You don’t have to laugh at me to get into the exhibit."
"I'm sorry I laughed," she said earnestly.
"It might as well be funny for somebody." Ben looked away. Abruptly he said, "If you're such a big art fiend that you can’t wait, go ahead. It doesn't matter to me. I'll tell security that you can visit on your own, and you can cut out this middleman. You could've done this over the phone." He gave a little waggle of his fingers and strode off, as if he couldn’t wait to be out of there.
Puzzled, Max called out, "You’re not coming in?"
Ben stopped but didn't turn. "I did my part."
Max glanced at the darkened exhibit. He was offering her full access to the tiara; that was more than she had expected, and she felt a small rush of triumph. But somehow it didn't feel right – she felt badly even though she'd gained what she needed.
Getting the tiara mattered the most now.
But instead of running to examine the target, she found herself saying, "I'll go to your exhibit after you tour the museum with me."
At this Ben turned, startled. "What?"
"The MFA is a treasure trove of great art," she said. "And you hang around here ignoring it."
"And you're a qualified guide?"
"I come here a lot," she said.
"Don't kid with me," he said, "you've got better things to do."
Max bit her lip. "I do," she conceded. "But that’s okay." She gestured to the MFA halls. "We start chronologically of course." Max set off down the hall.
He looked as surprised as she felt when he followed her.
Three exhibit rooms later and they'd covered the ancient Sumerians and the Mesopotamians. Ben liked the ancient stone tablets of early writing, and had mocked the boring expressions on their sculptures' faces. Max had oddly enough enjoyed herself, returning the barbs he spouted almost absently (and feeling satisfied when she nailed him with a good one he couldn't return) and learning what made him tick. He was arrogant and occasionally cold, but easily amused and more interested in art and history than she had anticipated. This was fun. But a distraction was a distraction. Max felt she like losing control of the situation.
"I'm not spending my whole afternoon in here with you," Max said quietly as the entered their fourth room. "Let’s just get that straight. I want to see your family's stuff too before I leave today."
"Why?" Ben asked, not too unreasonably.
"Because it’s new," she said.
"That’s the best you could come up with?" he asked. "And heirlooms tend to be old by definition."
"One, it’s new to me. Two, fuck off," she replied.
They were in one of the four ancient Egypt rooms, the one Max ordinarily avoided. It was dimly lit and chilled to preserve the six mummies resting inside, giving the open gold sarcophagi that stood behind the Plexiglass walls a greenish tinge. Max hugged herself in the chill. Visitors usually viewed this room in a reverent silence, tiptoeing on the carpet and squinting to see each other, as if worried that the wrapped bones would stir from their sleep if they spoke above a whisper. They were the only people in the room.
Ben was a silhouette in the room, his hair blending into the dark and his lean frame slouched against the glass of a sarcophagus that lay in the middle of the room like a morbid coffee table. He rapped his fingers against the glass.
"Don’t do that," Max hissed.
"It’s not like the guy’s gonna wake up," Ben whispered back. "Look at him, I’m pretty sure he's dead."
Max immediately looked at the ceiling. "That’s not funny."
Ben studied her as best as he was able to in the bad light. "We didn't have to come in here if you're afraid," he said. "Seeing this room isn't exactly vital to my education."
"I said I'd show you the museum and this is part of the museum. And I'm not afraid, I'm just nervous."
"Is that a to-mae-to, to-mah-to thing?"
"I just don’t like seeing them."
"Dead people?"
"It's not their being dead that bothers me," Max said carefully. Her face was still angled to the ceiling. "It's how they look after being dead a long time. They don't look like people anymore. I'd rather remember people as they really were, not as bones rotting in a case."
Ben looked at the opened sarcophagus under his fingertips. "I get you," he said finally. "If I didn't know this thing was a person once I might not have guessed." He lifted his hand away. "I think I've had enough of this morgue."
Relieved, Max turned to exit – but a tug on her coat held her in place. "I've had enough of this room, but it has a perk," Ben explained when she turned back. "It's quiet."
Max shot him an inquiring look, but he couldn’t see it. "So?"
"So you can tell me the real reason you want to visit the Quentin exhibit again," he said simply. What Max could see of his face was impassive.
Max huffed. "I told you why."
"I believe it when you say you love art and history," Ben said. "Even in the stupid Sumerian exhibit I could see it."
"They're one of the first major civilizations!" Max started.
"Yeah yeah, they're awesome," he interrupted. "But there’s something else in it."
Taken aback, Max said, "What else is in it?"
"Desperation," he said bluntly. "You cried to get in, you called up a person you don’t even know to get in. I've seen you hanging around for days, staring at pieces. How long have you wandered this museum, waiting for something?"
Outside the room Max could hear footsteps, and someone laughing. The ordinary noises seemed loud and unnatural in the silence. She didn't know where to look; the room was full of barely-preserved bodies and Ben's face was shadowed. She wondered if her face was equally difficult to see. He still held her coat.
"Are you stalking me?" Max asked. She tried to say it lightly but her voice shook.
He sighed. He let go of her coat, and the hand went to his head to rub his hair. "All right. I’m not trying to freak you out. Maybe asking you in a room of dead people was a bad idea. Sorry."
Max didn’t speak.
"Come on now," Ben said. His voice lost its hard edge, was the same light tone he used on their tour. "We’ll finish the rest later."
"What?"
"The Quentin exhibit," he said. He looked impatient now. "You want to see it. We’ll finish the grand tour another time."
"We will?" she asked. "I didn't say anything about that."
He led the way out of the dark room into the brighter and noisier hallway. "You want to shove as much history down my throat as possible. It’s no good if it's incomplete."
Max bit her lip. He was right but… she didn't like how he knew that. Plus he made her sound like a complete nerd. Stifling her own sigh, she followed him back to the Quentin exhibit and the tiara.
This time Ben turned the overhead lights on. The security guard, a young Asian woman in her thirties, greeted him familiarly. Now that she wasn't looking at pieces simply to learn which was an Artifact, Max realized that there were plenty of other items in the room that were just as pretty as, and some certainly odder than, the tiara. A distant Quentin family member's penchant for collecting cuckoo clocks that featured a tulip motif took up an entire length of wall.
As Ben chatted with the security guard, Max moved from the cuckoo clocks to a collection of topaz jewelry, a beat-up piano that claimed to be one of the first Steinways, a hand mirror in a rusted iron setting, two Matisses, three Monets, a Pollack, a sculpture of St. George the Dragonslayer, two golden statues of Buddha, several Ming vases… and scattered ceramic sculptures of cute rabbits and dogs.
And this was in the first half of the room. It was art history with a dose of tacky and no sense of proper museum archiving. Max couldn’t decide if she loved it or hated it.
Ben caught her looking at a portrait painting of two middle-aged women sitting in patio chairs under a willow in a summery day. Both women were decked out in early Regency fashion, with tall feather plumes atop their brown ringleted hair and matching long blue dresses that cinched under the bosom and ballooned at the waist. They looked like twins, matching in their outfits, ruddy complexions and chubby cheeks. What didn’t match were their expressions: the woman on the left smiled at the painter, and the painter took pains to illustrate her face in the sunlight; the one on the right seemed not to care for being painted, and her face was dark under the shade of the tree.
