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Prologue

THE FIRST SNOW OF winter arrived on the last day of the year. Snow glittered beneath the streetlights and lay softly on the housetops and no wind disturbed it.

Five girls, getting ready for a dance, looked into their mirrors. Tonight was New Year’s Eve; in the year to come, they would turn eighteen and graduate from high school. They wanted to begin the year like the snow; lovely and welcome.

Emily, Anne, Beth Rose, Kip, and Molly.

They thought only of their dates, of music, and midnight.

They thought this dance on the twenty-second floor of The Hadley would be just a dressy evening—sweeping out the old year, embracing the new.

They were wrong.



Chapter 1

FROM HER APARTMENT ON the seventh floor high on the hill, Kip Elliott could sometimes see the faraway lights on The Hadley’s revolving tower. But New Year’s Eve was one snow flurry after another, and she could hardly even see the roads in Westerly.

Besides, things were far too hectic for looking out windows.

For the first evening ever, there were two teenagers in the family getting ready for a dance.

Kip’s little brother Jamie had been having tantrums since yesterday because he wasn’t one of them. “I want a tuxedo, too!” screamed Jamie, beating his heels against the floor.

Mrs. Elliott believed children having tantrums should be ignored and eventually they would stop. This had been true of her first four children. It was not true of Jamie. Jamie would break his ankles first. Possibly Kip would break them for him.

Over this constant drumming and screaming, Kip struggled to dress herself and put on her makeup. By now her two middle brothers were deciding what weapon to use to kill Jamie with. They had narrowed it down to fists (Kevin’s idea) and squashing (Pete’s idea).

“What would we squash him with?” Kevin asked.

“The piano,” Pete said, smiling dreamily. “We’ll just tip it over and Jamie will turn into a pancake.”

“I want a tuxedo, too!” screamed Jamie, who had heard many threats of death in his time and was not afraid. “I want a shirt with ruffles! I want to stay up all night! I want to go, too!”

I don’t need to go to a revolving restaurant, Kip thought. These little urchins make me so dizzy I’m revolving already.

Then she remembered that her name was not Kip any longer. She was now requiring everybody to call her Katharine. Kip was a name for little kids like Jamie. She was too mature for the nickname.

Nobody wanted to cooperate. Every girl and boy in the senior class moaned and groaned about how “Katharine” was too long, and it didn’t suit her, and they didn’t want to. Kip could take charge of anything: from organizing dances to extinguishing forest fires, but she was having no success whatsoever at changing her own name.

Didn’t do so well changing my life, either, Kip thought, brushing her soft brown hair. It felt so good she brushed on and on, hypnotized by her own rhythm.

Jamie stopped pounding his heels on the floor. “You look like you put your finger in the electric socket, Kip!” he yelled. “Come look at Kip, everybody! Kip looks so funny! Kip, are you going to the ball looking like that? No wonder Lee won’t go out with you anymore.”

Jamie pounded his feet for the sheer joy of seeing his sister look weird.

“Mother, can I throw him out the window?” Kip asked.

“Not tonight, dear,” her mother said.

Kip retreated to the bathroom where she could put on her makeup in peace. Slamming the door helped, too, because now she could no longer hear her brothers.

“Ssssshhh, Jamie,” whispered Kevin. “Pete and I have a plan. We’re going to go to Kip’s ball, too.”

“How can we do that?” Jamie asked, suspecting a plot to stop him from tattooing his feet on the floor. “It’s just for big kids. High school seniors.” Jamie was in kindergarten. High school seniors—except Kip—were unimaginably old. Jamie drummed again, vigorously. His nine-year-old brother said, “We’ll go by taxi. Lee will be there. You’ll have a great time.”

“Lee will be there?” cried Jamie. Jamie catapulted up off the living room rug. He raced to the bathroom door and kicked it open. Just as she lifted the mascara wand, he flung himself on his sister. “Is it true? Lee will be there?”

She wet a washcloth to wipe the mascara off her cheek. “Look at my self-control,” she said to her little brother. “I’m not making you eat the washcloth or anything. Yes, Lee will be there.”

Lee: wrestler, college freshman, former boyfriend. Kip folded the washcloth and pressed it over her eyes to absorb the tears that came whenever she thought of Lee.

“Who’s he going with?” demanded Jamie. “Somebody pretty?”

“Mother!” Kip screamed. “I am going to kill him. There’s no doubt about it. That’s how he’s going to start off his New Year. Dead.”

Mrs. Elliott hastily rescued Jamie.

“I just wanted to know if Lee was going with somebody pretty,” Jamie protested.

“Your sister is very pretty,” Mrs. Elliott said.

Jamie sniffed.

Kip’s hand was shaking so hard she would never be able to put mascara on now. For Jamie was right. Lee was going with somebody pretty this time. He was going with Anne. Though pretty was not the right word for Anne. She had a golden elegance that took your breath away. Slim and fragile, Anne had translucent skin and lovely shining yellow hair. Lee would never even see Kip tonight, let alone yearn for her. Anne would only have to stand there (what Anne did best anyhow), and Lee would be entranced. Let’s face it, Kip thought. He’s already entranced. One New Year’s Eve more or less won’t matter.

Mrs. Elliott removed Jamie, but unfortunately she did not stay to supervise the boys. She and Mr. Elliott were going to a New Year’s Eve gala themselves, and she hadn’t decided yet what earrings to wear. And of course George Elliott, who had never worn a tuxedo before, never had a date before, never even been on a dance floor before, was taking Beth Rose. Enough people were trying to get in and out of showers, and have mirror time, and get zipped up that Mrs. Elliott could hardly think about Jamie.

Kevin whispered, “Jamie, you’re gonna spoil it.”

“Yeah,” Pete said. “Now listen, because I’m in charge tonight. We’re gonna take a taxi to The Hadley. That’s where George’s and Kip’s ball is. And we’ll go, too!”

Even at five, Jamie could see a lot of problems here. “Does Mom know?” he asked cautiously.

“Course not. Don’t tell her or we’ll squash you with the piano.”

The three little Elliotts scrunched down by the coffee table and plotted.

Kip had already forgotten that she had four brothers. She was staring into the mirror, thinking of her two boyfriends. It was so easy for Kip to take charge of a dozen projects at one time that, last summer, she convinced herself she could take charge of more than one boyfriend at once, too.

It had turned out that she could take charge all right—but not all the boyfriends stuck around.

The history of this was simple: Mike had fallen for Kip a year ago. They’d had two months of perfection. The kind of love that obsessed you; where if you didn’t actually write poems, you listened much more carefully to song lyrics. The kind where if you weren’t on the phone with each other, you yearned to be. And then Mike lost interest, and went back to baseball. Kip attended a lot of baseball games, but Mike didn’t notice her. After a while Kip was asking Mike out, instead of Mike asking Kip. But for whatever reason, Mike barely noticed Kip again. In his case, love had been a passing thing: a strong wind, perhaps, that blew away. Mike didn’t even have memories of loving her.

And at the dance at Rushing River Inn last June, she had met Lee Hamilton. Kip was the first girl Lee ever loved and he loved her fiercely. One look at Lee’s devotion, and Mike was suddenly able to remember feeling the same way. So on Friday she had nobody interested in her, and by midnight Saturday, there were two boys vying for her attention.

Kip saw no reason to choose between them. After all, she wasn’t going to get married, was she? She was a high school senior who wanted to have a good time. And Mike was a cherished old boyfriend and Lee was an exciting new boyfriend.

She would date them both.

At first Kip thought it was going beautifully. Mike took Kip to sporting events, and Lee took her to dinner. Mike bought series tickets to the summer car races, and he and Kip had soda and potato chips while they cheered. Lee took her to every rock concert and Burger King in the state.

This is the life, Kip Elliott thought. Maybe she would write an article for Seventeen on the joys of dating more than one boy. She even thought of looking for a third boy to date as well. Variety, thought Kip, is the spice of life. Phone calls from two adoring boys. Turning one down in favor of the other. Mentioning the terrific Sunday afternoon with Lee when she was at the movies with Mike.

Kip had four little brothers and felt she knew all there was to know about boys. It did not occur to her that she had never known her brothers as dates. It did not occur to her that a fight over who got the last of the sugar cereal was not the same as a fight over who got the girl.

Mike and Lee never even discussed their sharing of Kip, let alone fought. For three whole months she alternated boys and thought she was the winner herself.

In September Lee backed out of the game.

Up till then, Kip had not really admitted it was a game.

Right up till then, she thought she was simply not tying herself down, and so forth.

But it was a game, and all games have losers, and in the game of two boys/one girl … the loser was Kip herself.

Perhaps that was why she wanted to be called Katharine now. She could distance herself from that awful arrogant girl who played games with Lee and Mike, bouncing them off each other like Ping-Pong balls on a green table. Maybe if she used a more grown-up name, she would be a more grown-up person.

Kip was wearing the same dress she had worn to the dance last fall, more than a year ago. Her parents had five children to clothe, and a formal dress that still fit was good for a second year. It was the color of a dark peach: gold flushed to pink. And it was lovely—but not the same as having a new one.

It was a rerun.

Like tonight.

For something had happened that Kip never expected, never even thought of.

Mike was attracted by the fact that she was worth something to another boy. But once she was no longer attractive to Lee … she was also no longer attractive to Mike. It was the duel that excited Mike, and not Kip herself.

Once more, Mike was bored with Kip.

He had bought season tickets to the ice hockey games but had taken her only once. He was going with guys to the rest. “Why not me?” she said, desperately, after Lee was long gone and Mike was fading. Mike looked uncomfortable. “I like to go out with other people now and then, too, you know,” he said.

How many girls, Kip Elliott thought, finally getting the mascara on the way she wanted it, have yearned to turn the clock back? If I could go back to that night in June when Lee first fell in love with me … if I knew then what I know now….

In the living room, Pete, Kevin, and Jamie were lying lengthwise on the carpet like logs, squashed between the coffee table and the couch. “Do we have the money for a taxi?” whispered Jamie.

“Yes,” Pete said. “We each have tons of Christmas money.”

Jamie nodded. “But I’m in my pajamas.”

“After they’re gone, we’ll get you dressed.”

The boys lay on the floor listening. Their big brother George was running around. “These dress shoes are too tight!” George yelled. “I can’t even move.”

“Then how did you get in my bathroom?” hollered their father.

Jamie whispered, “Why are we going to the ball?”

“Come on!” Pete said. “You’ve just had a two-hour tantrum because you wanted to go to that ball.”

“We’re going to see Lee,” Kevin said. “Dontcha wanna see Lee again?”

They all wanted to see Lee again. Lee had not just dated their sister; he had practically dated them. He had taken them to the state fair, and he was willing to go on the roller coaster six times in a row. He had taken them on their first—and only—train ride. He let them help change the oil in his car, and there was that memorable night when he and Kip were going to a rock concert and the little boys pleaded to go, too, and Kip told them to drop dead and Lee said, “Oh, all right.”

They would never forget how they were allowed to stuff themselves into the backseat and go to the rock concert, too.

Still, there were a few problems with going to the ball to see Lee.

Number one, he was not there with Kip.

Number two, Kip was there with Mike. Mike didn’t want Kevin and Pete and Jamie around. He had enough family of his own, and other people’s families annoyed him. Kip’s brothers didn’t actively dislike Mike, but they didn’t really like him either.

They worshipped Lee.

Jamie scrambled up.

“Where you going?” whispered Pete. “We got plans to make.”

“I want to ask Mommy if it’s okay.”

His two brothers caught him by the ankles, pulling him smack down on the carpet, and when their mother responded to Jamie’s screams, they lay on top of him. “It’s what he deserves,” Kevin explained.

Mrs. Elliott was struggling to fit into a gown she had worn two years ago to a formal evening. “Luckily,” observed their mother, “in this life most people don’t get what they deserve.” Jamie wasn’t bleeding so she walked away.

Except me, Kip thought, who had opened the bathroom door to see what this new type scream of Jamie’s meant. I am getting what I deserve.

“I got the lesser of the two,” she whispered to the quiet mirror. “The better one wouldn’t put up with it. Of course not! That was one of the things that made him better!”

She had to put her mascara on all over again. How many times would she cry it off tonight? She could remember a dance where half the girls spent the whole Saturday night in the girls’ room because they cried so much. Would this New Year’s Eve Ball be like that? Kip slipped her mascara wand into her tiny evening bag just in case.

It was hard, under the circumstances, to feel good about a New Year. A New Year in which to make more stupid decisions? Kip thought bleakly. A New Year with three hundred sixty-five days, all of which I can goof up again?

George flung open the bathroom door.

“I am not running a toll booth on the Turnpike here,” Kip said. “I would like a little privacy please.”

None of her brothers paid attention to that sort of remark. “How do I look, Kip?” George asked. He was jumping up and down with nervousness, patting the ruffles on his white dress shirt, and checking for the hundredth time to be sure the cufflinks were still in place.

“You look excellent,” Kip said, without looking.

“You didn’t look,” her brother accused her.

“I’ve told you and told you. You want me to do something for you, then remember to call me Katharine.”

“Katharine, how do I look?” her brother said obediently.

She turned. All George looked was young. He was three weeks short of sixteen and had just set a record in the Elliott family for growth spurts. His elbows jutted far enough to the sides to block traffic. His huge feet clumped along like a clown act. His hands could circle watermelons. A nose that belonged on an elder statesman sat in the middle of a little boy’s face. In the rented tuxedo George looked dressed up for Hallowe’en, hoping to get mostly Almond Joy bars.

“You’re so handsome,” Kip said, tugging at his lapels as if there were something to straighten. And he was. Or at least, he would be one day. He had a few years to go. Now he was just tall. And young.

“Will Beth Rose like me?” George asked.

“You know she likes you. She’s over here all the time and you crack jokes with her as much as I do.”

“That doesn’t count,” George said. “I’m just your kid brother then. She has to be polite.”

Kip pretended there was more work to do on her eyelashes. It gave her time to think of the right thing to say. But nothing came to mind. She had set up George with Beth Rose because Beth’s beloved Gary was going with somebody else, and Beth didn’t know anybody to ask. George was tall enough and he had clothes to wear. That was it for qualifications. He was a sophomore, and this dance was for seniors; he was a bumbling half-grown twerp compared to Gary Anthony. And how could any senior girl not make the comparison?

Here Beth Rose had been the envy of the school for practically a year: plain, wallflower Beth on Gary’s arm, and over that year, Beth flowered like her name into a beautiful mature rose.

And Gary, oblivious or bored, drifted on.

To Gwynnie.

Kip had been unable to form much of an opinion about Gwynnie. The girl was just too weird to get a handle on. The Vampire, Kip once referred to her as, and the nickname stuck. Kip didn’t know if the nickname would hurt Gwynnie or amuse her because Gwynnie did not appear to have the normal human emotions. Gwynnie was more like a walking mannequin dressed from a vast disorder of clothing.