"Those two are my great-great-great aunt and great-great-great grandmother, Mary Quentin and Marie Quentin Truford," Ben said."Don't ask me anymore about them, I just know they’re twins and that one, Mary Quentin" (he gestured to the bored-looking sister) "gave birth to Amelia Quentin, who's my great-great grandmother."
"I think you have too many greats in there," Max said.
"Probably," he agreed. "This one's Amelia."
He gestured at the painting to the right of the double-portrait. In the frame, a young woman stood in a spring garden in a bright afternoon. This girl didn't look much like her mother physically, with thin pale limbs and hollow cheeks, though she shared her mother’s light brown eyes and distant, morose expression. Her tiny frame looked nearly overcome by her cream and red dress, and black strands of hair escaped from her cream-colored cap.
"Amelia looks depressed," Max remarked.
"Watch it," Ben said, pretending offense, "that's my distant grandmother you're talking about, and it's her tiara that you like so damn much."
"Really?" Max studied the young lady with greater interest. "She doesn't look like she’d be into flashy jewelry."
"It’s not really flashy, not like the topazes," Ben said. “In fact, if she hadn't made a big deal in her will about keeping it in the family we probably would've lost it a long time ago."
"You can't keep track of a diamond tiara without being told, but a painting of dogs playing poker has a place of honor in your exhibit."
Ben had the grace to look embarrassed. "I never said we were classy."
Max decided the timing was all right; finally she left the paintings and crossed the room to look at the tiara again. The spun-silver circle sat on its satin bed, the tiny diamonds twinkling whenever Max shifted her weight. She waited for the Voice to speak to her but it was silent, having already communicated the tiara's importance. Max had to find a way to destroy it, she remembered with a tinge of regret. It was a pretty thing.
Suddenly Max realized that Ben was speaking. "See, it's not really flashy, and it's not really worth much. The diamonds aren’t very clear and there’s no record as to how Amelia even got them."
Trying to disguise the hope in her voice, Max said, "So you don’t really need it, right? I mean it's not worth much and your family doesn't even think it's pretty."
"It's an heirloom, it's not like we can just give it to the Salvation Army. It's historical and it has family pride and all that." He grinned at her. "It's museum worthy."
Max rolled her eyes but stayed the course. "If someone else needed it more than you, I’d give it away."
"Who the hell would want a Quentin heirloom besides a Quentin?" Ben asked. He sounded bewildered and a little annoyed.
Max hesitated. Now that she understood him better, she knew Ben wouldn't voluntarily give up a family heirloom without an excellent reason, no matter how much he joked about his family. She'd have to explain everything and make him understand why she needed it, and it was a story that had taken her years to believe. Against Ben's skepticism Max didn't stand a chance, no matter how much he claimed to want to know the truth. There were good odds he'd ban her from the exhibit, 'help' her out or avoid her altogether.
But she had to try. She was right and this was more important than a little embarrassment.
"Say that the world would explode if you didn't break the tiara into a million little pieces," she said. "You'd give it up then would't you?"
"Depends," Ben said seriously. "Is it really true?"
"Yeah. I think."
He said simply, "Nope."
It was her turn to be annoyed. "Why the hell not?"
"Because I don't think the world can be destroyed with an object."
"Nuclear missiles."
"Fine, I don’t believe the world can be destroyed with an object most girls wear to the senior prom."
Max’s shoulders slumped. In its glass case the tiara looked harmless enough, something she could break easily. "I know it seems silly."
"How do you know this is going to happen?"
"I hear a voice..." At Ben’s raised eyebrow Max said hastily, "And I'm not schizophrenic or paranoid or have a history of mental issues… I just heard it, and I believe it. And I don’t hear anything now."
"Why do you believe it?"
Max wasn't ready for full disclosure yet. "I dunno, I just do. Sorry." And she meant it. "Are you not going to let me come back?"
He looked startled. "What? No. I don't know. I don't think I've ever heard of anything so – no, I wasn't going to say crazy, don't give me that look. Are you going to give this idea up? Because I think it's something you should give up."
"No."
"I didn’t think so either." He rubbed his fist in his hair.
Max felt defensive. "You wanted to know."
He said quickly, "And now I do."
"I need that tiara," Max said.
"I think we're at an impasse," Ben said at last.
Max had to agree.
CHAPTER TWO
If Max had to pick one character trait to describe herself, it was her ability to get things done. It was the platform she ran on in school elections and a source of pride. If she had an idea, she carried it out with little fuss or fanfare. No dawdling for her!
Which made her lack of progress with the tiara all the more maddening.
With a grim expression, Max whacked the tennis ball with her racquet. The sound of it echoed in the closed whitewashed room. The ball slammed against the wall and zoomed back to her. Barely changing her stance, she hit the ball. She waited for it to return, then hit it again. The ball bounced back and forth between Max and the wall in a fit of speedy agitation.
She yearned for a better opponent than the indoor racquetball court of the YMCA, but this room was quieter. Max put all of her force into her swings. Her right arm would ache later, she knew, but she needed an outlet for her frustrations. She needed to think.
It was Thursday, three days after she last visited the Quentin exhibit. Three days after she told Ben Quentin part of her secret. They hadn't talked to each other since.
She shoved that aside and focused on hitting the tennis ball every time it came her way. The action made an even rhythm – wall, floor, racquet, wall, floor, racquet.
She felt relief, relief that she had told someone. But that relief mingled with shame that she couldn't handle the secret on her own, that she couldn't just march back to the museum and demand the tiara. And, confusingly, an even bigger part of her wanted to recant everything she had said.
She stopped playing when the closed room's air felt too dense and reeked of her sweat. She packed up the racquet and the ball, mopping her face with a towel.
The door cracked open. "You're not supposed to use tennis balls in here," a boy said. He looked a few years younger than her. "It leaves marks on the walls."
"Oops," Max said, trying for sincerity and failing utterly.
He flipped her the bird as she left.
She showered and dressed, feeling marginally better despite her aching tennis arm. She would keep going. She'd check the Common again. Hopefully he would be there to give her some direction.
To her intense relief, he was. A towering black man stood under the oak tree near the low wall in the Boston Common. He wore a tailored suit in severe black with a red satin tie and waved when he saw Max approach. Then his attention turned to three college girls in Harvard sweatshirts who were walking past.
"Hey! Hey, Harvard girls!" he shouted at them. Bewildered, they turned to him. "It's thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit today!"
"Okay?" one said.
"I'm just giving you advice. The wind is coming from the southeast at 10 miles per hour so you best keep that sweatshirt on – that is, if you're really a Harvard girl. If not you should change."
"I'm a Harvard girl," the girl said stiffly.
The man beamed at her. "Excellent! You're receiving a fine education."
The girls exchanged bewildered looks before finally scooting off. Max hid a grin; they had obviously never met the Weather Man before.
"Hello, Maxine," the Weather Man said regally. "It's good you're wearing a coat. Thirty-two degrees and all."
"Thanks," she said. She sat on the stone wall and took a deep breath. The smell of cut grass and chill air felt relaxing.
"Hey, Weather Man!" A carrot-topped college student waved at them, slowing down on his skateboard. "How's it looking for tonight, man?"
"Dropping to twenty-nine degrees," the Weather Man said regretfully. "Not good for boarding I'm afraid."
"Damn," the skateboarder said. "I'll just wear a coat I guess. Thanks!" He skateboarded away.
"It's nice to be useful," the Weather Man said to Max.
"What's your real name?" Max asked him. She craned her neck up to look at him; sitting down made their height difference even worse.
He straightened his tie. "You'll make fun of me."
"Not you." She meant it too; something about the Weather Man made it difficult to make fun of him, even though the very nature of his activities – advising pedestrians about the weather if they asked him for advice or not – would normally be something joke-worthy.
"Another time. What brings you to me, Maxine? Need a weekly forecast?"
"Sort of," Max said. "Say someone's not giving you something you really, really need. And it's in a really protected place. What do you do?"
"You steal it," the Weather Man said immediately.
"Remember how I said it was in a really protected place? I mean like… security guards and cameras and whatnot."
"Oh!" he said, looking enlightened. "You steal it."
"You said that!"
"I meant it."
"I don't know how to steal anything," Max said. "Besides, if it went missing they'd know it was me."
"So you get someone else to steal it," the Weather Man said reasonably. "Someone who has nothing to do with you and who knows how to handle that kind of thing. Not me though."
"Like a thief-for-hire? Where would you find one of those without getting killed or arrested?" Max kicked the wall with her heels. "Craigslist? I'm also poor by the way."
"You made the right first step, coming to see me." He patted her paternally on the head. "Craigslist?" He guffawed. Dropping his voice he continued, "Just do what she says and she won't shoot you."
"Won't shoot – oh. Oh no. No no." Max leapt up from the wall. "Someone said that to me before."
The Weather Man looked surprised. "You know who I'm talking about?"
"Please tell me you don't mean the Other Cat Power."
"I keep telling her to change her name but she never listens," he mused. "Hey! Businessman! Thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit!"
"What if I don't want her? Is there someone else?"
He looked puzzled at this and straightened his tie. "She's the best there is."
"I don't know if I want to hang out with someone that regularly threatens to shoot people."
He guffawed. "Cut her some slack, it's part of the job description."
She relented, more because she was loose ends than because she had any sort of confidence in this plan. Max was at a new low, anxious but at a loss for what to do next. The Voice had been silent, had neither chastised her nor offered encouragement, and Max wondered if that was an expression of disappointment.
The only bright spot in the day was the pho. Neither Kalea nor Max were fond of cooking, so meeting for dinner at a restaurant and returning home together was not an unusual occurrence. With the chill in the late winter air, Vietnamese beef noodle soup was exactly what Max wanted. She ordered two large bowls of pho and a plate of spring rolls and waited for her mother to arrive.
When Kalea burst through the door and bounded to their small table, her black hair was tied back in a messy ponytail and she still wore her blue scrubs. She had also forgotten to remove her hospital ID. "Men!" she growled. She threw herself in her chair.
"They're messy, smell funny, and are inconsiderate," Max said. "That's where my list of male stereotypes ends. I ordered already."
Kalea sniffed and refilled her daughter's teacup, then filled her own. "I'm teaching you awful things. You'll grow up hating boys, with all these bad examples you're growing up with."
Max considered mentioning her father as a decent example and decided against it. "Had a fight with" (she stumbled trying to remember the right name) "David?"
A small dish of spring rolls was placed between them. Kalea instantly reached for two, famished after work. "We're going to take a break. He told me on my lunch break today. My lunch break!"
"You've lasted three months, which isn't bad."
"Three months is terrible for a grown-up." Kalea paused as steaming bowls of pho were set before them. "By this point a person expects to grow up a bit, have things that mean something."
"You could always stop dating people you're not really interested in," Max said quietly. She focused on her bowl, swirling the noodles in the broth with her chopsticks.
Max didn't look at her mother, so she missed the brief flash of guilt in Kalea's eyes as she said, "I do like him! I like him a lot."
"Okay," Max said.
"That's it?"
The steam from the broth dampened and warmed Max's cheeks. The pho smelled rich and she could catch a hint of lime. She wiped her brow. "So you should probably try not to break up with him."
They both focused on their food, and for a few minutes the only sounds heard were the clinking of utensils and the slurping of noodles. Then Kalea paused, chopsticks in hand. "I thought you liked him." She was carefully casual. "You said you liked him."
"I do," Max lied. "He's a nice guy." When Kalea looked unconvinced Max emphasized, "He's really nice and was really interested in me that time. That dinnertime."
"You should meet him more," Kalea decided.
"No rush!" Catching herself Max said, "Maybe!"
They lapsed into silence again. This always happened when talking about one of Kalea's boyfriends. Max cast about for a topic that could get them talking more normally.
"We have a bake sale coming up soon at school," she offered.
Kalea brightened. "A bake sale! That's a good idea… what's it for?"
"Soda machines."
"Again?" Kalea clucked. "They're wasting your time."
"I know!"
And they were off and running, to both ladies' relief. The chatter turned lighter and quicker, Max feeling more relaxed than she had in days. For a least a little while she could put the Artifacts out of her mind and focus on having a good gossip session with her mother – a tradition that was becoming less and less frequent.
"Do you want dessert here or somewhere else?" Kalea asked, studying a menu as a waiter whisked away their empty bowls. "You like their fruit shakes!"
Max's phone buzzed in her pocket. She maneuvered it out of her pocket and glanced at it under the table. Unknown number.
Without looking up from the menu, Kalea said, "It's rude to answer your cell phone at dinner."
Max hesitated. It could be Ben calling from a number she didn't know… or something worse. "I have to take this." And before her mother could say anything, Max grabbed her coat and stepped outside.
"Meet me at the MFA in twenty minutes," a tinny voice said when Max picked up.
Max's heart sank. Cat Power. The Weather Man was certainly quick. "I'm in Chinatown."
"So?"
"I can't get there in twenty minutes." To get the museum she'd have to run to the train station this instant. She couldn't ask her mom for a ride to the MFA this late. Kalea would want to know why.
"This is your one chance to meet me. Screw it up and you won't find me again."
Max bit her lip. Through the restaurant glass she could see her mom flagging a waiter down and pointing at the menu, probably ordering Max one of the fruit shakes. Max shrugged on her coat.
"Well?" Cat Power's voice was impatient. "How badly do you want to talk to me?"
Max closed her eyes and took a deep breath. With a silent apology to her mother, she said, "All right, damn it," into the phone and ran down the street. She clattered down the steps of the Boylston train station. Luck was with her: an eardrum-shattering screech announced a train pulling into the station. Max swiped her fare card and scrambled on the train the moment the doors opened.