Gary was rather preppy in his drifty way, and yet at the same time a complete “townie”—he’d rather stay home rebuilding the transmission on his old Chevy than learn to sail. This boy with Gwynnie? Gwynnie, who everyone felt was more likely to take up witchcraft than to run a comb through her hair during the coming New Year?

She was dressed finally, and ready for Mike. Mike was getting George as well as Kip, and they would drive on to collect Beth Rose. Not the most congenial foursome Kip could think of, but they should last for the short drive to The Hadley. She looked at the three little brothers. They were up to something. She could spot that a mile away. Oh, well, who cared? She would be at The Hadley, dancing and laughing and pretending to be calm when Lee came in with Anne. Her brothers could bake cakes in the elevator for all she cared.

Jamie’s pajamas bottoms were half off. His top was buttoned wrong. The thick glasses that rode his tiny nose were bent and one lens had a milk splotch. “You look pretty, Katharine,” Jamie said, staring up through the milk splotch.

Kip thought she might cry. She hugged him fiercely. “Happy New Year, Jamie,” she said.



Chapter 2

TAKE ONE SLIM AWKWARD red-headed teenage girl with no self-confidence. Dress her in the loveliest antique gown imaginable, and set her lightly on the dance floor in front of Prince Charming. One kiss, and she turns into a Princess.

It’s not just for fairy tales, thought Beth Rose Chapman. It really works. It worked for me. But that was last year. This is this year.

For what the fairy tales neglected to mention was that Prince Charming was the type of guy who liked more than one princess. And once the prince moved on, the magic spell was broken.

“The beautiful girl,” Beth Rose said, “is in serious danger of turning back into a wallflower.”

Beth Rose examined her reflection. Her mirror was a cheap rectangle from the discount store. The bottom was blocked by rows of lovely bottles, full of perfumes and creams. For a whole love-filled year she had not cared about purchased beauty. Gary loved her no matter what scent she wore.

Now she was back at the beginning.

And in the beginning, Beth Rose thought ruefully, there was panic

The kind of panic where your mind said constantly, if I just pick out the right eye shadow, the right perfume … then he’ll like me. If I just buy the right dress … If I just use a different conditioner….

Panic, of course, resulted in decisions like going to the hairdresser yesterday. It had seemed intelligent at the time. She couldn’t go on forever with the same old hairdo. And her bright auburn curls were long tangles that hurt to run a brush through. “Do something interesting with it,” Beth Rose commanded the stylist. New hair would be a good beginning to a New Year; perhaps with new hair she would begin sleeping through the night, instead of weeping through it. She cried so often for Gary that she had to leave the bed half made each morning, so the damp pillow and the top sheet with which she mopped her eyes would dry during the day.

“Cut it all off,” Beth Rose said grandly at the beauty shop.

And that, indeed, was what the stylist did.

There was not a hair on her head longer than two inches. Some of it was scarcely half an inch. The red curls tightened into little knots all over her head. If she brushed hard, it turned into red fluff, sort of like cake icing. But the curls were tough, and as the minutes passed, they tightened, and popped back into place, so she looked as if her hair had been made of yarn: tied into French knots by someone trying to learn embroidery.

Now when she had to face Gary with his newer, better princess, she was practically bald. She had never noticed before what a long neck she had. Now that her thick red hair no longer hid it from view, her neck felt very conspicuous. Her ears looked like little white doorknobs.

All year she had had such poise! Could it really have been a gift of Gary exclusively? Gould it really be that she, Beth Rose, had none, except what she borrowed from him? She resented Gary for that, and despised herself for it: but how much easier it was to be poised when somebody special loved you, and made it clear in public. And when that special somebody very clearly in public chose to love another girl … well, the old poise was a little harder to come by.

At least her dress was perfect.

Brocade, and of all the unexpected colors for a redhead to pick, it was lavender. Deep rich lavender like violets in spring. Silvery lavender weeping willows were embroidered over violet streams. The brocade pattern wound and shimmered around and around, vines twining together, streams flowing beneath and above.

Tightly shirred around Beth’s narrow waist, the dress covered one shoulder and left the other bare. It gathered in a bustle around her hips, twisted around her legs, and ended in a ruffled flourish at one ankle, leaving the other leg open to the knee.

Although it covered most of her, it was a very sensuous dress, and more sophisticated than anything she had ever worn. It was not last year’s sweet fragile antique lace, and it was not last summer’s gentle pastel cotton. It was this year’s brilliant elegance.

I can’t go mousy with a dress like this, she decided, choosing makeup.

Instead of the usual little-girl colors recommended for redheads, she tried dark dusky shadows about her eyes. High up beneath her eyes, she sculptured cheekbones. Then she turned off all the bedroom lights except the tiny reading light by her pillow. The dim light cast mysterious shadows on the new high cheekbones she had drawn in.

However, nice high cheekbones were not as good as poise.

“There is always the possibility,” Beth Rose said to the friendly dark, “of just not going to the dance at all.”

Beth Rose had considered this every ten minutes since her date had been arranged. Seventeen days now. That was a lot of consideration. The date embarrassed her. Everybody would know who her date really was—somebody’s little brother—and they would know he was there because nobody else would go with Beth.

Gary would pity her.

She thought she could not bear it that the boy who had loved her, admired her, laughed with her, and teased her, would now feel that embarrassing emotion—pity. At least Beth Rose was not the only one in this boat: Kip had lost Lee, and the girls had spent many an hour on the phone, endlessly going over the reasons and agonies in their love lives.

Some senior year, Kip had said more than once. Senior year is supposed to be perfect. Problems are okay when you’re a sophomore or a junior, but by the time you’re a senior you should have it together.

The boys did have it together, of course. It was just that they had it together with other girls.

Gary’s new princess would shine so much that even in this stunning purple brocade, Beth would feel faded, like old jeans.

She studied her reflection again. The brocade shimmered. Her pale skin was ghostly, and delicate. And actually, now that she was slightly used to it, how nicely her head was shaped! She had always thought of her head as a large red thing balanced heavily on top of her shoulders, but now she saw it was neat, small, and attractive.

Maybe the haircut wasn’t grotesque.

Maybe in the darkness of the dance, nobody would recognize her date as Kip’s younger brother, drafted for the occasion.

Maybe in the dark she would find another romance.

“Oh right,” Beth said. “And maybe I’ll win the lottery, too.” She turned the lights back on in order to find her evening bag. Mistake. For there, lying beside her silver purse, was the crimson red invitation to Gwynnie’s After Midnight party.

Gwynnie was the new girl in town.

She did not dress, talk, act, or move like any other girl in Westerly. Sometimes she wore black: huge skirts made of sweatshirt material that hung down to her ankles, with huge sweatshirts, jet-black jewelry, and dark sunglasses. Sometimes she wore horn-rimmed sunglasses and a man’s pinstriped wool business suit, with scarlet suspenders to keep up the enormous trousers. She had a leather bomber’s jacket she paired with a red velvet skirt (and suede sunglasses) and an antique smoking jacket of dark green silk that she wore with jeans (and rubber wrap-around sunglasses).

Always sunglasses.

Some teachers made her take them off. Without sunglasses Gwynnie would blink steadily. If the teacher complained, Gwynnie would reply that bright light was destructive to her personality and it was essential to filter it.

She had as many wigs as she had sunglasses. A black sleek twenties’ wig that curved over Gwynnie’s cheek, frozen as if it were made of metal. A white-blonde wig of hair that reached her waist and stuck out on the sides an almost equal distance, so that she resembled a tent of hair. When she wore this Gwynnie had difficulty fitting in the classroom doorways.

Once in math Gwynnie gave herself a pedicure on her desk. The class watched fascinated as Gwynnie removed her orange running shoes and then two pairs of socks: high chartreuse argyle knee sox, next white ankle socks with turquoise lace trim. Gwynnie placed one large bare foot on her desk, brought out a little zipped leather foot-care kit and started in on her nails.

The math teacher deliberately ignored her.

They went on with their trigonometry, pretending nobody could hear the little rasp of Gwynnie’s nail file.

Gwynnie was knitting a vast scarf on tiny gauge needles. The scarf appeared to use whatever yarn Gwynnie had found in the gutter or at a tag sale: all weights and colors knit haphazardly on the thin needles. The scarf was probably eight feet long now, but Gwynnie kept knitting. Whenever a class was boring, and often when it was not, Gwynnie would pull out her knitting, and begin another row.

Gwynnie’s real hair was short with a single tiny braid right over her forehead. She frequently paused during tests to rebraid it. She was very good at braiding and could do three, four, or five strands. Beth Rose nearly failed a history quiz in November watching Gwynnie’s thin fingers keep track of five skinny strands of hair and braid it down over her eyes, and nose, and mouth.

Sometimes Gwynnie sat with Beth’s group at lunch. Anne might say, “I was thinking of going to Lord & Taylor’s to look at lingerie.” And Emily would moan, “I’d go but I’m so broke. I might fall in love with something I can’t get.” And Kip would say, “I never care about whether I can afford it. I just like to look at it and touch it.”

Gwynnie would say, “I prefer the West Indies.”

Everybody would sit for a moment studying their Jell-O and chicken noodle soup and wonder what to say to that.

It was Beth Rose’s opinion that Gwynnie was not human.

“Then what is she?” Kip asked. “A vampire?”

“That seems all too possible,” Beth Rose admitted.

Nevertheless, they were all going to Gwynnie’s after the ball at The Hadley. This was partly just to see Gwynnie’s house. Her parents (who appeared to be quite normal for people whose daughter was a vampire) had built on a hill on the outskirts of Westerly. Easily visible from the road, the house was enormous and very modern, with vertical light-gray sheathing and windows that rose two stories. The house sprawled over the hillside and stabbed the sky. Beyond the four-car garage was an indoor swimming pool with jungle-like vines growing against the glass walls. A long driveway curved through a meadow, and the meadow became velvet lawn, and the lawn turned to manicured gardens. The doorway was marked by a six-foot piece of polished marble, which curved like a welcoming hand to show you where to enter.

In winter, the gray and glass house was sculpture against black silhouettes of trees and white billows of snow.

You would think that anybody who lived in that house would go back and forth to school in her own Jaguar. You would think the girl who lived there would look like her house: tall, sleek, elegant. But no, it was crazy Gwynnie who got off the schoolbus.

Beth Rose had always been afraid that Gary would drift on. Staying in one place did not suit his personality. But how—how!—could Gary have chosen bizarre, semi-human Gwynnie over her?

New girl in town. She took my man.

Oh, it sounded like a bad country and western song, didn’t it? The Other Woman. The New Girl In Town. She Stole My Man.

Beth Rose forced herself to think about the ball.

Beth Rose had never been to The Hadley.

She did not have the kind of parents who dined there, or the kind of boyfriend who would take her, and she certainly did not have the money to go herself. The Hadley was the tallest building in Lynnwood, right downtown, part of the successful urban renewal in that city. Everybody said The Hadley would fail, nobody would rent offices there, nobody would open stores in the interior mall, nobody would park in the huge parking lot beside it. Most of all, everybody said nobody would pay all that money to eat in the revolving restaurant on the top floor.

To look at what? everybody demanded.

Horizons of Lynnwood and Westerly?

Maybe in New York they went up elevators in skyscrapers and sat in revolving restaurants, but not in Lynnwood. Those people are going broke, said everybody, nodding knowingly.

But they were wrong.

Everybody—even the people who said nobody would go there—went there.

And now, at last, Beth Rose would, too.

The Ball was being held in the revolving restaurant. They would dance far above the snow, and the floor beneath them would turn slowly, slowly, while the lights of the cars and the streets below became golden jewels in the dark night. The Hadley would fill with the throbbing rhythms of dance bands and the shouting screaming exhilaration of New Year’s Eve.

New Year’s Eve, Beth Rose Chapman thought. I’m bald, my ears look like doorknobs, I’m going with Kip’s little brother George, and I have an invitation to my ex-boyfriend’s girlfriend’s for breakfast.

The phone rang.

Her parents had already left for their New Year’s Eve dinner and dance. She was home alone.

She picked it up.

“Beth Rose?” a peculiar voice said.

She didn’t recognize the voice. “Yes?” she said.

“It’s me,” the voice said.

Her mouth went dry. The voice was freakily high pitched. Somebody—somebody weird—disgusting—was this a—

“Beth Rose?” the voice said.

She tried to swallow. I should hang up, she thought. I’m alone. Somebody knows I’m alone.

Her hands grew slippery, and the telephone almost fell to the floor.

“Beth Rose, do you like dinosaurs?”

Well, it was not your typical obscene phone call, at least. “Oh, some of them,” she said. “Stegosaurus, he’s kind of cute. Tyrannosaurus was never my favorite.”

“Oh, good. Kevin and Pete and I were just checking. Because Kip said if George really sent you a bouquet she’d shoot him, and we said that he could send it to us, we’d love to have a bouquet of dinosaurs. I guess he’s sending it to you, though,” said the very high voice sadly.

“Jamie!” she exclaimed. “Jamie Elliott. You scared me.”

“I did?” Jamie said, thrilled at this compliment. “Wow.” And, totally satisfied by the conversation he hung up.

A bouquet of dinosaurs? Beth Rose thought. What word could he have misunderstood? She tried to think of flowers that sounded like dinosaurs: Orchids? Camellias? Red roses?

At last the doorbell rang. She ran down to get it, relieved to be away from her mirror, glad not to be alone in the house anymore. The phone call had spooked her. I won’t tell Kip that Jamie called, she thought. Sometimes Kip gets awfully tired of four brothers, and she’s as nervous as I am over how George is going to behave.

Beth Rose flung open the door to greet George and Kip and Mike.

A huge gorilla stood on her front steps.

Beth Rose screamed and tried to slam the door shut.

The gorilla put his foot in the door. “Get out, get away, go home!” Beth screamed.

“No, no, no! It’s okay! I’m in a costume. I deliver balloon bouquets. I’m just making sure this is the right house! I’m not really a gorilla!”

Beth said, “Well, I am really having a heart attack. Why can’t you deliver balloon bouquets like a normal person?”

“Oh, it’s kind of an abnormal job, that’s all. Sorry I shook you. Most people are half expecting these things, see.”

Beth Rose opened the door. It was quite odd to chat with a gorilla, and it was also cold. The snow drifted over the gorilla’s shoulders. “Be right back with the bouquet,” the gorilla said, and he jogged out over the snow, doubtless starting a Big Foot legend in Beth’s neighborhood, and came back from his van bearing a bouquet of Mylar balloons.

They were dinosaurs.

“Like it?” the gorilla asked anxiously. “It’s a new one. I haven’t delivered many yet. Your young man was very excited about it.”