Her phone vibrated in her pocket. Max knew without looking who was calling her: her mother, wondering where the hell her kid had gone bolting off to at eight o'clock on a school night. Sometimes it sucked to have a fairly conscientious parent. Guiltily Max turned off her phone and prayed her mom wouldn't take that as a hint to call the cops.
The museum was slowly emptying out when Max arrived twenty minutes later, though it wouldn't close until nearly ten. Max sprinted to the entrance, thankful for a sports background that let her make it to the museum at a decent pace without her lungs or legs exploding. She was sort of on time, a few minutes late.
Then it struck her in the lobby that Cat Power hadn't specified where to meet aside from 'the museum.' And the museum was huge.
"ARRRGH," Max said, clutching her head.
This was her first trip to the MFA since she'd told Ben the truth about the tiara. And honestly, she wasn't that pleased to be back. She'd spent a lot of time here even before she met Ben, trying to suss out the Artifact. The time away had felt like a mini-vacation. A mini-vacation laden with panic and mixed emotions, but a vacation nonetheless.
Not knowing what else to do, she made her way to the Quentin exhibit. It was dark, still closed to the public by a velvet rope. There was no way to tell if Ben was somewhere inside, out of sight in a tucked away room.
The security guard, the same Asian woman in a gray uniform who had spoken to Ben at Max's last visit, approached from the archway. "Max, right?" she asked. She had a Boston accent, drawing out the 'a' in Max's name.
"Yeah," Max said warily. Was this Cat Power? Was there a way to check? Max scrutinized the woman; she didn't look anything like the woman Max saw on the roof a week ago.
"I'm Beth. You're looking for Ben right?"
"I am?" Max slipped out. At the look of confusion on Beth's face Max said, "Yes! I am."
"He hasn't been able to come to the exhibit for a few days, he's got a concert coming up," Beth explained cheerfully. "So he asked me to give you something if you stopped by. Hold on, okay? It's in my bag near the staff room." She made a stern gesture at Max. "Don't go anywhere."
Max watched Beth go, feeling a stab of annoyance. She'd spent days avoiding the MFA, and the whole time there hadn't been anyone to avoid. The boy was seriously inconsiderate! Max checked her watch. She was ten minutes late now and still had no idea where Cat Power was hiding.
A minute later Beth returned with a small envelope. "Here ya go," Beth said, handing it to Max. "Maybe it's a love letter!"
Max nearly choked. "Let's not, you know, get out of hand."
"I was just kidding."
"Right, well, thanks," Max said, desperately trying to get away from the situation. "Tell him I said thanks."
Beth waved her away. Max stuffed the envelope in her coat pocket and hurried back to the exit. She didn't have time to wander around here, each wasted minute sinking her in deeper trouble with Kalea. For all Max knew Cat Power was watching from a distance with no intention of showing herself, laughing her ass off. The thought was infuriating. And Max wasted a dollar twenty-five on the train to get here.
"Screw you too!" Max said loudly. A few museum patrons also on their way out gave her an odd look, and widened the distance between her and them.
Outside the museum, Max buttoned her coat and turned in the direction of the nearest T stop for a train to take home. It was dark out and the streets less crowded, the few small clusters moving toward the train. She moved to turn her phone back on, bracing herself for the inevitable barrage of voicemail alerts that would go off the moment she pressed the on button, when she felt that someone was watching her.
She left the phone off, glancing around. No one was in sight.
"Noted," Cat Power said from behind her. "You have good senses, but they've got a bit of a limited range."
Max leapt about ten feet in the air with a shriek.
"Yes, yes, all right," Cat Power said, looking bored.
"Don't DO that!" Max said, standing and rubbing her bum. She'd landed on it.
"I wanted to see when you'd notice I was watching you," Cat Power said simply. She was dressed in the same outfit of a leather jacket, black pants and a gray t-shirt. Her cats' eyes were as prominent as ever.
"You can go around in public with your eyes like that?" Max asked.
"Nobody notices," Cat Power scoffed. "Nobody looks each other in the eye in this place. Now let's get to business. Walk with me." She grabbed Max's arm and began to drag her down the street.
"I can walk just fine," Max said, snatching her arm away.
"You want something stolen from the Quentin exhibit and you're friends with the little Quentin boy so you don't want to do it yourself," Cat said. "Plus you'd make a lousy thief."
"How did you know all that? The Weather Man?" Max said, dumbfounded.
"He said you wanted something stolen. The rest you made really obvious in just ten easy minutes."
Offended, Max subsided into silence. They were nearing the T station now: Max could see the sign for it ahead.
"I'll do it for you," Cat Power said. "I'm not picky and it looks like an easy job. But you have to do something for me first."
"Like what?" Max asked. She couldn't imagine what a pushy thief would need from her.
Cat regarded her matter-of-factly. "You have to steal something."
Max scowled at Cat, who simply examined her pristine nails. "In order for you to steal something for me, I have to steal something first," Max repeated.
"Yep."
"That's incredibly stupid."
Cat stilled, suddenly radiated danger. Her eyes looked past her nails to gaze at Max sharply. Belatedly Max remembered that Cat owned a gun and was probably carrying it right now.
"Are you calling me stupid?" Cat asked quietly. "Need I remind you that you're the one who came running to me for aid?"
Max took a step back but rallied. "You told me yourself I can't steal anything, and you're right. Crime isn't my thing."
"It is now, so you better learn quick."
"But isn't that what I'm hiring you for? To steal the tiara for me?" Max couldn't hide the frustration in her voice.
Cat looked at her with contempt. "So that means you're exempt from getting your hands dirty? Off the hook because you've pushed it on someone else? You're that type of person, I see."
"I don't really know what you mean," Max said stiffly. "And keep your voice down, we're right near the train station and anyone can hear us."
They were talking quietly and the commuters stepped around them on their way to the station, like water diverted by a pebble in the path. But Max still cast a nervous glance around her. The light from a streetlamp seemed to shine directly on them while the rest of the Boston was in the dark.
"There it is again," Cat scoffed, "your righteousness. Telling me to keep quiet as if you have any idea of what you're doing. You haven't the faintest clue."
"I know that discussing crime in public isn't, you know, the first step in the right direction," Max snapped.
"You are committing a crime. Asking someone else to do it for you doesn't remove you from that. You're a bad guy now."
Max felt annoyed by the satisfaction in Cat Power's voice. "I'm a good guy, really. Not that things can be divided up into purely good and purely bad but in the large scheme of things, I think I'm – I'm rather decent."
Cat Power looked at her so intensely that Max felt goosebumps rise up her arms. "A very nice philosophical thought." She paused. "You really think you're right about everything, don't you."
"I'm trying to stop a very bad thing from happening –"
"Which is all well and dandy," Cat interrupted, "but that doesn’t make you special. I need to know you can toss away that stupid pride of yours and do a job that would get you arrested. Because that's what this is, and there's nothing high-minded about it. You have to do what I say. You have to take me seriously."
Max put her face in her hands. Why was Cat Power pummeling her like this? Max needed help, sure, but did she need it this badly? She felt raw, like Cat hit a nerve Max hadn't known existed. Max wasn't a girl who got yelled at very often.
"All right," Max said, voice muffled behind her hands. "All right. I'll do what you want."
Cat cleared her throat, trying to make her voice friendlier and less harsh. "What I need is a stone. It's in the Prue, at a cart called Natural Gems. You steal it and bring it to the Weather Idiot. Do that and I'll help you steal your tiara."
"The Prudential Center?"
"Do you have a problem with that?"
Max felt relieved. "I thought maybe you'd want me to break into a vault or something."
Cat snorted. "As if you could."
Max hesitated. Her 'good guy' manners were kicking in. "Thank you, I think I didn't say… thanks." Max smiled uncertainly.
"Don't thank me," Cat said grimly. "There's something about you that gives me goosebumps."
Max was bewildered. "What –"
"Go on home," Cat said. She handed Max a small brown envelope. "What you need to know about the stone is in there. Go home before your mother hangs you." She sounded strangely sympathetic.
Max watched Cat walk away and blend into the crowd of commuters seamlessly. It took her a moment to realize her mouth was hanging open. Max shut it with a snap.
"You're a very confusing woman!" Max called out into the crowd.
If she thought that'd get her a response from the thief, it didn't. A few passersby shot her very odd looks before continuing on their way. Max shoved the envelope in her coat, where it sat beside the envelope from Ben. Two headaches in her pocket, she thought. She was a lucky girl.
Max opened the door to apartment 2A slowly, stepping into the living room. The door creaked if one opened it quickly, and Max wanted to make as little noise as possible. If she made it to her room before Kalea realized she was home, she could push back the inevitable Talk to tomorrow. She felt worn out. The meeting with Cat Power had lasted less than half an hour, and it had taken her only an additional forty minutes to return home. That seemed wrong somehow, as if the great amount of confusion incurred should have happened in a proportional amount of time. She wasn't sure what to process first.
Their home was tidy if small, furnished with squashy armchairs and a warm peach color scheme, but it had an air of being often unoccupied. The living room couches were still stiff and the unused kitchen was pristine, though it had a slight scent of dust. The walls were bare but for the paint. Neither mother nor daughter was in the apartment often enough to mind its simplicity. Kalea worked overtime often and Max preferred to wander Boston rather than stay in the apartment alone. The living room and kitchen sat between Kalea's bedroom and Max's, with a smaller spare bedroom near the kitchen. Kalea's door was thankfully closed.
Max crept to her room, giving it a careful once-over. Art prints on the walls: check. View of the street outside: check. Desk with scattered schoolbooks, unmade bed, dresser, closet, bookshelf – she prepared to examine these more closely.
"I didn't go through your things," Kalea said from the doorway. Max was bent over her dresser. "If you had come home five minutes later I would have."
Max turned. Her mother deposited her tennis bag on the bedroom floor. She looked as though she wanted to be angry but was too tired to pull it off. "You left this at the restaurant."
Max opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out. She cleared her throat. "Thanks." She waited. And sure enough, it came.
"Where were you?"
"I had to drop off a book to someone. It's for a project." Max tried to keep her voice neutral but her eyes dropped to the ground. She wished she were a better liar.
"You could have let me know. We could have dropped it off together. You could have called." Kalea ticked off her list, her voice becoming harder with each item. "You could have turned your phone on. You could have not taken off like a bat out of hell and left me wondering where my child went."
Max concentrated on her breathing, keeping it steady. In and out. This tension was familiar territory, to be sure, but she never got used to it. "Sorry."
"That's all you have to say?"
"It was a school project," she repeated.
There was a moment of silence. Max stole a glance at her mother; Kalea was staring fixedly at Max's window. She was in her pajamas, old sweatpants and a faded t-shirt, functional as always, her black hair in the same ponytail. Her eyes looked wet.
"I had a horrible – I thought you ran away again."
Alarmed, Max shook her head sharply. "No, not like… it wasn't anything like that."
"I thought we were doing better, and then you ran and it was all the same." Kalea leaned on the doorframe.
"It wasn't that." Max's voice sounded small even to her own ears. She should have thought of that, should have considered what her mother would inevitably believe happened.
"How do I know? I can't tell if this is some sort of repeat or something brand new. There's never an explanation." Kalea's eyes met Max's, searching. "Is it all the David talk?"
"I told you," and anger crept into Max's voice now, "I told you, it's a stupid school project, it's not the same thing."
Stalemate. They didn't look like each other in an obvious way, but there was identical stubbornness in the set of their small chins and their matching eyes. That's where their similarities ended, both physically and emotionally.
It was at times like this that Max wondered how their comfortable, reassuringly easy conversations ever took place. But maybe that was how they happened: because they were carefully structured to be easy, made of light and airy nonsense. She didn't want to change it.
Kalea surrendered first, casting about for something to say. "I have to ground you," she said.
They both knew it was an empty threat. Looking at her, her mother seemed helpless, doling out appropriate punishments that, with her long workdays, she had no chance of enforcing – without warning, Max's eyes stung.
Instinctively she moved to her mother, placing a hand on her arm. Suddenly it was like a dam breaking: Kalea hugged Max close to her fiercely. Max let her.
"You're fine, Mom," Max said quietly. "You're doing just fine, I promise."
"You can't do things like that," Kalea said. "You have to understand what it does to me. Why won't you tell me what's happening in your life?"
Max hung her head but didn't answer. Kalea didn't press her any further.
It was only much later, when the sky was ink black and the apartment silent, that she opened the brown envelope. She sat in her chair and spilled the envelope's contents over her desk at a careful arm's distance. A blurry photo fell out and snared itself in the binding of her open chemistry book.
Pictured was an ugly stone, to be certain. The photo was a close-up of one half of a round stone that reminded Max strongly of cross-section diagrams of earth in her grade school science books: the earth cut in half, crust, magma and core helpfully labeled and color-coded. The stone was gray on the outer surface, bumpy and ordinary. Underneath the outer layer was a shiny glasslike material that made up the rest of the stone, dark green with smears of black and gold throughout. There was a hole right in the middle of the dark green stone where the core would be.
This was what Cat wanted her to steal from the Prudential Center. It didn't look all that important, probably wouldn't even be missed from a sales cart full of more valuable gemstones. Then why did the thought of stealing it make Max's stomach turn over?
She had decided a long time ago that if an unseemly task came her way that involved the higher mission of the Artifacts, she would carry it out without complaint. Because this stone didn't have anything to do with the Artifacts, at least as Max could see, the idea of stealing it triggered Max's conscience.
Damn it. She was feeling guilty. Stupid Other Cat Power had pegged her from the start. When push came to shove, Max was uncomfortable with theft.
She left the photo in her chemistry book, closing the textbook and setting it aside to deal with later.
She opened the white envelope from Ben with a great deal less trepidation. She felt cheered by the notion that he'd left her a note at all; at their last meeting they hadn't exactly parted on the best terms.