Beth Rose took ten strings in her hand, and ten dinosaurs in silver, blue, scarlet, and gold bumped into her ceiling. “I was expecting flowers.”

“Oh. Well, you could pretend it’s a wrist corsage. Here. I’ll tie them to your wrist,” the gorilla said. His ordinary hands stuck out from the ends of his gorilla costume.

“I’m not sure I want them permanently attached, thank you,” Beth Rose said. So this was what Kip was going to shoot George for. A reasonable decision. She almost hoped Kip would. She said, “Thank you so much. And on New Year’s Eve, too. You have quite a job.”

“Yup. Nine to go.”

“Nine more dinosaur bouquets in that van?” Beth Rose said.

“Oh, no. Nobody but you is getting a dinosaur bouquet tonight,” the gorilla said, as if this was an honor. “Everybody else is getting boring old hearts and Snoopys.”

“How nice,” Beth Rose said.

She walked into the house with her snow-dusted dinosaurs. With difficulty she tied the dinosaurs to the ruffle of brocade. All things considered, it seemed best not to look at herself in a mirror again.

The phone rang.

It was Jamie.

“Did he do it?” piped the five-year-old.

“Yes.”

“Did you like the gorilla?”

“I loved the gorilla.”

“George thought you would. Kip said it was a good thing George was only kidding.”

“I guess he wasn’t kidding,” Beth Rose said.

“Elliotts never kid,” Jamie told her.



Chapter 3

ANNE AND EMILY WERE fixing each other’s hair. Emily had just taken the hot rollers out of her dark brown hair, and Anne was holding up the elegant braided switch to be fastened onto her gleaming yellow hair.

Emily was suffocating in the little dressing room off Anne’s private bathroom. Anne had had ruffled curtains with a dozen yards of fabric put on the one tiny window, so that pale pink ruffles were everywhere, tightly packed on the little rod, and falling by the armload to the pink tile floor. The closets had shutter style doors, and the tall narrow white folding doors seemed to jut out, preventing Emily from taking a deep breath. Emily pulled up the narrow pink designer blinds, saw the snow falling outdoors, and felt a little better.

Anne stopped brushing. “Somebody might see in.”

On the second floor—in the middle of the woods—at night—when the snow was falling and visibility was six inches?

Emily sighed. They had had to make a great many compromises when Emily’s parents threw her out and she moved in with Anne. Emily had made more than Anne, which was only fair—it was Anne’s house, Anne’s generosity. So Emily said, “Whoops. Sorry about that.” She pulled the blinds down and pretended not to care that the room had gotten tight and pink and small again.

How thrilled she had been to move in!

There was an extra bedroom which Mrs. Stephens let Emily redecorate. (Her own mother had never given Em a cent to spend on her room.) Em had always known when she decorated, she would pick the colors of sunshine: yellow on white. She wanted the darkest days to be lit up and warm. Yellow silk daffodils in a white china vase, white curtains, yellow coverlet, and a yellow framed mirror like a window to sunshine. Decorating her new room had truly been a breath of fresh air in Emily’s dark life.

It surprised her that Anne’s rooms were done in pink, when Anne’s color was so clearly gold, too. Anne’s hair gleamed like precious metal. If Emily had hair like that, she’d be in front of the mirror all day just admiring herself and her golden tresses.

Just the right thickness, too: not so thin it slipped out of pins, and not so thick it was hard to put up. Tonight Emily was fixing Anne’s hair to match her evening gown.

The gown was black. Emily detested it. Okay, so black was sophisticated. So black was fashionable. So Anne looked fantastic in it: like a jewel on velvet.

But black hardened Anne and aged her. Anne had a lovely Laura Ashley dress: cotton with tiny flowers sprinkled among tiny vines, with puffy sleeves and a sash that doubled her waist and tied gently and was still long enough to fall to the faraway hem. That was what Emily wanted Anne to wear.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Anne said. “I might wear that to a party next April. On somebody’s verandah, overlooking the tulips. But to a New Year’s Eve Ball?”

Anne was right, of course. Anne had perfect fashion sense, and her mother and grandmother had all the money in the world to cater to that fashion sense.

The black dress was very dramatic: the skirt was satin and velvet in horizontal bands, while the top was a wool knit into whose lace thin black velvet ribbons were threaded. Into Anne’s hair switch Emily was braiding three glittering rhinestone and velvet ribbons. The thick golden braid lay on Anne’s slender back, sparkling against the black wool and the suggestive holes of the lace.

Anne would, as always, be the loveliest girl from Westerly High.

Emily often wondered how it felt inside to be so beautiful. She had thought once she began living with Anne she would learn, but Anne seemed to accept being beautiful as if it were the same thing as having a nose, or two elbows. It was just there. Anne never remarked on it and did not actually seem to notice it much.

Emily was wearing one of Anne’s old dresses to the ball because she had no money to buy one of her own.

“I’ll buy you one, of course, dear,” said Mrs. Stephens. But the endless borrowing from Anne’s family was exhausting. The Stephenses were terrific to Em, and yet it was driving her crazy. This was why people returned to bad situations: after a while, you couldn’t mooch another minute.

Anne told Emily she was silly to worry about it; her mother was rich and she liked spending money on Emily, too.

But that didn’t matter—whether the Stephenses liked doing it.

Emily didn’t like receiving it.

Charity was the pits when you were the taker.

The new bedroom was no longer sunshine. Now it was just a yellow motel. She was just waiting there, waiting for things to turn better, or at least turn differently. But right now, the road into the future stretched straight ahead: the Stephenses providing room and board and evening gowns, and Emily mooching.

Her parents had split up.

Her mother, who never thought much of Em to begin with, was living in a two-room apartment in Lynnwood. Em had spent a weekend there last month. Talk about a suffocatingly small space! The fighting between them was wall-to-wall and room-to-room.

Her father stayed in the old house in Westerly. He would ask Em to visit, but when she came, he didn’t hug, didn’t welcome, didn’t ask about her day. He would bark, “Why don’t you move back in here and keep this place clean?” Emily couldn’t even bring herself to sit down, let alone scrub the kitchen.

She didn’t really want her mother and father to get back together. They did not make a husband and wife; they made a war. But if they didn’t get back together, Emily had no family. Forever and ever, no family.

She was grateful to the Stephenses for taking her in.

Emily hated feeling grateful. She was almost eighteen. And then what? She couldn’t go on borrowing dresses from Anne forever.

Anne was creaming her hands. She owned every hand cream that existed, and Em had tried them all. The two girls had the softest hands in Westerly. Or at least the best creamed. Emily stroked the velvet of her borrowed gown with her soft fingers. She felt like a princess wearing velvet. When I get married, I’ll wear velvet, she thought. Guess I’d better not get married in July.

The borrowed dress was a rich deep cranberry color with a white lace collar: very English country. Its neckline was demure, and from a straight simple seam, the velvet fell in tiny gathers to a high waist, and from there it cascaded to the floor and even the tips of her dancing shoes didn’t show. When she walked she lifted the skirt, and it was a graceful old-fashioned feeling to walk like that. Emily had practiced twice, in secret, without any of the Stephens family seeing her. She loved the dress a hundred times more than Anne had. But then, Anne had so many dresses, none of them became special to her.

Matt would love the dress. His hands were rough, because he liked the outdoors and machines. He had a backyard full of old cars he was rebuilding (he referred to the cars as “antiques” but Emily considered them “wrecks”). He had called her up this afternoon to promise that he had used a brush on his fingernails and was very presentable.

“What you are,” Emily said softly into the Stephens’ telephone, “is perfect.”

“I know that,” Matt said. “Perfection is my stock in trade, always has been. Listen, Em, I hope you’re going to be perfect tonight, too, because I have something going, it’s this surprise I’ve got and it requires perfection. So nothing average, nothing dull. Got it?” Emily was laughing. Matt’s voice always cheered her up. She always thought of Matt’s voice as having geometry: width, height, and depth. It was a voice that filled her life. “Bought you yellow and white flowers, Em, and they look great. I’m even getting to like the color yellow. I used to think it was noisy. I don’t now.”

“Loud,” Emily corrected. Too late to tell him she wasn’t all that fond of yellow any more herself. Or that yellow flowers were not right for a cranberry-red gown. Besides, Matt giving them would make them right.

“I am a short a car, Em, it’s true, I finally sold one. The 1954 Cadillac, I found a buyer, it’s been sold, and there is a space in the yard. Hard to see because of the snow, but it’s true, Em, if you were here you’d be dancing around with my mother. Nothing she likes better than another wreck gone. One car sold, seven to go.”

“That’s great, Matt,” she told him. “Now you’re rich.”

“Nah. Now I’m poor. I already spent it all.”

She laughed. No doubt he’d bought another car and the space in the yard would be full as soon as the snow melted. There was an old heap over on Seventh Avenue Matt kept driving by: a rusted out, engineless, 1924 pick-up truck he yearned for with a passion.

Thinking of Matt was sunshine enough for Emily. Who needed yellow? Smiling to herself, she put the last pin into Anne’s hair switch. “You’ll be the belle of the ball, Anne.”

Anne stood up, with the delicacy she always managed. Anne in black and Emily in dark crimson. The girls stood together, like sisters, before the full-length mirror in the corner of the room.

Why am I crabby? Emily thought. I have wonderful friends, and a romantic dress. Matt loves me. What more could a girl ask?

Full of love, her heart expanding with pleasure, Emily turned to see Anne’s blank expression. Anne could look happy, or content, but she rarely looked sad, angry, or wistful: if she felt bad, she just sank into her beauty and the crummy emotions never showed. She was like a photograph then: perfection without personality. Sometimes it gave Emily the creeps.

“I wonder what Jade will wear,” Anne said. Her voice gave her away; she was aching all over.

“Who cares?” Emily said. “She won’t be able to hold a candle to you no matter what.” Nobody had met Jade. They were all a little curious, of course, but—“Anne,” Emily said, thinking the thought for the very first time. “You’re not sorry you broke up with Con, are you?”

“Of course not,” Anne said. “Con is an immature, shallow, selfish teenager.” Emily would drink to that. They could box Con up and use him for a living example of immature, shallow, and selfish. “I’m going with Lee,” Anne said, as if she had to remind herself of this because it was so easy to overlook. “Lee’s a good, solid, steady person.”

Emily did not think that “solid” and “steady” were the most lovestruck words she had ever heard.

“I’m a grown woman,” Anne said. Her voice trembled like a scared first-grader’s, though. “I’ve had—I’ve had—” Anne looked into her mirror, as if the beauty she reflected might steady her. “I’ve had an illegitimate child,” Anne said. Emily thought that after all this time, it still shocked Anne as much as it had shocked everybody else. Anne was the least likely person in Westerly for that kind of scandal. “Con was a very adolescent boy who didn’t want to think about it,” Anne continued, as if she were giving home-study lessons to herself. Lessons in morals and manners. “It’s over. He’s not part of my life now. He’s going out with Jade. I’m glad.” Anne held a tissue beneath her perfectly made-up dark eyes.

“Oh, yeah, really glad,” Emily said. “I can tell. You’re thrilled about the whole thing.”

Anne adjusted the tissue. “It’s just that Jade is such a strange name. Cold. Green. Inhuman.”

Emily giggled. “Hey, I can hardly wait to meet a girl like that.”

“Some sister you are. Laughing in the face of tragedy.”

Downstairs, the doorbell was ringing. “Matt,” Emily happily identified. Matt got excited about almost anything. Punching the bell sixteen times in a row was ordinary for him: he was playing on the chimes, presumably the song he was singing at the top of his lungs on the front steps, but since Matt had a terrible voice, the girls couldn’t recognize the song.

Emily was laughing now, turning away from Anne and the mirror and the sad thoughts. She ran lightly down the stairs, her well-creamed hands lifting the long velvet skirt—loving the touch and thinking of Mart’s touch—and then he was in the door.

Wagging like a puppy dog, Anne thought, listening from upstairs. Anne always thought of Matt O’Connor as a dog and often tried to decide what breed, but she could never quite define that tail-wagging, slurpy exuberance of Matt’s.

Anne stayed upstairs another minute.

She would trade her beauty to get the sort of love that Emily and Matt had. It could hurt a person, just looking at them. It always amused Anne, in a sick sort of way, that when they bought tapes, Emily always bought the happy ones and she always bought the sad ones. Emily’s life had been so unloving until she met Matt, and yet Emily was always happy. Anne’s life had been perfect, filled with affection, and when she and Con collapsed as a couple, Anne collapsed, too.

“Stop yearning for Con,” she said fiercely to the photograph of him she kept hidden in her dresser drawer. “You are being escorted to this dance by none other than Lee Hamilton, who is doubtless the most upright, steady, solid citizen in the state. Be thankful.”

She wondered what flowers Lee would send.

Con was not a flower person; her own mother had given him his flower instructions over the four years they had dated. Mrs. Stephens had even told Con to bring her flowers when the baby was born, and Con said, “What? You think there’s something to celebrate here?”

Anne blanked her mind so she would not think of the baby they had given up for adoption. She forced herself to follow Emily downstairs, to giggle and chat with Matt for a few minutes before they left.

A big, goofy grin covered Matt’s whole face. His eyebrows lowered, his eyes crinkled nearly shut, and his lashes squashed to nothing. He always looked like that when he saw Emily—like a little boy ripping the wrapping paper off a special, wonderful, terrific present.

“Hello, M&M,” Matt said after he had kissed his girlfriend twice. “Wow, you look great, I love that dress, that’s a perfect dress. Seems to me we’re always going to formal dances, I’ve been to a hundred with you. My tuxedo is too small it’s been washed so much. So, Anne, how are you? Your dress! That’s unreal. Anne, you look thirty! I take it back, you don’t look thirty at all, I didn’t mean you look thirty, I meant you look old. No, no, I meant you look—let’s see—”

“Stop while you’re ahead,” Anne advised, laughing.

“I’m not ahead,” Matt protested, “I’m falling down right now. I meant you look mature.” He squinted his eyes, examining all the words he had said so far. “Nope. That’s not right either. You look—hmmmm—you look—”

“Elegant,” Emily supplied, coming to the rescue. “Sophisticated.”

Matt was relieved. “Yes.”

“Washing your tuxedo,” Emily teased, chucking Matt under the chin.

Matt responded by tickling Emily.

“You’ve had this tuxedo on exactly once since I’ve known you, Matthew O’Connor, because you and I have been to exactly one other formal dance. And it was dry cleaned after that dance, not washed.” Em backed away from him, warding off his tickling, and he pursued. They circled Anne as if she were a porch post. “If it’s too small,” Emily teased, “it’s because you’ve gained weight.”

“Gained weight!” Matt yelled. “I have not! I have broadened. My shoulders are wider. That is not weight. That is muscle.”