Max pulled out a carefully folded flier and smoothed it out. "BOSTON ARTS ACADEMY 15th MIDWINTER CONCERT," the flier announced at the top. Clip-art of tap-dancing musical notes and smiling instruments circled the words. Three dates were listed. The date and time for the upcoming weekend had been circled in red ink.
Beside the circled date, in handwriting so even and clear Max first mistook it for typeface: "I'm first chair cello. You should come watch."
Max couldn't help it: she smiled at the flier. She tucked it into the envelope, then hid the envelope in her desk.
The thought rose unbidden: What would Ben say if he knew that she'd struck a deal with a thief to get the tiara?
Her smile wavered.
Putting her head in her hands, she tried to reach out with her mind. She never had a name for the voice that spoke to her, had always felt too timid to ask. But it was during moments like this, that she regretted not knowing a name to call him by.
In her mind she reached out tentatively for the familiar presence. The confrontation with Kalea and the argument with Cat had left her feeling drained and lonely. When she was younger the voice would console her and encourage her, often without her having to ask. As she got older and her mission became clearer, he spoke to her less frequently. She wanted him to now. She wanted to talk to someone.
Are you there? she asked.
She waited for several long moments. No answer came.
With a sinking heart Max knew then that she wouldn't hear the voice until she had the tiara. Not even for advice.
She pressed her palms against her eyes until she saw lights dance. She felt well and truly alone. She missed her father with sharp clarity.
"Fuck this," Max said aloud. "I am not a baby."
And she went to bed almost angrily, as if daring someone to have a problem with it. She slept fitfully, plagued by dreams of glowing green stones, dancing diamonds and her smiling father, his brown hair waving in an unknown breeze.
CHAPTER THREE
Winter was reluctantly loosening its grip on the city, and the days began to alternate between freezing cold winds and a sunny, mild chill. Max was just thankful it hadn't snowed since January. Outside the school gates Nadia and Max bundled into their coats and set off for Quincy Market. Both girls were quiet, deep in their own thoughts.
Visiting Quincy Market was a tradition that began when they were thirteen, as soon as the two girls wrangled an allowance and a reasonable amount of freedom from their parents. Made up of three lines of low colonial buildings running parallel to each other, Quincy Market was always full of people, tourists and locals alike, wandering between the boutiques that made up the buildings on the borders, watching the street performers dance and walk on stilts on the cobblestone paths outside, or eating in middle building that packed up to thirty food stands in its length. It was one of Max's favorite places. She couldn't help but feel better.
They spent some time in the crowd of tourists watching a tattooed man juggle knives while on stilts.
The man now juggled a flaming baton along with the knives. But Nadia looked uninterested. "Food or shopping first?" Nadia whispered.
As if that was a real question. Max led the way to, as she called it, 'the delicious building.' The girls were immediately hit with the smell of food the moment they entered. The narrow building was made up of a length of hallway lined on both sides with food stalls. The middle of the building bulged out with a rotunda full of seating.
Nadia, never one for experimentation, got her usual chowder in a bread bowl and claimed a table at the rotunda with little fanfare. But Max, simply pleased to be making a decision that wasn't important to the safety of the world, hemmed and hawed before choosing a burger and fries.
At the table she found Nadia staring at her chowder, long blonde hair falling in front of her face. Max caught a morose expression before her friend pasted a smile on.
"It doesn't look like you ate," Max said.
"I was waiting for you." Dutifully Nadia took a bite. They ate in silence for some minutes, a tension in the air that was both puzzling and annoying.
"Are you okay? If you didn't want to come out you could've said." Max's voice was stiff.
She wasn't a person who knew how to invite confidences. When people confided in her it only served to make her aware of how little she shared with others. But this was Nadia and she had to try. Their friendship had worked for so long due to Nadia's understanding that Max's mercurial moods were something best left alone. But Nadia was never moody without cause.
Her friend looked contrite. "I did! This was my idea. I guess I'm not that hungry."
Max said nothing, and watched Nadia fidget with her spoon and twist her hair around her fingers.
"There's just something I wanted to talk to you about," Nadia said suddenly. "I don't know if you'll like it. And really, I don't even know if I should say anything at all."
"You can say whatever you like," Max said, bewildered. "Of course you can."
"Do you like someone, Max?"
The question was so bizarre that Max found herself staring at Nadia. "That's what you want to ask me? How is that difficult?"
"Do you?" Nadia pressed.
Ben Quentin's smile flashed into Max's mind for a moment then quickly receded. "No."
Nadia slumped in her chair. "Then you won't get it."
Definitely confused now, Max said, "If you like someone that's okay. What does it matter if I like someone too? Is it someone I know?"
"No, that's it," Nadia said. She grinned, suddenly jovial. "We just haven't had a good gossip session in a while."
Max's voice was full of disbelief. "Is that really all it was? You like someone? Why can't you tell me who it is?"
"It's a secret."
"Fine." Max was the last person to begrudge someone a secret. 'Hey," Max said, as a thought came to her, "come with me to a concert this weekend. Boston Arts Academy."
Nadia tilted her head. "You don't know anyone at the BAA."
"I sort of do," Max confessed, " and I don't want to go alone."
"You liar. You told me you didn't like anyone," Nadia accused.
Max put her palms up in self-defense. "It's not like that! I just don't want to go by myself."
"I have something to do," Nadia said.
Max waited for elaboration but it didn't come. She thought about asking but she didn't want to pry. They finished their meals in relative silence, uncharacteristically uncomfortable with each other. Max no longer felt like window-shopping, and judging from Nadia's closed look neither did she. They left Quincy Market soon after only poking around in a few shops, the trip somehow soured.
It was only when Nadia's train pulled into the station that Max finally spoke:
"When did you decide you couldn't tell me things anymore?"
Nadia hesitated. The doors of the train opened and people flooded in and out, Nadia standing still amongst the moving crowd. She smiled at Max sadly.
"I wanted to ask you that all day," Nadia said. "But I knew you wouldn't say."
With a short wave, she leapt onto the train car before the doors closed.
On the night of the concert Max fell back on the tried-and-true skirt and shirt combo, not sure of the dress code for those types of things. Instead of braiding her long hair she put it in an updo that framed her face, though she swore to herself it wasn't for anyone's benefit but her own. She went to the Arts Academy alone that Saturday evening. Her mother was deep in a make-up date with David and Nadia remained resolute about her inspecific plans. Idly Max noted that she needed more friends.
The school was bigger than hers, with an actual (if tiny) music hall. The Boston Arts Academy was a magnet high school in which students who passed the audition process studied general subjects and specialized in an art of their choice. Over the entrance hung a banner that read, "Junior Class String Quartet 1." Four chairs and music stands were set up on the stage.
Max snagged a seat in a corner and watched as people came in. Ben was nowhere to be seen. Would his family be here? The thought of meeting them made her squirm. She didn't even know what they looked like; Ben had only said they didn't look much like him.
The lights dimmed and four students took their places in their chairs on stage to scattered applause. Two carried violins, one carried a viola, and Ben walked in carrying his bow. They dressed in black pants and white shirts. As Ben sat and readied his cello, he brushed his black bangs back and looked into the crowd. His eyes met Max's, finding her easily in the small audience.