Emily decided that putting her arms around him would determine whether it was fat or muscle.

“A person could suffocate in all this true love,” Anne complained.

“Oh. Sorry. Didn’t mean to clutter the air,” Matt said. “Come on, chocolate chip. Let’s roll. Where’s your coat?”

Mrs. Stephens was lending each girl one of her furs.

Matt held Emily’s for her. “Wow, taffy, you look great,” Matt said, tilting his head way to the side to admire her. He always called her by candy names: M&M, taffy, chocolate chip. Once he ran up the front steps singing off-key, “Where’s my Nutty Buddy?”

“Good-bye,” Emily cried. “See you soon, Anne.”

They dashed off. Matt could not be slow about anything.

We always moved slowly, Con and I, Anne thought. Aware of the attention we attracted, the school’s perfect couple, basking in the—

Stop, stop, stop. He’s gone. And you arranged it. You decided Con was taking too long to grow up. It was your choice, it was the right choice, and don’t you forget it.

There was another knock at the door.

Who could that be? Anne thought.

Her mother opened the door and it was, of course, her own date.

I forgot, Anne Stephens thought. The man is sending me a rose a day, and I forgot he was coming tonight. “Hello, Lee,” she said guiltily. If only she could be honestly excited about him. She laughed in a fake sort of way and Said, “Isn’t this exciting, Lee? Dancing on the twenty-second floor in a revolving room? I can hardly wait.”

Lee nodded and held her coat for her.

“How are the roads?” Mrs. Stephens asked.

I must remember this topic, Anne thought. Road surfaces. Snow. Ice. Yup. The good ones. The exciting, romantic ones.

Lee said, “A little slippery. No real problems.”

He took her arm to go to the car and Anne thought, that’s my relationship with him, too. A little slippery, but no real problems. He’s too straight, that’s the trouble: he’s so upright and solid and steady. I must have a hole in my head. I really want Con. I guess deep down I love slipping on the ice.

“Don’t worry,” Lee said. “I won’t let you fall.”

It was true. She would never fall with Lee—and always fall with Con.

Great, Anne thought. I’ve just discovered I’m sick and twisted. And I’m going to start my New Year’s Eve with the wrong boy.

Lee opened the door for her, folded her mink coat neatly over her knees, and shut the door like a magic footman enclosing Cinderella in her coach.

I have the life of a princess, Anne thought. I just don’t have the prince.

Lee got in, began driving, and they made dull conversation. Anne thought, Actually I do have the prince. Lee is a prince. Only it’s the peasant boy I want.

How, oh, how, could Anne begin a New Year when her heart was still tangled in the old?



Chapter 4

SNOW FELL LIGHTLY.

Town trucks spewed sand onto the white surface, and the snow turned beige. The doorman at The Hadley whisked an enormous broom constantly, keeping the sidewalks clear beyond the wide roofs that covered the doorways. The Christmas lights were still on the rows of tiny evergreens in pots, that flanked the entries to The Hadley. They winked joyously, and the snow fell and formed thick white collars around the little tree trunks.

Indoors, the guests at the ball took off their coats, and shook snow out of their hair, and laughed, and fluffed the flowers pressed down by heavy wool jackets.

The elevators began to fill.

Young people came from the public high schools in Lynnwood and Westerly, from the parochial and private schools and from as far away as Brinton. Adults—twenty to ninety—arrived for other parties. There was another New Year’s Eve dance in the dark romantic cocktail lounge on the lower floor, and two clubs had each rented enormous ballrooms for their celebrations. There were private parties in the smaller dining rooms of one of the grand restaurants.

The boys were nearly all in tuxedos. Formal dress gave them dignity. Boys who normally held tobacco-spitting contests, or spun wheelies on the school grass, or went on twenty-four-hour slime sprees, were now adjusting satin cummerbunds. Hardly anybody snapped the other guy’s suspenders. Feet that for months had been encased in untied high tops were now gleaming in black leather.

The girls looked sweet and fresh. There were so few chances to wear a really dressy dress that girls who favored denim and khaki, T-shirts and sweatshirts, were now joyously wearing satin, lace, silk, and velvet. This year’s colors were subdued: tawny tea shades, flushed pinks, and light lemony hues. Their flowers were mostly roses, orchids, or camellias. Wrist corsages were everywhere—quite a change from wrists normally adorned with string bracelets.

The elevators were redolent with the scents of aftershave, cologne, perfume, and flowers. Nobody said much. They were subdued by their own clothing.

The elevators climbed without a sound, without a bump—gliding without motion, it seemed. Finally the cars stopped, ever so gently, and rested for a brief moment.

The doors opened slowly and silently onto a large stationary lobby with high walls of gleaming dark glass. The kids stared into a hundred reflections of themselves and giggled. Enormous bouquets of hundreds of helium balloons in jelly bean colors were tied down at each corner of the lobby. A thick, dark green carpet led around a corner and out into a narrow curved hall.

Before them lay the revolving ballroom.

It moved so slowly that at first you could not tell it moved at all. There was no sense of having to watch your feet as if you were getting off an escalator. It was simply a lovely long room without an end, wrapped in curved glass walls. But once you were inside, and you drifted toward the glass, you saw the world spread beneath you: snowy, and blurry, and magical. Slowly this moved away, horizons changing and the patterns shifting.

The dance floor was gleaming wood; the other areas the same thick, dark green carpet. Where there were walls, they were covered in crimson as dark and rich as the carpet: like an incredibly sophisticated Christmas color combination. Tiny, tiny Christmas tree lights were draped in intricate patterns all over the walls, turning the entire twenty-second floor of The Hadley to sparkling diamonds.

The band had not yet begun to play.

The food was not yet being served.

They gathered in knots, stranded on the dark green carpet, wondering what to do next.

And into the ballroom came someone who was definitely not subdued by her clothing.

Someone spectacular, and weird, and wild.

Someone who made them all gasp, and turn, and stare.

Gwynnie Vannerly made her entrance.

Molly Nelmes had made her New Year’s resolutions back in the summer. All fall she had nursed them along and tonight, finally, she would carry them off.

First, Anne.

Oh, she would get Anne. Bad enough that Con had been in love with Anne ever since he had figured out there were two sexes. (And Con had figured that out very early.) Bad enough that when Anne was having his baby (“out of town” was the phrase everybody liked to use; “Oh, Anne’s out of town for a while,” they would say, pretending nothing was happening) Con dated Molly but refused to take her anywhere publicly. “That might hurt Anne’s feelings,” he would say. Bad enough that Molly had to sneak to see Con, and he sneaked to find her. It meant she was out with Westerly’s finest specimen of manhood … and nobody knew. To be with Con was to be somebody important. But how was that supposed to happen if nobody knew?

But then Anne came back to town. Con was at her side in about twenty seconds. From then on he pretended he didn’t even know Molly. Anne was no different at all: she had never admitted knowing Molly. When Molly couldn’t catch on that her romance with Con was over, he even shoved her in a pool and she nearly drowned.

For a time Molly hated Con. But then Anne dumped Con—as if Con was the one who was worthless! And she began going out with the King Of Boredom, Lee Hamilton! Well, after that, Molly hated Anne again.

She liked hating Anne. All Anne ever did was stand there being beautiful and pretending nothing was happening. Here was Con, eating his heart out, dating some private school preppy named Jade, and Anne was pretending nothing was happening.

Well, Molly would make something happen.

Molly smiled, thinking of what would happen to Anne.

Anne, who always knew exactly what to do and say. Well, this would be quite a test. They would see if Anne could cope with this one.

Then there was Kip. Molly hated Kip even more than she hated Anne. Last summer, when they were all at the dance at Rushing River Inn, Molly had a cigarette in the woods. Big smoky deal. Who cared? So it started a fire. It got put out. Nothing burned but a bunch of dumb trees. And Kip had a wonderful time being in charge. Molly bet if a nuclear holocaust came, Kip would have a wonderful time being in charge.

But thanks to Kip, Molly had had to talk to the fire marshall and the police and the juvenile authorities about arson. Molly got out of it. Molly was no slouch at standing around pretending nothing was happening herself. So nothing did happen to Molly except a few bad interviews.

But the kids all knew.

And they despised her.

Now Molly had little use for girls. Her favorite sweatshirt said SO MANY BOYS … SO LITTLE TIME. Not having girlfriends didn’t bother Molly a whole lot.

But this year she had no boyfriends, except the scuzzbuckets. They liked her fine. They thought it was pretty neat to hang out with a girl that probably committed arson. But Molly didn’t want to hang out with the slime molds of Westerly High. (And she had certainly learned by now that Westerly had more than its share. If you hung out with Anne and Beth Rose and all those Miss Innocent types, you’d think Westerly was nothing but fresh daisies in a meadow; well, Molly could tell them a thing or two.)

Molly hated the boys she had to hang out with, and she hated the good kids who left her out. She wanted to date Con, or Gary—not these kids with the personality of a Port-A-Potty.

So tonight she would fix Anne and she would fix Kip.

And while she was at it, she’d take a nice whap at Beth Rose. There was nobody Molly loathed more than Beth Rose. You take a nothing like Beth. One hundred percent personality free. Nobody even knew Beth Rose was breathing, let alone attending a dance. And Gary happened to stumble over Beth’s fat feet, and apologized by asking her to dance. And what happened? Gary fell in love with her. Molly could not stand it that terrific wonderful guys like Gary were hanging out with zeros like Beth.

She could not stand it that Beth Rose, that nobody had known existed, was suddenly friends with girls like Anne and Kip. Even after Gary broke up with Beth, Beth was still friends with Anne and Kip. But did Anne ever even smile at Molly? No. Did Anne and Kip ever invite Molly to their parties? No. But they invited Beth Rose all right. A person who you couldn’t even tell if she was talking or silent, she was such a bore.

Molly thought she probably hated Beth Rose more even than the rest, because Beth was such a simpleton. A person with no brain ought to be a vegetable, not a social success.

Molly fingered the invitation from Gwynnie. It had been printed on a personal computer, using various typefaces and the art-work that comes on a bought program. Gwynnie had used a paper so red, so brilliantly crimson, that it hurt the eyes. Molly had to squint to read the little black words. But she had read them until she had them memorized.

Gwynnie had invited Molly.

Why? Why would Gwynnie ask Molly?

Gwynnie’s elevator did not go all the way to the top. If she had a reason it would not be a normal one. Gwynnie had some purpose in asking Molly to her After Midnight party—but what? Gwynnie had asked kids like Anne and Lee, like Emily and Matt. The hard core We’re Too Special For You crowd. So why Molly?

Gary and Gwynnie. Gary leaving Beth was not surprising. What was surprising was that Gary would take up with Gwynnie. Gary, in his drifty, dark way, was quite distinguished. If Molly had forecast a new girlfriend for him, she would in fact have predicted the elegant Anne.

Gwynnie?

Who to all appearances was insane?

He could have asked me, Molly thought. But nobody in that crowd would now. They hate me. You’d think I was a criminal or something. All I did was have a cigarette. Well, they never proved anything about that fire, and it was only trees anyhow, and nobody got hurt, so who cares?

But if they all hate me, how did I get on Gwynnie’s guest list?

She understood Beth Rose was actually going to appear at the ball with Kip’s little brother George. Why, George couldn’t be sixteen yet! Oh, well, beggars couldn’t be choosers, and if Molly had ever met a beggar, it was Beth Rose.

Gwynnie was a nut case who would do anything. So why was she having a party with all the straight ones? Molly despised straight people. They were so boring. A person who wouldn’t try a drink and wouldn’t crack a dirty joke—who needed them? Anne and Lee, Emily and Matt, Beth Rose and her fifteen-year-old? Ugh.

Molly stared at herself in the mirror.

She had gone all out for this ball.

She was going to be the most striking girl there, no doubt about it.

In a fashion season that featured quiet colors, Molly had found a dress of zingy emerald green and black. The hurt-your-eyes green formed a satin background and the black was two stark exaggerated silhouettes of a man and a woman kissing each other. Their foreheads formed the dip of her gown and their lips met, stretched way out like tubes, just where the V of her dress ended. And where the silhouettes parted, so did her gown, so that a little diamond of Molly’s flesh showed, just above her belly button.

Nobody, Molly thought with satisfaction, but nobody will have a gown to equal this. They’ll all be wearing their little pastel pinks and their little cut lace ivories.

I, on the other hand, will be astonishing.

She loved that word. Astonishing.

Some day she would be famous, and when she dressed for the Academy Awards evening, the television commentator would shake his head and say, “That woman is astonishing!”

Molly frowned slightly as she held Gwynnie’s invitation. Gwynnie might show up in a bomber jacket or even the parachute that went with it.

But Gwynnie wouldn’t be astonishing. She’d just be weird.

Molly wished she knew what kind of party it was going to be. But it was very hard to ask Gwynnie anything, and they’d been on school vacation for ten days anyhow. Molly couldn’t imagine telephoning Gwynnie. She couldn’t imagine Gwynnie doing something normal like saying, “Hello?”

Molly wondered what wig Gwynnie would wear. Gwynnie had six that Molly had seen. Molly’s favorite featured tight kinky curls that stuck out almost as much to the sides as downwards, so that Gwynnie was not a girl so much as a hairball. With this wig Gwynnie usually wore oversized sunglasses with orange rims to match her orange running shoes.

Gary and Gwynnie.

It sounded like twins in first grade. It didn’t seem possible that Gary would have asked Gwynnie to invite Molly. Gwynnie must have decided that herself. Maybe Gwynnie wanted to be friends with Molly.

Molly liked that. Gwynnie knew that out of all the duds and jerks at Westerly High, there was but one truly astonishing girl—she, Molly Nelmes.

Molly pivoted in front of her mirror.

The stretched silhouettes kissed endlessly, their lips never tiring.

Molly thought of Beth Rose, and Anne, and Kip, and hate filled her in a satisfying way. What clever plans she had for tonight! And nobody would know Molly had set it up. Nobody could possibly know!

It was the first time in Gary’s life that nobody had even seen him. He was handsome enough that girls’ eyes clung to him and followed him. But he and Gwynnie walked into the ballroom and he was invisible.

Gary enjoyed it thoroughly.

It had been a long time since he had been with someone crazy.

And Gwynnie was definitely not playing with a full deck.

As Gary’s mother put it, “Honey, I wish you’d go out with Beth Rose again. She was so sweet. This Gwynnie, now. Her porch light’s on, but there’s nobody home.”

Oh, wow, was her porch light ever on!

Gwynnie was as tall as Gary: five foot ten.

Tonight she wore scarlet spike heels that put her well over six feet.

Her new wig was white. Not blonde, but white. White as ghosts. The hair was very long, but Gwynnie had skinned it tightly back into a two-foot pony tail, and then tied it in a square knot. The knot was as large as Gary’s fist, and the ends of the hair stuck straight up into the air. It didn’t look like hair at all, but like some huge ship’s rope stuck to her head. She had not covered up the tiny rat tail of her own dark hair but let that fall onto her cheek.