He smirked, as if her presence had proven a point he'd been trying to make for a long time. She fought the urge to throw something at him.
Counting to a silent beat, the quartet began to play. She relaxed and as the concert went on she found herself enjoying it immensely. She wasn't much of a classical music connoisseur, though as the music cycled on she recognized the Bach and Haydn they played. But she could sense the skill and practice of the young musicians and found herself watching Ben play cello, his music rich and clear.
He closed his eyes and looked down as he played, rocking slightly, mouth pursed as his fingers flew up and down the neck of the cello, the often-abused hair falling on his forehead forgotten. He looked serious and graceful and almost sad. It was an expression so different from the cool unaffectedness Max had grown accustomed to (and when had she gotten used to him?) that she felt she was seeing someone else entirely. She felt sharply a desire to put a hand to his forehead, to raise his face up to meet hers, and say something to ease the tightness in his face.
It was only when the tension around Ben's mouth eased and his half-smile returned that Max knew the concert was over. Max sat still. He rose from his seat with the other musicians and swept a bow. Max didn't move, feeling disoriented. Around her people were standing and clapping; when had they stood? She hadn't noticed. She glanced at her watch; almost an hour had passed.
The crowd broke up after that, families rushing the stage waving bouquets of flowers, others stretching stiff limbs. Promises of refreshments in the lobby resulted in a near bottleneck at the exit. Was she supposed to have brought flowers? Somehow the idea of handing Ben a bouquet was laughable. But he had vanished from the stage, lost in the crowd of hugs.
Exposure to Ben's and Cat Power's habits of treading lightly at all times had begun to make her immune to surprises. At the sudden presence at her elbow she suppressed a twitch and said instead, "What can I do for you?" followed by "Does anybody walk normally anymore?"
"What's in a name? That which we call a rose would by any other name smell as sweet," the boy said.
The voice wasn't Ben's, she knew that; it was lighter, airier. Plus Ben probably would not quote Shakespeare. The scent of roses wafted by. Max looked down to discover a red rose being brandished under her nose like a sword. Attached to the rose was a pale arm which Max followed to a thousand-watt grin on an attractive face a few years older than her, with a shock of light brown hair and blue eyes, and a mole under his left eye.
She rose from her seat.
"Charlemagne at your service," the boy said. He was extremely tall and, as he swept a theatrical bow that was eerily similar to the one Ben had done on the stage, he nearly knocked a chair over. "Eighteen years old, blood type A, freshman in college studying film."
"Why do I need to know your blood type?" Max wondered.
"In case of emergency," the boy explained.
She said, "I'm not calling you Charlemagne."
"Chuck is fine. Are you here for the concert? To watch someone you know?"
"Yeah," she admitted.
"Black hair that needs cutting? Moody up to here" (he gestured above his head) "but really physically only somewhere up to here?" And he gestured at around his shoulder, which was still taller than Max.
It took her a moment to parse what he said. "Yes?"
"Ah! Excellent," Chuck said. "You're exactly who I'm looking for. You can take this rose off my hands now." She reluctantly took the proffered flower, as he continued, "Now that you've seen him, and you have to admit he's rather good at the whole music thing, you can take your leave. I'll tell him you stopped by and all."
Max stopped, looking up at him. Chuck still smiled merrily, but there was a warning in his blue eyes that she didn't like. "Are you telling me to leave?"
"A suggestion! I'll tell him you were here so what's the point of staying?"
"I don't think you'd tell him I was here," Max said slowly.
The expression on his face became dark. Chuck was still handsome but there was weight in his gaze. "I'll speak plainly now: I see death around you, cute girl," Chuck said quietly. "You should be careful who you drag into your mess."
Max felt like she'd been punched in the stomach. She reeled. Her breath caught in her throat and she stumbled forward. Chuck's hand reached out to steady her. Max forced herself to breathe normally, deeply, and to ignore her racing heart that told her to flee, flee.
Wheezing, she said, "You should probably take your flower back."
She moved to leave but he said, "Wait please. This is important."
He looked so earnest that Max warily sat back down, slouching in her seat and fingers tapping nervously. Chuck sat beside her, feet propped up on the seat in front of him. Slowly the music hall emptied, Chuck and Max waiting in silence. He toyed with the rose and, as the last person trickled out to leave them in an empty theater, he asked:
"You need some water or something?"
"No," she said stiffly.
"I should probably explain a little, right?" he mused. "It's the boring part though, explaining things. I don't really like it. It's completely unromantic."
"Just talk," Max snapped.
He looked at the rose intently, fingering the petals. His frown made him seem older than his grin would have let on. "I have dreams. They're usually about stupid things, like what kind of cake I'll have at a birthday party or what I'll talk about with someone on a train. About half the time those dreams come true, and sometimes I don't even realize that I dreamt it before until after the thing happens."
Chuck pulled a petal from the rose and dropped it to the floor. His voice became distant, and he looked across the room at the stage without really seeing it. "But I've had one dream for a few months now," he continued. "Ben is with a girl who looks like you, and he looks upset by something. It's dark and I can't tell where they are. The girl's got two shadows hovering over her shoulder and reaching for her, but neither Ben nor the girl notices. I can't talk or move, just watch. And then he's dead."
He ripped out another petal. It floated to the floor beside the first. Max's breathing was rapid and shallow; her head ached. "What do you mean, he's dead?" she said.
"I don't know. It's a dream, not a movie." Chuck's voice was tight. "He's talking to her and then he's on the floor with blood all around his head."
Slowly, she said, "And you think that girl is me? You can see these things around me?" She wanted to wave her hands around her head, to swat away these specters like flies.
"I can't see anything around you. I just have stupid, useless dreams." His voice was bitter. The rose looked naked now, only a few petals left. "I can't do anything in the dream, just watch. I don't even know if it's really going to happen. When I saw you here, I thought that this was it, and it was going to happen here. But you don't seem like a killer."
"I used to have dreams," Max said. She couldn't believe she was sharing this, but she understood what it was like to have nightmares, and she'd never met anyone who'd experienced anything similar before. "The world is ending in them. Things are normal, people are going to work and tourists are taking pictures and then everything is snuffed out. Just blackness."
Chuck looked at her sharply. "Just blackness? No specific reason? No missiles or hellfire or –"
"No," Max said. "People are here and then they're not."
"It doesn't sound like the apocalypse." He tore the last petal from the rose and dropped it. "It just sounds like death."
Her voice was unusually bleak. "Isn't that the same thing?"
"No." Chuck dropped the stem the ground. "Death is part of a cycle. The apocalypse is an interruption to that. It would never happen without a reason."
Confused, Max turned her eyes back to the ceiling, resting her head on the back of her seat. The voice had told her those dreams were apocalyptic. Could it have been wrong?
A thought occurred to her. "If death's a natural thing, why are you trying to stop it happening to Ben?"
"Because I dreamed about it," he said simply. "I never dream of people dying, thankfully. Since I dreamed it, there's something unnatural about it. Besides… it's Ben."
Max couldn't fault that logic. "It's good he has someone like you for a friend," she said, not quite envious.
Chuck looked gloomy. "He hates me."
"What?"
"I think," and he sounded completely serious, "it's because I'm better-looking than he is."
She stared at him. "I can't decide if you're really wise, really deluded, or completely screwing with my head. "
Chuck seemed thoughtful. "Ben's said that to me too. Well, without the wise part."
"Were you making all that stuff up about dreams?" Max challenged. "Was that some kind of messed up pick-up line?"
"No, those are real." He frowned. "I don't know what to do about them. I can't stop him from hanging out with you; he's stubborn and he never listens to me. I'd have to tie him down. Which is why it's all on you."
"I wouldn't hurt him on purpose," Max said.
"It doesn't matter if it's on purpose or not," Chuck replied. "I don't want him hurt at all. I can't follow him day and night to make sure he doesn't see you. But if you care about him at all, you'll limit your contact with him. At the very least, don't hang around him alone."
Max said nothing.
An embarrassed cough made Chuck and Max turn in their seats. Ben stood in the aisle, watching them with an odd expression on his face. He held a paper cup of punch in each hand, and his white shirt was untucked. "What's going on here?"
Beside her, Chuck tensed. He glanced from Max to Ben, as if waiting for his dream to come true at any moment. "Just a friendly conversation between very attractive folk," Chuck said. Despite the tension in his body, his voice was airy. "It's why you weren't invited."
Ben gave him a look that said, clearly, what he thought about that. "I've been looking for you," he told Max. "I thought you left."
"I didn't want to fight the crowd," she said, which was a partial truth. "And you're a liar you know. You said you were first chair cello. But you were the only cellist."
He handed her a cup of punch. "Which makes me first chair."
"That makes you the only chair!"
Ben waved her words away, fixing her with his level, cool gaze. Max flushed. "More important things first," he said. "How did you find my idiot brother?"
Max nearly dropped her cup of punch. She gave Chuck an accusatory glare.
Chuck shrugged at her. "I never said we weren't related. And really, you should've guessed it. Straighten your shirt," Chuck told his brother. "You're a mess."
"Do I really care what you think?" Ben shot his brother a dark look – then straightened his shirt collar. "I thought you weren't coming."
Chuck looked hurt. "Why wouldn't I come to my little brother's concert?"
"Because I didn't tell you about it."
Chuck gave his brother a glance that was so affectionate it was almost creepy. "I thought you were testing me."
"Don't you dare," Ben said, a note of panic in his voice. He took a step back. "Don't – ARGH –"
And Chuck, with surprising speed, leapt across the row of seats and put Ben in a death-grip headlock. The cup of punch in Ben's hand went flying down the aisle.
"You son of a bitch," Ben spluttered. His face was red as he flailed in the bigger boy's grip. Chuck had a look of happy peace on his face as he reached down to give Ben a noogie.
"Let go of me!" Ben howled. Ben punched Chuck's arm futilely.
They didn't look a thing alike, Max reflected. Chuck was tall and fair and expressive. Ben was shorter, darker in looks and more reserved when he wasn't being tortured by his sibling. But there was something about them that was obviously connected… and Max, an only child, regarded the whole thing with bemusement.
"Is your name really Charlemagne?" Max asked suddenly.
Both brothers paused to look at her; Ben stopped struggling, but Chuck's grip didn't slack.
"You didn't tell her?" Chuck asked him. Ben shook his head with trepidation. "Our mother," Chuck said loudly, "named her children after famous, important people. Being dashing, romantic and handsome, she named me after the King of the Franks. Sensing a balding, pudgy, bespectacled future for my brother –"
"That's not why she named me that!" Ben broke loose from the headlock. "I was born here!"
"She named him Benjamin Franklin Quentin," Chuck finished.
Max blinked. Ben's face was bright red. This time, it probably wasn't from the headlock.
"Our mother," Chuck said majestically, "is a very special woman."
"That's a way of putting it," Ben grumbled. Looking less flustered, he came closer to Max. "If he hasn't frightened you off with his idiocy, you should come to the house with us."
"Can we have cake?" Chuck asked from behind him.
Ben ignored him. Lowering his voice he said, "I didn't know if you would come. Don't go yet."
Max nearly agreed. Then the oddity of her situation struck her. Having tea with the family she was preparing to steal from? And the dream Chuck had… She glanced at the older boy and found him watching her intently.
Quietly, so only Ben could hear, she said, "That's kind of unsafe isn't it? Inviting someone like me over after the whole tiara thing."
Ben made a small noise of frustration. "So you're still going through with this idea?"
Chuck looked puzzled now; Max was sure he could hear small bits of their conversation but it was obvious he could make neither heads nor tails of it.
"Sorry," she said. She gathered her coat and bag, leaving her punch on one of the seats.
Ben ran a hand through his hair. "Sure you are." He exhaled. "I'll walk you back."
That startled her. "You'll what?"
"I'll bring you home," he said stiffly. "Or are you going to make that difficult too?"
Touched, Max could only gape at him. Chuck swooped in, the panic that flashed on his face now masked in casualness. "I'm coming too," he announced.
"Like hell you are," Ben said, shoving him away. "Go home."
"It's okay," Max said hastily. "I can walk myself."
Ben stilled. He looked deeply hurt, and Max bit her lip to keep from changing her mind. She turned away and put on her coat, not wanting to see his expression.
A hand on her shoulder made her pause. She didn't have to look; she could feel Ben's presence beside her.
"If it's going to be that way from here on," he murmured, "why did you come here?"
She didn't answer, and walked out of the school without a glance back. She kept her pace steady until the school gate, then broke into a run down the lamplit street.
They couldn't be ordinary friends. She knew that. Ben was right; why did she bother going? And that dream… Chuck thought she was dangerous. His words came back to her: That doesn't sound like the apocalypse… That just sounds like death. They weren't the same? She remembered the look of hurt in Ben's eyes. If it wasn't for the end of the world, why should she steal the tiara?
Out of breath, she found herself in wealthy Beacon Hill, the windows of the aged townhouses shuttered and the gaslight-style streetlamps casting a pearly glow on the cobblestoned streets and the parked Porsches. Max leaned on a lamppost, clutching the stitch in her side. A few people and their dogs were out for a stroll, but the neighborhood was otherwise silent. They gave her a wide berth, as if understanding that she was not part of their privileged world.
"Talk to me," Max commanded, breath ragged. "Talk to me now or I'm not doing anything for you."
She waited, but she only heard the click of someone's heels on the brick paths.
She knew she looked crazy, standing on the street talking to herself. She didn't care. "You can't put this on me and then just leave it alone. I'm done."
And she finally heard it, the resonant rumble of a voice deep inside her head: What's wrong, my dear?
There was a bench nearby, freshly painted. Max perched on the edge of it. She glanced around; the winding cobbled street was empty. In the distance a voice laughed drunkenly.
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