(Gary’s mother had said, “Those little rat tails are bad enough in back of the head, Gary, where at least they blend into the sweater. She wears hers in front. It’s—it’s weird, Gary.”

“I know, Mom, this is my year for weird.”

Gary’s mother sighed. She was a woman who collected teddy bears and did cross stitch. Weird was beyond her ken. She said, “Are you sure you can’t go out with Beth Rose again?”)

Gwynnie’s dress was white, too. The fabric of the dress was hidden in huge feathery petals: she looked bird-like, but the bird was no robin or wren. Gwynnie resembled an albino vulture. She had acquired from somewhere a black feather boa, nearly fifteen feet long. She wrapped the slender boa around her neck and circled her shoulders and let it droop down around each wrist, and still the ends trailed on the floor and caught under Gary’s feet.

It looked like some dead thing the vulture had caught and would shortly have for supper.

Gwynnie frowned at the thickly carpeted foyer. She dragged Gary to the wooden dance floor, where her spike heels would click loudly when she walked.

Actually, stalked was a better word.

The ordinary conventional kids moved out of Gwynnie’s way. Gary wondered what Gwynnie would do next.

She began dancing.

There was no music.

Gwynnie, however, had never required the basics.

She twirled her boa like beads, flapper style, and danced with one heel on and one heel off. The white knot of hair poked straight up at the chandeliers that hung from the ceiling. An astonished middle-aged waiter walked past, almost dropping his tray of drinks. In his lapel buttonhole he wore a red carnation. Gwynnie plucked the carnation out of the hole and stuck it into the top of her knot.

The red carnation sat there like a prisoner in a tower.

The waiter was a little afraid of Gwynnie and did not try to get it back.

Gary began laughing inside himself. He took her waist and right hand, thrust their clasped hands far ahead of them and led her in a combination tango-foxtrot-polka. They lurched quite a bit, because Gwynnie’s height changed four inches depending on which foot she put first.

There was still no music.

Close to them stood a girl in a classic light-pink gown with a neckline that revealed nothing, a string of pearls at her throat, and a single pink rose pinned to her shoulder. Her slippers were satin dyed to match the gown, and her hair was permed in gentle waves. She was the very picture of a conventional young woman.

For several minutes she gaped at Gary and Gwynnie.

Then she looked at her date, and he looked at her, and she said, “Well? Let’s get with it!”

And they began dancing behind Gary and Gwynnie, imitating every move, including the lurch. The boy took his white handkerchief out of his breast pocket, knotted it up and held it in his fist at the back of his girl’s head. “Your topknot,” he explained.

“Never start a New Year without one,” she agreed.

They tangoed across the room.

The waiter who had lost his carnation decided it was going to be a long time till dawn.



Chapter 5

ADOLESCENCE FOR CHRISTOPHER VANN had not been an easy ride.

High school—yes. He had been champion at everything he touched: captain of a winning football team, boyfriend of the most beautiful girl, high honors student.

He was the first from Westerly in years to be accepted into Harvard and Christopher went planning to show Harvard a thing or two.

There was nobody in Cambridge who had not been brilliant, successful, and perfect. The amount of studying he had done in high school was not enough even to pass his courses, let alone shine. He was not a good enough athlete to make the teams and all his roommates were smarter. A whole lot smarter.

Within a few days Christopher was into all-night beer parties. It didn’t take long before Christopher thought the reason for college was to get drunk. To take girls out in the style that pleased him took more money than he had. He began borrowing from everybody.

Before long he was failing classes. His roommates felt nothing but contempt for him. He was hung over much of the time. Once he asked a girl out, and she laughed and walked away. The year passed in a horrifying series of social and academic failures.

On the day he truly ran out of money, he stole what he needed from the girlfriend of his roommate. And that was so easy to do, he did it three more times. He got a kick out of thinking that the only thing he had learned to do well at his ivy school was steal. It was funny … right up to the moment his roommate caught him.

It wasn’t easy, coming home a failure.

For months he lay around staring at the ceiling. He was moving faster toward being an alcoholic than getting a job. He parents, bitterly humiliated that their only child was kicked out of Harvard, yelled at Christopher, and he screamed back, and things got worse and worse.

He might have ended up in the gutter, except one day the previous summer, Emily Edmundson needed a ride and he happened to be there. He was a little drunk at the time. Or maybe very drunk. Definitely out of touch. Because he scared Emily enough that she jumped out of his car at an intersection and fled.

When it was happening, his only worry was that somebody would hit his beautiful car.

Later, sober, he had a lot more to worry about.

Emily … physically afraid of him … how could that be? He was the kind of guy that girls had crushes on, and flirted with, and yearned for.

Every night for weeks he saw Emily again in his mind: trembling fingers reaching for the seatbelt he had purposely hooked to make it hard to undo, her other hand ripping open the door. Her skirt flared up: pale green, with tiny silver dots. It was a graceful exit: she stepped out and started running without losing her balance or anything.

Christopher was the one who had lost his balance.

He was horrified to find how hard it was to back off the drinking.

He got a job.

Most days he managed to get home and have a Pepsi instead of stopping at a bar.

Now and then he saw Emily. She always pretended she didn’t see Christopher, and she always walked a little faster.

It was New Year’s Eve. A year and a half since he had left Harvard in shame.

Christopher had a strong sense of the calendar turning. A new year, he would think. He wanted to prove he was a new person, too. His failures would not be repeated.

He would kind of like to prove that to Emily.

But how?

If he cornered her, she’d probably yell for the police or something.

So when Molly Nelmes ran into Christopher downtown, and they went to a movie together, and she told him about the big New Year’s Eve ball, he thought, I want to do that! I want to be a kid again and dance the New Year in!

“I’m twenty,” he said, almost shyly. “I guess I can’t go.”

“You can go with me,” said Molly, batting her eyes at him, and he was delighted. He had gone out with her during the past year, in his drunken stage, and as he recalled she had been a lot of fun.

Tonight Christopher buttoned up his dress shirt and put on his tuxedo. It fit him again. Last year he had gained weight from all that beer; fat and disgusting at nineteen? Yuck. He hated being nervous. But there was a lot at stake.

He had to launch the New Year the right way.

No drugs.

No drinks.

No fighting.

No fists.

Emily would be there. Would the boyfriend let him within twenty paces? What was he going to say, anyway?

His hands were sweaty, and he couldn’t remember where he’d left his car keys. Out of the refrigerator, he took the corsage for Molly. She said her dress was green, which reminded him of the simple cotton gown Emily had been wearing that night: soft mint, with soft folds. He had bought the most feminine bouquet he could think of: baby’s breath and ferns and stephanotis: creamy white, heavily scented bridal flowers.

Okay, he thought, nodding, happy about the flowers.

Okay, it’s going to be good.

George was not wearing his cummerbund.

“I checked you before we went out the door!” Kip wailed. “How could that have slipped by me, George?”

George hunched down in the back seat next to Beth Rose. “It felt funny,” he said apologetically. “It was wide. It stuck up higher than a belt does and it cramped my ribs.”

“You mean you left your cummerbund behind on purpose?” Kip said. She whirled in the front seat to glare at him. Visibility was low, however. There were ten dinosaurs in the way. Kip divided them, ducked between two tyrannosaurus rexes in gold Mylar, and faced George squarely with her toughest frown. “That beautiful black satin cummerbund, you purposely left at home? Just as you purposely sent Beth dinosaurs when any normal human being would send flowers?”

“I didn’t think anybody would notice,” George said.

“How could you think nobody would notice ten Mylar dinosaurs?” said Mike, driving too fast.

“You’re driving too fast,” Kip said.

“Listen!” Mike shouted. “I have no rear view mirror because it’s full of shiny pterodactyls! Any speed is too fast!”

Beth tried to rein in her herd of dinosaurs by tightening on the strings. She already had a lap full, though, and there really was no way to clear the air of dinosaurs except by opening the windows and letting them fly into the night. I can hear it now, she thought. Look, dear, there’s a flock of dinosaurs outside the window.

“Why did you bring them anyway, Beth?” Mike said. He rolled down the driver’s window, stuck his head out to check traffic on his left, and made a big, big deal over the three flakes of snow that landed on his face. “I mean, you could just have left the stupid balloons at home.”

“Nobody ever sent me a dinosaur bouquet before,” Beth said.

“Maybe your luck will hold,” Mike said grimly. “Maybe after tonight nobody will again.”

George ran his fingers through his hair. George had had a buzz not too long ago, but he was growing it out. Eventually he would have nice curls. Now, however, he had bumps. The haircut was so bad that it didn’t even appear to be his hair with the bumps: he looked as if his skull was misshapen.

Great, Beth thought. We’re a matched pair. I’m bald with doorknob ears, and his skull is bumpy.

It wasn’t just the cummerbund that had been bothering George: the shirt wasn’t so comfortable either. He had untucked it When Kip demanded to know what had happened to the cummerbund, George explained that he had let Jamie wear it.

“Jamie?” Kip screamed. “Jamie will use it to mop up popsicle drippings!”

“I had to make it up to him about not going to a formal dance like you and me,” George said.

“That’s if I let you come!” Kip stormed. “George, you cannot go to The Hadley. You don’t even look like a person.”

Beth couldn’t stand it and intervened. “You look excellent, George. Relaxed. Casual. I like it.”

George beamed at her. “Good. Can I take off my jacket, too?”

“No!” his sister shouted. “You have to behave like a person tonight, George!”

Mike just drove, fingers tight on the wheel.

When nobody was yelling, the car was full of peculiar noises: the metallic rub of the Mylar balloons, static from a radio station not quite tuned in, the windshield wipers’ ceaseless clicking. Mike’s car was fairly old, and he didn’t care enough about it to care for it properly: it rattled, squeaked, banged, and whined.

“I don’t care if it is my senior year,” Kip said, “I’m moving out of town. This Saturday night is going to be so humiliating I cannot possibly return to school on January second.”

You’re humiliated? Beth Rose thought. I’m the one carrying the dinosaurs. “George,” she said, noticing for the first time, “what shoes are you wearing?” Her voice must have given Kip a clue, because Kip undid her seat-belt, crouched on her knees and leaned all the way over her seat to peer down at George’s feet. “George!” she screamed. “You’re wearing moccasins.”

“Boat shoes,” George corrected. “I always wear ’em, Kip.”

Beth closed her eyes.

Kip got a grip on herself. “George,” she whispered, “this is a formal ball. You and I polished your dress shoes not an hour ago. They were shining. They were just right. Why did you take those lovely black shoes off?”

George hunched down to avoid his sister’s wrath. “They were tight,” he said.

Now Mike was laughing. He was trying to control it, and he had succeeded in controlling about fifty percent of his laughter, so that what came out were little bubbly gasps, as if he had indigestion.

“If you think I am associating with you at this dance,” Kip said coldly, “you are wrong, George.”

“Just because I’m wearing boat shoes?”

Beth thought that was a perfectly good reason not to associate with George. Unfortunately, she was George’s date.

Beth Rose could just imagine what Gary was going to think when she walked in with an armload of dinosaurs and George: boat shoes flapping, shirttails hanging, skull bumpy. And what other defects would be revealed in the bright lights of The Hadley?

Gary always looked perfect. He prided himself on it. Whether he was wearing a pullover sweater with cords, or jeans and an old jacket, or a tuxedo for a ball, he would look perfect. He was that kind of person. Not only did he like clothing, but clothing liked him.

“George shouldn’t be going to a New Year’s Eve ball,” Mike said, laughing for real now. He spoke exclusively to Kip, as if the two in the back seat were deaf. “He should go play miniature golf or something.”

Mike was right. George would fit in at Hole Four on a miniature golf range: driving his orange ball through the Dutch windmill and heading on past the clown’s mouth.

Kip said, “Well, of course, ten dinosaurs is enough that you can arrange them around your body for camouflage, Beth Rose. Nobody will know it’s you in there with your pterodactyls.”

“If she has any sense,” Mike said, in a tone that implied he would drop dead if Beth Rose were to show any sense, “she’ll let go of the damn things when we reach The Hadley. They’re helium. They’ll go up to that great balloon park in the sky and stop bothering us.”

Kip faced forward again, re-attaching her seatbelt with such force that she would have executed anything between the belt and the hook. “I apologize for this, Beth Rose,” she said formally. “If I had known I would not have suggested this.”

“She knew what she was getting into,” Mike said. “She didn’t have to say yes. A sensible person would just have stayed home. And if she didn’t know before she got the dinosaurs, she certainly knew after the gorilla arrived what her night was going to be like.”

As they drove beneath a street light, George’s face was momentarily illuminated. Between the light and the shadow Beth Rose saw George hunched against the glass on his side of the car. She had played that scene: resting a hot cheek against the cold to stop the telltale flush. Poor George. It must have sounded so clever to him—sending a gorilla with a dinosaur bouquet. And it must have seemed so minor to put on his comfy old dock shoes instead of the dress shoes.

Mike laughed cruelly at George. George managed a laugh of his own. Was there any skill that elementary school taught more viciously? How to laugh back when they’re laughing at you. It counted more than arithmetic.

Not that long ago, had she not gone all alone to The Autumn Leaves Dance? The only girl who did. Those first humiliating minutes she stood by herself while the chaperones pitied her. And then Gary rescued her.

This is why, she thought.

He saw my humiliation and could not bear it

He never loved me. He’s a rescuer at heart, and there stood a girl to rescue.

I am not a rescuer at heart. But it’s my turn.

“Kip, don’t be such a killjoy,” Beth said. “I love these dinosaurs. You watch, everybody’ll want one. George and I will spend the evening selling off tyrannosaurus rexes to jealous dancers. And who cares if he’s wearing boat shoes? I dance barefoot, myself.”

Mike snorted.

Kip gagged.

But George beamed at Beth, revealing two rows of sparkling braces complete with rubber bands. “Actually, I can’t dance,” he confided. “Kip’s been teaching me, but she says my legs are out of proportion to my arms and I’m like a reverse ape.”

Mike laughed his head off. “A reverse ape?” he said.

“Apes have little short bowed legs and long, long arms,” Kip said. “My brother, however, has long, long legs and little short bowed arms.”

“My arms are not little and short,” George protested. He stuck forth his right arm to prove this, and sure enough, his arm was long enough to smack Mike in back of the head. Mike yelped, jerking the wheel in his surprise. They skidded slightly in the snow.

“Sorry about that,” George muttered.

“This is a side show,” Mike said to Kip. “They should charge admission.”

Kip was shaking her head and moaning softly. “The only thing I can console myself with,” she said, “is that Gwynnie will be a bigger side show.”

“I think we should arrange for a pre-midnight switch,” Mike said. “We’ll give Dumbo here to Gwynnie, and get Gary back for Beth Rose.”



Chapter 6

KEVIN PUT ON HIS Sunday jacket. He couldn’t find his white oxford shirt or his pre-knotted tie, so he settled for a green and gold striped pullover sweater he’d worn the day before to clay class. A small cloud of grey dust flaked off each time he moved, but Kevin figured it would all fall off before they reached The Hadley.

He brushed his hair and his teeth and was very proud of his grooming.

Pete felt he should have a decent jacket, but he had outgrown his and not yet grown into the next size hand-me-down. Several times he had spoken to his parents about this, but they did not feel it was important. Pete went into George’s closet. George did not have what you might call a large selection of formal wear, but Pete took this golden opportunity to wear George’s safari jacket. He stood in front of his sister’s full-length mirror and admired how the jacket hung, how the pockets—it had as many pockets as a jet has dials—were lined up waiting to be filled with good stuff like maps and compasses and survival food.

Food. Now that was a good idea.

Pete raided the kitchen, filling his pockets; you never knew when you might need to eat.

The Oreo cookies crumbled at the bottom of a deep white pocket when he shoved two apples down on them, but he didn’t notice.

Jamie, fresh from a tantrum over tuxedos, happily chose his new sweatsuit. Jamie rarely possessed anything new, what with three older brothers to give him their stuff, and he was in love with his sweatsuit. It was the brightest blue in the whole world, and it had the yellowest streak in the universe going down the side seams. With vast pride that he had been honored to keep watch over his big brother’s cummerbund, he fastened the wide satin around his waist. It covered him from his nonexistent hips to his armpits. He tightened it up with a couple of safety pins laboriously fastened. Over that he put Pete’s winter jacket (red and black hunter check) and their father’s best baseball cap.

“Boy, we’re ready now,” Kevin said happily. “Somebody call a taxi.”

Christopher started the car.

It was not his wonderful classic red Corvette, which had been sold. His father had refused to pay the insurance when the roommate explained just why Christopher had been asked to leave college. No, this was an old Subaru: dented on the outside, faded and torn on the inside. It was not a car that rejoiced in cold weather, and it took Christopher several tries before the engine caught. He breathed a sigh of relief when it did. Driving to Molly’s, he hoped she would be ready at the door: if it idled more than a minute it stalled, and he’d have a terrible time starting it up again. He planned to park underground in the garage at The Hadley, where the temperature should be fairly moderate and the car might even begin the New Year by starting!

When he stopped at Molly’s, Christopher’s mind was full of cars. Molly was pretty relaxed: she liked to laugh and would be amused by a car that had to be nursed.

Molly’s stepfather opened the front door. “Hello there, Christopher,” he said cheerfully. “Happy New Year.”

“Happy New Year to you, too,” Christopher said, unable to remember the stepfather’s last name. “Molly ready yet?”

“Is she ever,” the stepfather said dryly. “I just hope you are.”

Christopher, worrying about his car, said, “Well, as long as it doesn’t have to idle too long.”

“There is nothing idle about Molly tonight.”

This sounded like a joke, so Christopher chuckled, and the two stood in the hall waiting. “Molly!” her stepfather yelled. “Christopher’s here!”

“Coming!”

Christopher had forgotten the flowers. Slipping in the snow he ran back to the car, stuck his foot in to give the accelerator a quick jab, grabbed the corsage, and raced back to the house. Inside, he looked at the flowers again to be sure he hadn’t crushed them. They were what flowers should be: pretty and sweetly scented.

He began to feel romantic.

“Here she is,” the stepfather said in that same dry voice.

A nightmare in green. Not even a dress, but a thing. Molly was an afterthought: just a face sticking up out of the nightmare.

The whole front of her dress—where he had childishly visualized a bit of lace, or a ribbon—was exaggerated faces and lips.

“Isn’t this dress astonishing?” Molly cried.

How naive he had been, expecting a little girl in a little girl’s dress, bringing a little girl’s bouquet.

Molly repeated the word with a flourish. “Astonishing!” She pirouetted. The black silhouettes kept on kissing no matter how she postured.

“Yes,” Christopher said, because it certainly was.

Molly took the corsage and swirled over to the hall mirror to look at herself while she put it on. The sweet flowers looked peculiar on the violent green and black shoulder.

“I myself would not leave the house with a date dressed like that,” the stepfather said to Christopher.

Maybe it’ll be crowded and dark in the ballroom, Christopher thought, and nobody will see. Or cold enough for her to keep her coat on. “Let’s hurry before my car stalls.”

“Your wonderful Corvette?” Molly teased. “Oh, go on. I bet you keep that in perfect shape.”

“Somebody else is keeping it in perfect shape now. These days, I’m trying to keep me in perfect shape.” He tried to share a laugh with her. “Not the easiest thing I’ve ever done, Molly.”

“But probably the most boring. I am against perfection. A person should do whatever he feels like doing whenever he feels like doing it, don’t you agree, Christopher?”

He wanted to give her a little sermon on all the lessons he had learned the hard way. But Molly was pressed against him, and he remembered how much fun she was, with that mischievous little grin, and curvy little shape, and those eyes that winked until you followed. She linked arms with him and they went out to the car, which was—surprise, surprise—still running.

Molly had a very large purse. Usually for dances, girls exchanged their huge purses for little teeny evening bags. “What have you got in that suitcase?” he asked teasingly.

Instantly Molly switched the huge purse to her other side, as if she suspected him of wanting to steal from her. She’d heard the rumors about him at college. She knew he was a thief.

I’m going to a New Year’s Eve dance with a girl who has to be sure I don’t lift her purse, Christopher thought.

The snow came down lightly, but it was deceptive. The road was very slick. The steering wheel was icy beneath his bare hands. For a brief instant he thought of losing control, of dying young. He shook himself and drove more carefully. Just because he had wrecked his life didn’t mean he could go wreck Molly’s.

“Hey, why so down?” Molly said. She hugged the side of him that she could reach and kissed him. “We’ve got to have fun, you know.”

He forgot the strange silhouetted kisses of her horrible dress. He thought how they’d had fun at college. Booze. A New Year’s Eve party … even though most of the kids would be underage, there would be booze somewhere.

Then he could get out from under his memories.

The snow fell white and pure.

My resolutions, he thought.

Oh, well.

It is New Year’s Eve.

I have to celebrate somehow, don’t I?

Mrs. Elliott snuggled against her husband. They were going to the house of old and dear friends whose parties were always warm, funny affairs. “Isn’t it nice to have the children growing up so quickly?” she said dreamily. “Kip looked like such a beautiful woman in that gown, and George was so handsome in his tuxedo! I wish I could go see them at the ball.”

The last time that Mr. Elliott saw George’s cummerbund, it had been around Jamie’s waist, so he thought it was probably just as well his wife could not go to the ball to see her son. George was the family peacemaker, which apparently was the way of middle children, but George’s techniques sometimes left a little to be desired from the female point of view.

“Did we leave the children our phone number?” Mrs. Elliott said anxiously.

“What, do you think I’m a complete fool?” her husband said, grinning. “I gave them your mother’s phone number. Anything goes wrong, it’s not going to be on our New Year’s Eve!”

When I think how we rehearsed for this evening! Kip thought. I made George practice his manners and polish his shoes and learn how to help me with a coat. And look at him! He’s a total shambles! I can’t believe it!

Had her other three brothers bribed George to be a Dumbo? Anything was possible in the Elliott household. Four boys in two bedrooms was a bad equation.

Poor Beth Rose was going to have to stand next to George all night while suave perfect Gary would raise his eyebrows and pity her. Pity Beth Rose because she was in public with Kip’s own brother. A dismal fate if there ever was one. Kip was so torn by conflicting emotions she did not see how she would last through the evening. A decent sister stood by her brother, no matter how worthless and embarrassing he was. She couldn’t kill him, or pretend they weren’t related, or tell them to spend the night at the Dairy Queen.

And I have so much to go through tonight! she thought. I need to have it all together!

Complete with dinosaurs, they arrived in the foyer of The Hadley. “Tuck in your shirt, George,” Kip hissed. Kip had hardly shrugged out of her coat when she saw the very two she had dreaded seeing. There, waiting for the elevator, stood Lee Hamilton. She knew him by the breadth of his shoulders. She had never seen him in formal dress. His hand was on Anne’s waist, lightly resting. Anne was dressed in black, and her long, long yellow hair was twisted down the middle of her back, gleaming like gold: as if Anne were a more precious metal than other girls.

How handsome Lee was! Kip hadn’t seen him since October. He was even bigger: perhaps he was wrestling at college, too. His hair was slightly longer.

Lee turned, keeping his hand on Anne’s waist, so that Anne turned with him: Anne who was graceful as a ballerina. What a pair they made: Anne in her dazzling elegance, Lee in his college man maturity. Oh, that black dress! The way the lace of the top promised secrets beneath! The way those narrow black ribbons were spun through the golden hair! Anne looked twenty-five at least. Now Kip’s peach-colored dress felt like something a sixth-grader would wear to Sunday School.

Lee had grown a mustache. The mustache surprised Kip. She wanted immediately to touch it, and run her finger backwards over it, to see if that tickled Lee.

Kip was still carrying on a conversation with Mike. Her voice climbed an octave. She squeaked like a mouse. She felt nervous and frightened about having to talk to Lee this soon. I wanted more time to get ready, she thought. I wanted to be at the dance, positioned for Lee’s entrance.

As if it’s a war, she thought sadly. As if I have battalions and strategies to prepare.

As soon as Mike spotted Lee, Mike’s whole personality changed. He began grinning and swaggering. He became very affectionate with Kip.

Hug me only to show off for witnesses, will you? she thought. Her quick temper surfaced.

But she didn’t yell at Mike. She was absorbed in Lee, as if Lee had vacuumed her up.

Anne is my good, good, good friend, Kip reminded herself. And I originally was going to fix Lee up with her anyway. Lee is good for Anne. Anne is good for Lee. Yes. “Hello, Anne,” she said, smiling as naturally as she could. Her lips felt peeled, like an orange. “Hi there, Lee. How have you been?”

“We’re fine, thanks,” Lee said, nodding politely.

And me here with stupid Mike pawing me and George slouching around in his moccasins, Kip thought, dying a thousand deaths. Not to mention Beth Rose guiding her herd of dinosaurs through the lobby.

Lee’s eyes lit up.

For me, Kip thought. For me! Just like they used to!

Her heart soared. Maybe Lee wasn’t lost forever. Maybe Lee still—maybe New Year’s Eve would—maybe—

“Say, it’s George! Hey, I haven’t seen you in months, kid! How are ya? Tall, huh. Yup, that’s how you are. Tall.” Lee grinned, shaking hands with George.

“Hi, Lee!” George said happily. “How’s college? Say, we really miss you. Is that a mustache?”

Kip flushed. Nobody saw. Not even Mike. Mike would never look at her when Lee was there; he was busy checking out the competition, not his date.

“No,” Mike said in disgust, “it’s not a mustache, George, it’s yarn Lee glued on.”

Lee never glanced at Mike, but just kept grinning. “Sure is a mustache. It’s my pride and joy.” He tilted his chin, showing off the mustache at all angles. “So, George, you’re here with Beth? You look great, Beth.”

“Aaah, that’s just a lucky guess,” Mike said. “You can’t even see Beth. You can’t even tell what color her dress is, hidden behind her dinosaurs.”

Lee raised his eyebrows. “You think of those dinosaurs, George?”

“Who else?” Mike muttered. His voice was hard and unpleasant. George shifted his weight, looking guiltily at the dinosaurs.

In her smooth calm way, Anne said, “I’m so jealous. I only get roses. Do you think if we bribed you a lot, a lot, a lot, George, that maybe I could have one dinosaur? Just one? In my fourth grade, you see, I did a class report on tyrannosaurus rex. It was my only brush with violence.”

Beth Rose lowered her dinosaurs. “Well, Anne,” she said. “If you’re very careful with him, I guess you could have this one.”

“Thank you,” Anne said seriously. “That’s very gracious of you.” She tied her tyrannosaurus to her sash. It rose lightly toward the ceiling. Anne’s head tilted back as she watched her balloon rise, and the golden fall of hair lay on Lee’s ruffled shirt behind her.

Carrying a dinosaur did not diminish Anne’s sophistication at all.

And carrying nine was now infinitely better. Beth did not like to be the only one doing anything. This was supposedly immature, but Beth was tired of fighting off immaturity. It was there, it was part of her, she might as well face it.

Beth Rose hoped she would find eight more girls whose memories of prehistoric animals made them want a tyrannosaurus rex, too. Then she would be setting a trend instead of being a fool.

“You look lovely, Bethie,” Anne said. “I love your haircut. So petite and pixie-like.”

A compliment from Anne could last a person for weeks. “Thank you,” Beth Rose said. She felt safer in her new haircut now that Anne said publicly she liked it. It must be nice to be Anne and be able to stabilize other people’s lives just by borrowing dinosaurs or mentioning haircuts.

“I’m afraid of running into Gary,” Beth told Anne. “You look absolutely splendid, by the way.”

“I’m not so secure about seeing Con with Jade either,” Anne murmured.

“Gulp,” Beth Rose said.

The girls laughed helplessly. What else could you do?

“I’ll tell you this,” Anne said, “it’ll take Gary’s breath away to see you in that lavender dress, Beth Rose. It’s just right for you. Who would have thought that color would be right for a redhead? And you were afraid you’d turn back into a wallflower again, the way the mice who became Cinderella’s coachmen turned back into mice at midnight. You are stunning.”

“Even with my dinosaurs?”

Anne looked up into the flock of dinosaurs hovering over Beth’s head. “Actually,” she said, “I lied. Deep down, I believe I prefer roses.” They laughed again.

Kip ached to laugh with them, but Mike was all over her, and short of ripping herself free, she didn’t know how to join Anne and Beth Rose.

The elevator came. George entered first, dock shoes and shirttail flapping. “He’s going to lose his pants,” Mike remarked.

“He what?” Kip shrieked.

“He’s going to lose his pants. He doesn’t have a belt. He left the suspenders home with the cummerbund. He starts dancing, the pants slide down. He’s a hipless wonder, you know.”

George was busy punching the elevator buttons.

Beth Rose followed him. Lee and Anne helpfully tapped the dinosaurs in after her. Everybody had Mylar in their face.

“George,” Lee said ominously, “did I actually see you punch every floor? Did you actually set this elevator to stop on each of twenty-two floors?”

George grinned joyously.

Mike began swearing.

Kip hardly even heard it. She was standing next to Lee again. Oh, Lee! Lee!

For the space of an elevator ride, she could be next to Lee. George didn’t know it, but he had done a very brotherly thing, giving her twenty-two stops instead of one.

Beth Rose was laughing insanely. “All I ask, George, is that you hang onto your pants while we dance. Deal?”

George looked at his pants, which were indeed riding dangerously low. “Well, I don’t know,” he said judiciously. “What do I get for keeping my pants up?”

His sister screamed.

Anne and Beth doubled over laughing.

Mike groaned.

And Lee said, “You better watch it, kid. People that get thrown out a window from a twenty-second floor don’t have a great survival rate.”



Chapter 7

“IT’S SNOWING, THERE’S ICE on the road, and unless my nose deceives me, you smell like the beach, M&M,” said Matt.

Emily bounced in her seat. “Famous female trick,” she told him. “Keep man disoriented. Then get what you want.” She rested her hands on his face as he drove and let him sniff the palms of her hands.

“Hmmm, kinky,” Matt said. “A hand sniffer. Dangerous type guy.”

“And? What’s the smell?”

“The beach. Low tide. Seaweed,” he guessed. They were laughing. Matt said, “I don’t know what the smell is. It certainly isn’t a New Year’s Eve perfume.”

“Keep trying,” Emily said.

“Boardwalks,” he cried. “Salt water taffy, water skiing, French fries with sand on them! I give up, what do you smell of?”

“Think massage,” Emily said.

“Hey, all right. One of my favorite thoughts.” Matt tried to massage her shoulder, but she put his hand back on the wheel. “I can drive with one hand,” he protested. Emily put his hand back a second time, but this time she let hers rest on his. “I said think massage, not do it,” she told him, putting his hand back for the third time. “You’re not thinking. You know what the smell is. Get your I.Q. up off the sand and think!”

After a car accident last year, they were careful about seatbelts, but sitting apart was no fun, so Matt had installed a passenger seatbelt right next to his. Emily was so close that she had to shrink back whenever he shifted into third or she’d get an elbow in the stomach. Because of the snow, he slowed constantly. Emily felt as if she were following a TV exercise class, holding in her stomach so often.

He felt her dress. “Velvet,” he commented. “Are you rich? Is it the scent of velvet that’s driving me crazy? This a new dress? Color looks good on you. I made that up, I can’t tell in the dark. Your mother come through for you after all?”

Emily was used to Matt’s disjointed speech. In fact, she loved it. It was like confetti: all his thoughts being tossed lightly toward her. “Oh, Matt, you know what Mother said. She said if I wanted to go and live with strangers, and abandon my own parents, I could also get my clothing at the Salvation Army. No, it’s an old dress of Anne’s. Isn’t it beautiful, though?”

“Beaches,” Matt mused, as if he had not heard her at all. “I know! Coconuts.”

“Suntan oil smell,” she agreed, laughing. “Coconut oil makes the world’s best hand-cream.” She put her soft small hand, richly scented with coconut, on the back of his neck and massaged. They didn’t speak. He drove slowly and she stared dreamily out the windows.

The snow came down so gently it did not seem to be falling at all: it was suspended in midair, sparkling like stars. She turned off the windshield wipers so that the snow gathered lightly on the glass and the curtain of stars thickened.

Matt said, “Do you mind, Em? Tonight of all nights I am not suicidal.”

She turned the wipers back on.

Snuggling up to Matt was the most soothing activity Emily knew of. All the troubles of her life became insignificant. Matt’s warmth and solidity were what mattered. She was stronger, and life was easier, and her parents’ cruelty mattered less.

Em had had a terrible conversation with her mother only the week before. Mrs. Edmundson screamed at Emily for being a worthless daughter and Emily said she was sorry, Mother; next Mrs. Edmundson screamed about Emily’s father being a worthless husband and Emily said she was sorry, Mother; Mrs. Edmundson screamed about the Stephens family interfering by taking Emily in and Emily said she was sorry, Mother.

When that was done, her mother changed personalities. She chatted happily about her new job with the phone company. She was in Customer Relations. Emily had heard nothing on television lately about Phone Company Customer Relations Deteriorate—Stock Falls as Customers Vanish. So presumably her mother was actually good at customer relations. (Matt’s mother had a different theory—she thought Mrs. Edmundson was killing the customers off so they couldn’t complain.) Emily tried to get in a word about herself: Matt, school, friends, grades, choir, baseball, Anne.

Mrs. Edmundson could not stand to hear that her daughter was happy.

A dress? Emily thought. My mother doesn’t care if I even have a New Year, let alone a gown to start it off with.

Emily loved going over to Matt’s house.

His family was loud, talkative, and huggy-kissy. His father and grandfather always had opposite opinions which they shouted at the top of their lungs, with much slamming of fists on table tops. But whereas in her house that would have meant war, in Matt’s house, people just laughed, forgot the whole thing in three minutes, and went about their business. Emily’s parents could hold grudges for a lifetime. Matt’s family couldn’t even remember the arguments. At Matt’s, there would be noise, jokes, arguments, and then sudden silence as everybody abandoned talking and went out to do whatever they wanted to do anyway.

Emily rearranged the folds of her velvet dress.

“Aw, don’t stop,” Matt pleaded. “I love to have my back rubbed.”

She dug her fingers in, kneading his muscles.

In a few hours it would be midnight.

The New Year would begin.

What resolution should I make? Emily thought. It has to be something a little more meaningful than keeping my skin soft! I could resolve to be nicer to my own parents. But I’m trying as hard as I can already.

Even Matt’s solid comfort could not keep panic at bay when she thought of the future. Which parent to obey, which to disobey? Which family to mooch off, which darkness to be afraid of?

She snuggled smaller and tighter against Matt.

“Don’t be sad,” Matt said. “It’s against the rules. On New Year’s Eve you have to make loud happy noises and scream in ecstasy and stuff. You know what my grandfather is doing for New Year’s Eve? Watching television. I said, Gramp, come on, that’s boring. You can do that three hundred sixty-four nights a year. He said, ‘Yes, but I don’t do that three hundred sixty-four nights a year. This is my sole television night for this entire year.’ And my father said, ‘Forget it, we rented a movie, we’re not watching dumb old television.’ And my mother said, ‘Forget it, we’re going dancing. I bought tickets.’ And my father said. ‘Dancing? Are you kidding? I don’t do dances.’ And my grandfather said, ‘Well, actually, I lied, because I did watch television in November to see the election returns….’”

The O’Connors were probably dancing when this discussion took place. Mr. O’C was always swinging Mrs. O’C around the room and tilting her backward like ballroom dancers. She would protest that her spine was going to snap and he would say, A little submission to authority now and then never hurt anybody, my dear. (This was always a good opening for a little yelling.)

The snow continued to fall.

“I love you, Matt.”

He stopped quoting his grandfather. He curled her fingers around his. “I—uh—” his voice caught. He blew a long slow puff of air out toward the frosted windows. “I love you, too, M&M.”

“Well, what was I supposed to do?” Kip yelled.

“He looks like a jerk!” Mike yelled. “And he’s gonna act like one, too, all night long. I can’t believe he punched every single floor on that elevator. If you think I’m hanging out with your dumb brother all night, you’re wrong!”

“Well, you had no right to grab my arm and yank me out of the elevator!” Kip stormed.

“You expected me to stand there for twenty-two floors with those fools? Let your darling Lee and your sweet little Anne and your boring pal Beth Rose stop at twenty-two floors.”

He’d dragged her out on the fifth floor. The wallpaper was a silver geometric pattern: it gave Kip crossed eyes. An urn for cigarettes was between the elevators: the logo of The Hadley was neatly printed in the white sand. Ferns so green and lovely they must be plastic hung before the enormous window at the end of the elevator hall. Kip felt the ferns. Nope. Real. Somebody had a green thumb. In a place the size of The Hadley, it must be a green fist.

Viciously Mike punched the up button. No elevator arrived.

“Come on, come on,” Mike said irritably. No elevator arrived. “I know what happened. They got one floor further up. They’re on six. Now Beth Rose is holding the elevator open, and your stupid worthless brother is racing into all the other elevators and punching all the buttons on those elevators, too, and all five elevators are going to make twenty-two stops apiece.”

Mike whacked the up buttons as if he could set off bombs that way.

“Michael,” Kip said as calmly as she could, “George was just nervous and it was something to do. Everybody else was laughing. He’s only fifteen, Michael, and—”

“Don’t call me Michael!”

How distorting rage was to a face. Did her own face twist like that when she was furious? No wonder her little brothers got scared when she screamed at them. Mike, who was so handsome—had such a great smile—looked like an animal. She stared at his cummerbund instead: civilized satin.

“You love to sound superior, Kip,” Mike said, “and that’s one way you do it. And don’t tell me to call you Katharine either.”

The elevator arrived.

The doors opened silently. Already riding up were a pair of businessmen, holding briefcases.

While Mike had simply postponed his fight with her until they were alone in the elevator, Kip had forgotten the fight. There was something more interesting to consider. As they rose toward the sixteenth floor she said, “I’m really interested. What kind of business are you transacting on New Year’s Eve? Most people are carrying noisemakers, not briefcases.”

If Mike had been embarrassed by George pushing elevator buttons, he was horrified by Kip interrogating strange men. “Kip, shut up. It’s not your business.” He said to the men, “I’m sorry—she’s on something, you’ll have to excuse her.”

“I am not!” Kip said. “I’ve never been on something in my life. I’m just curious. How dare you say that! What’s the matter with you, Michael Robinson?” The sound of her flat hand smacking against his cheek would be so satisfying. How had she ever found Mike Robinson attractive?

One businessman leaned forward and swiftly punched a button. The elevator stopped on eighteen and they got off without having spoken a syllable. The doors closed.

“You have your nerve, Mike!”

“Well, so do you! Where do you get off, interrogating hotel guests about why they have briefcases?”

“It was just a friendly question.”

“No! It wasn’t! You think you can run the world, Kip. You think people ought to explain themselves to you. It drives me crazy. I don’t know why I go out with you.”

He slumped back against his side of the elevator while she stood unsupported in the middle.

“This is typical,” Mike said. “I lean on something. You just stand there in total control.”

Kip read the little notice about elevator inspections. Somebody with the initials CSH had done the last two. Once he wrote in pencil and once in ball point.

I never thought of it like that, Kip thought. Maybe I’m not friendly; maybe I have to be in charge of everyone. Including strangers who have the bad luck to be in my elevator. My elevator.

I even thought of it as mine, and the people in it as my passengers. Riding with me. But in fact, the businessmen were in it first. If it was anybody’s elevator, it was theirs. And they had a right to their privacy.

She saw herself from far away, and she didn’t like it. A girl who expected the globe to revolve around her.

They reached twenty-two.

The doors opened.

Kip could not join a celebration. She had to consider this vision of herself. Deal with it. Make peace with Mike, and—

“Well?” Mike said irritably. “You gonna move or not?”

The doors silently came back together. Mike leaped forward, sticking his hand between them. Still silently, the doors obeyed his touch and moved apart again. “Now who’s in control?” Kip said, trying to smile.

Mike took a deep breath.

He forced a smile, although he did not look at her.

Our usual, Kip thought. Silent truce.

Mike also offered an arm. She took both arm and truce. They walked out onto the thick, dark green carpet and were enveloped in a crowd of teenagers screaming, “Happy New Year! Happy New Year!”

Oh, yeah, I’m happy all right, Kip thought.

Beth Rose got into the spirit of things. Each time the doors opened, she and George cheered for that floor. “Let’s hear it for twelve!” they shouted.

The elevators went on, as if they had their own lives to follow and could not linger.

“Thirteen!” Beth Rose shouted. They did a little tap dance.

“Fourteen!” George yelled next.

“Let’s hear it for fifteen!” she yelled.

George stuck his head out. Four people were waiting for a down elevator. “Nice little floor you’ve got here,” George told them, smiling. They stared. George waved good-bye as their elevator doors closed.

“I’d rather hear it for twenty-two,” Anne said. “And don’t dance so hard. You might make the elevator fall.”

George looked interested in this idea.

Lee said, “Don’t worry, Anne. If it falls, we’ll just jump up and down. When it hits bottom, we’ll be in the air jumping and we won’t get hurt at all.”

“I wonder if you could really do that,” George said.

“Let’s not find out,” Anne said.

Beth Rose said, “You know, we’ve only explored one elevator, George.”

“That’s true,” he said. “There are four others. We should do a comparison check.”

“I think,” Anne said, “If anybody were to ask me, my opinion would be that you should examine the stairs. Twenty-two whole flights, George! A person could spend his entire New Year’s Eve testing those.”

“Anne, Anne, getting snippy,” Lee said.

“Getting elevator-sick,” Anne said, but this time when the elevator doors whispered apart she joined in. “Let’s hear it for seventeen!” Anne shouted with Beth Rose and George. “We’re in the home stretch now, Lee,” she said, smiling up at him, “only five to go!”

Lee put an arm around Anne’s slim shoulders. His black jacket was even darker than her black gown. Her golden hair lay under his arm. He could not believe that this elegant girl was his second girlfriend. “Sixteen,” Lee said patiently, “we’re only at sixteen.”

Anne looked out at sixteen. It bore a remarkable resemblance to fifteen and fourteen. “I always was a dreamer,” she said.

Lee laughed. He would never have thought of Anne as a dreamer. But she was a good sport. More than he could say for Mike, ripping Kip out of here like a page from a book. Had that hurt Kip’s arm, to be yanked like that? Was Kip really having a good time with Mike? Lee resented it passionately that Kip could have a better time with that jerk than with him.

How incredibly in love he had been with Kip last summer. First love had swamped him—really swamped him. Lee’s thoughts were caught in Kip like ankles in mud.

At first that seemed like a dumb comparison for the obsessive joyous feelings he’d had for Kip.

But it was mud, he thought. I have to face that. Puppy love is mud love. It turns out to be dark and drowning instead of sweet and sunny.

Anne. Was she sweet and sunny?

She seemed a reflection rather than a person: all beauty.

Whereas Kip was action, energy, demands, exuberance.

Lee took a deep breath.

And Mike’s, he reminded himself.



Chapter 8

GWYNNIE DANCED ON A chair, holding Gary’s collar instead of his hand. Her white rope-knot of hair stuck up toward the ceiling, and the red carnation looked like The Jewels of Opar. She had been tripping on black ends of her feather boa, so she wrapped it around her neck until it was off the ground, and now it covered not only her neck but also her chin and her cheeks. Her white feathers bounced. Her scarlet heels ground into the metal chair.

The dance floor had been planned for light, and light reflecting off light. The miniature bulbs strung on the dark red walls and ceilings sparkled like handfuls of sunshine. The chandeliers hung just high enough that even the tallest basketball player in the crowd could not quite leap up to make them swing. The glass walls reflected. The room revolved slowly, a prism of sparkling glass and shimmering light.

At the back of the crowd, Beth’s dinosaurs floated.

She held her breath, waiting for the first remarks.

“Oh, that is so neat!” a girl Beth barely knew screamed. “Oh, Jared, why didn’t we think of that!” She tugged on Beth’s lines and stroked the dinosaurs as if they were cuddly, furry bears. “Oh, Beth, you have so many! Could I have one? Just one? Please, please, please, please?”

My goodness, Beth thought. “Well …” she said, as if giving up a dinosaur was a hard thing to do. “Well, just one,” Beth said at last, and the girl screamed with delight.

Down two, Beth thought, pleased, and she looked around to see who else might be yearning for a Mylar pterodactyl.

Gwynnie tired of the chair. Hiking up the bird feather skirt, she sat on Gary’s shoulders, hanging onto his collar tightly enough for murder. Gary appeared to enjoy this. He gave her a ride to the refreshments. She twirled her black boa in mid air.

The crowd that had gathered in the door scattered and began dancing, talking or joining Gwynnie and Gary for something to eat.

“Wow,” said George reverently. “Wow, isn’t she something?”

“Exactly,” Mike agreed. “Something.”

Oh, no, Beth thought. Mike and Kip are back beside us again. They’ll pick on George. Kip would say something and George would do something embarrassing and Kip would fight back. How do I get us away from them? Beth Rose thought.

Probably by starting another disagreement. Over Gwynnie? Beth Rose didn’t like the way Mike said Gwynnie was “something.” And yet it was partially true: Gwynnie did not have a human aura; she was a thing up there, behind her sunglasses, under her wig.

“What is she?” Lee said, who had never seen nor heard of Gwynnie before.

“Gary’s date,” Anne explained. “We’re all going to her party after this dance.”

Lee looked alarmed. “Her party?”

They all laughed. “We’re dying to see her under normal home-life circumstances,” Kip said.

“I find it hard to believe that that creature has a normal anything,” Lee said.

An unknown couple tapped Beth Rose on the shoulder. “You don’t know me,” the girl said, “but I’m Josie Schmidt from Lynnwood, and I’m dying to have a dinosaur, too.”

“Five dollars,” George said immediately.

“George!” Kip yelled. “You can at least give them away!”

“Absolutely not,” Josie’s date said, handing over five dollars as if this were a perfectly reasonable price for a balloon. “Thanks. This is great. Wow, that’s a beautiful balloon.”

Three down, Beth Rose thought. I’m going to keep the rest. She said to George, “Stop selling off my dinosaurs.”

“You like them, huh?” George beamed. He does have an asset besides being tall, Beth Rose thought. He has a great smile. I can see it right over the braces. “I told you she’d like them, Kip,” George said, picking up the argument begun in the seventh floor apartment hours before. “I was right, too.”

“You don’t really like them, do you, Beth Rose?” Mike said instantly. “She’s just polite, George.”

Aaaaah, Beth thought. This room had better revolve us away from Mike. Or he’s going to be thrown off the twenty-second floor, not George.

Anne intercepted like a pro ball player. “Gwynnie doesn’t have friends the way other people do, Lee,” she said smoothly. “But she’s in some of my classes, and she has more than once eaten my dessert.”

“Well, hey,” George said, “that’s certainly how I define a friend. A person who’ll let you steal their dessert.”

Across the room, Gary backed up to a large sofa. It was hotel size: at least ten people could have strewn themselves on it comfortably. It was the same dark, dark green as the thick carpet. Gary tilted backward. Gwynnie threw her hands into the air and fell stiff as a telephone pole down into the soft yielding sofa. Beth Rose expected the impact to dislodge the crazy wig, but it didn’t,

“That wig must be welded to her head,” George said.

Gwynnie hopped to her feet and danced in the upholstery.

“Her red high heels should really be doing a number on the stuffing of that couch,” Lee remarked.

Anne giggled. “She kicked them off, didn’t you see? One of them hit the wall and is under a chair and the other shoe landed perfectly. It’s sitting next to the punch bowl on the lace tablecloth.”

The past year after she started dating Gary, Beth Rose changed her whole class schedule in order to meet him in the halls every day. This fall she had changed her entire class schedule in order not to run into Gary in the halls every day. The guidance counselor was an unsympathetic jerk and Beth fibbed to convince him to sign the changes. The guidance counselor wrote down all her lies, so she felt terribly trapped: until she graduated from this place, she’d have to remember all the dumb things she said. Now she also felt sick whenever she saw the guidance counselor. But not so sick as when Gary smiled vaguely at her, as if he only sort of remembered their year together.

There is nothing worse, Beth Rose thought, than your old boyfriend being polite.

Amazingly enough, seeing Gary with Gwynnie did not ruin her night. She could look at him without cringing.

Gary fetched both Gwynnie’s shoes. Gwynnie put them back on. Gwynnie’s wig had come askew after all; the topknot was leaning like the Tower of Pisa.

“What happened to her hair?” Lee asked.

“It’s just a wig,” Anne explained. “She might fix it or she might not. Gwynnie doesn’t usually do what any other girl would do.”

And then Gwynnie saw Beth Rose. She actually pushed her orange sunglasses down on the bridge of her nose to examine Beth more carefully. She started with the hem of the purple dress. Moved up to the red hair. Tilted way back to look into the bouquet of dinosaurs.

Then she checked out George.

Bumpy head, no cummerbund, dock shoes slapping, shirttail out, and pants slowly slipping.

Gwynnie said something to Gary.

Beth Rose did not have to read lips to know Gwynnie wanted to meet George.

Here’s the test, Beth Rose thought.

Anne muttered, “Oh, well, if you start to cry, you can just duck behind tyrannosaurus rex.”

“Do you have any Kleenex?” Beth whispered.

“Do I have any Kleenex? Weeping willow that I am? This is not a purse you see in my hand, Bethie, this is an upholstered Kleenex box. All I ask is that you leave some for me so I can mop up after I see Jade.”

Gwynnie marched toward them. Gary was a little tugboat trying to nudge her in a more appropriate direction, but Gwynnie was not easily nudged. Like a revolving tower of white feathers, Gwynnie circled them twice, whipping her black boa in curls.

“They’re not slaves for sale, Gwynnie,” Anne said. “You may not circle a third time.”

Gwynnie paid George the ultimate honor. She took off her sunglasses to see him more clearly. All the while she swung her boa.

“Practicing for a rodeo?” George said, hypnotized. “You going to rope a wild bull or something?”

“Already did,” Gwynnie said, and she wrapped Gary in her black boa. Gary just laughed.

“You!” Gwynnie accused, staring up into George’s eyes. “You stopped the elevator on every floor.”

George nodded.

“You wore deck shoes to a formal dance,” Gwynnie accused.

Everybody who had not yet noticed George’s feet noticed now.

Beth Rose said, “So far those feet things have been called moccasins, deck shoes, dock shoes, and boat shoes.”

“You,” Gwynnie said, “do not yet know how to tuck in your shirt. You have no cummerbund and no suspenders.”

If George had not been taller than this strange creature, he would have been afraid of her. However, looking down, he could see how the wig was attached, and that the red blood was just a carnation beginning to wilt.

“Furthermore,” Gwynnie said, “your date is carrying dinosaurs instead of flowers.”

There was a difficult pause. Beth blushed. Gary grinned. Kip looked away. Mike moaned.

“I like you,” Gwynnie pronounced. “Would you come to my party afterward? You are interesting. Want to dance with me? What is your name? Or shall I make one up?”

“If you don’t mind, Gwynnie,” Beth Rose said, “he’ll dance the first dance with his own date.”

“Oh, is he with you?” Gwynnie said innocently.

“No, he’s with the dinosaurs.”

Gwynnie pretended to have a heart attack. She fell backward, assuming Gary would catch her as she fell. He really has to be on his toes with her, Beth thought. She has placed more demands on him in half an hour than I did in a whole year. And he likes that!

George was pleased. Maybe being tall wasn’t his one and only asset. Maybe he was truly interesting, as Gwynnie claimed—interesting enough for Beth Rose to step in and demand his attention back.

“Yeah,” George said loudly. “With my own date.” He put his arm around Beth. Gary’s eyes floated over them, and stayed on her. He said, “You look beautiful, Beth.”

She remembered her violet brocade, shirred and clinging. She knew that Anne was right: she was stunning. And she knew Gwynnie was right: George was interesting.

She met Gary’s gaze calmly, and turned away. What a power trip! First to turn away! Better things elsewhere.

George moved a few dinosaurs out of the way and suddenly kissed her. It was just the lightest pass over her lips, and Beth Rose knew instantly it was his first kiss. She let the balloons close in. For a moment their eyes locked, and then George, embarrassed, broke away.

How delicious to be the one with experience!

“Sunglasses, sunglasses!” Gwynnie called, producing a capacious bag of them.

George stole her show, Beth thought. She has to call her audience back.

“People coming to my party afterward may wear a pair to establish that they are among the lucky ones,” Gwynnie said loudly.

There were snorts from those who were not among the lucky ones.

People like Anne, who were going to the party but would not have been caught dead in sunglasses, drifted away.

George eagerly reached for two pairs. Mickey Mouse for himself and Betty Boop for Beth Rose, who had to laugh. “They match my gown perfectly,” Beth said.

“Anything would look great with that dress,” George told her. “That is some dress. That is—oh, gee, I don’t know what that dress is. But it is!” He adjusted her Betty Boop sunglasses. “Well? Are we going to dance or not?”

She was very aware that Gary was listening to every word, watching every gesture, following every move.

“We’re going to dance,” Beth Rose said.

She did not look back.

Astonishing, Molly reassured herself. I am astonishing.

Easy to forget sitting in the dumb dented Subaru instead of a real car. Molly’s definition of a “real” car was one that cost a lot and seated only two.

In the shop trying the dress on, she had felt glamorous. Now she wasn’t so sure.

Anne would simply look away. That was Anne’s specialty—looking away.

Kip would say something superior. Nobody could put you down as well as Kip.

Beth Rose would be sweet. Molly could hear Beth Rose now, saying, “My! What bright colors!” or maybe “Green and black! How unusual!” Molly loathed sweet people. You just knew underneath they were sour as pickles.

Gwynnie, though.

What would Gwynnie think?

“Here we are,” Christopher said. He pulled up at the front entrance where a doorman was keeping watch over the drifting snow. “You get out and keep warm here while I park the car.”

Behind them parents in a station wagon dropped off a couple. The girl wore a floor length gown of pale yellow and a puffy jacket in white. The boy was wearing an ordinary suit, and a heavy ski jacket.

As they dashed in, the girl slipped. When her white jacket flew open, Molly saw the top of the dress—pale green, like an inverted tulip. A Beth Rose type of dress.

They would all be like that. Molly would not be astonishing at all, but just weird. Molly felt sick. How could she take off her coat? “I’ll go to the parking lot with you, Christopher.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. There’s snow everywhere and it’s a long walk back.”

Inside the lobby, the tulip had taken off her coat. She looked like a May Queen. Molly wrapped her own coat tightly around her and entered The Hadley alone. She used the huge, dark windows as mirrors. Not much showed beneath her coat

“Hey, Molly.”

She kept her coat together when she turned.

Con!

Molly’s heart leaped. Tears pricked her eyes, she missed him so. Once he had even shoved her in a pool to teach her a lesson. It had. She learned she really, really liked Con because he was no fool.

She tried to cope with her emotions. He looked as if he had just fallen off a surf board. His skin was tan under a shock of dark hair, and his nose was slightly sunburned, and peeling.

“You look wonderful,” she said. “Where did you spend Christmas vacation?”

“The islands,” he said. As if anybody should know which islands he was referring to; as if he habitually flew to various tropical islands, or possibly owned one.

“Excellent tan,” she told him, and waited for the return compliment. Waited for him to say, How was she? How nice she looked! How much he had missed her!

He didn’t. Con could always control his expressions, passing out the occasional smile like a prize to the winners in school. Now he stood silently before her: the complete snob, too good to have a conversation with the girl he had dated on the sly. Instead, he turned his back.

Turned his back and faced the banks of elevators.

I’ll kill him, she thought. I’ll kill them all. Molly could not keep the hatred out of her voice. “So where’s the famous Jade?” Probably about to emerge from the ladies’ room. Probably went to “the islands” with Con. Probably had enough tan to color Easter eggs.

“Sick,” Con said.

Molly just bet. Sick? On New Year’s Eve? Listen, if Molly had a date for New Year’s Eve with Con Winter, she’d overcome any ten obstacles at once. “Must have been some argument.” She knew what it was like to argue with Con. If he sensed he might lose, Con simply walked away. It was perhaps his finest skill. Vanishing at crucial moments.

“I’ve never had an argument with Jade,” Con said stiffly. “She’s very ill. As a matter of fact, she’s in the hospital.”

“Dying of love, I suppose,” Molly said. “Uh-huh. Tell me another one, Con.”

Con did not have the features to look stern and harsh. The best he could do was a mild frown. His face was built for snobbery, not wrath.

“So, darling boy, you’re on your own, huh?” Molly said. “You can join Christopher and me.” Why had he come alone? To gaze at Anne? To hurt Jade? To pick up some other dumb girl who wouldn’t know any better?

“You’re going out with Christopher Vann again? That stupid drunk?” Con said contemptuously.

“You’re a fine one to talk,” Molly snapped. “You’re a parent, Con, and that definitely requires stupidity in this day and age.”

Con pushed the UP button again.

Nothing happened.

It was hot in the foyer.

She shrugged out of her coat and fanned herself slightly.

Con stared. “That is a dress? Molly, take my advice. Go home and change.”

“Con, take my advice,” she shot right back. “Go to the hospital and stay by Jade’s side, maybe contract a fatal disease or two.”

It was good to be angry. Anger would carry her.

And anger might have lasted, except that Christopher joined them. “Hello, Con,” Christopher said politely, not knowing he had just been called a stupid drunk. He extended his hand, and Con shook it firmly.

An old rhyme came into Molly’s head. Liar, liar, pants on fire, steal a baby’s pacifier.

That was Con. If it suited him, he’d steal a baby’s pacifier. He had no morals. He did whatever made him come out on top.

Molly conveniently overlooked the fact that this also defined her own choices in life.

“I’m lost,” Matt said.

“How could you be lost!” Emily cried, sitting up and looking out into the featureless snow. “We just stay on the main road all the way to Lynnwood! Oh, Matt!” she scolded. It was so unlike him. Matt loved driving more than anything else, and his navigating skills were something he was very proud of. She peered through the windshield. She hardly ever knew where they were.

“How lost are we?” Emily asked nervously.

“Very lost,” Matt said, but he was grinning from ear to ear.

“What’s funny about it?” she demanded.

“The car isn’t lost,” he said to her. “It’s never been lost, it never will be lost. Where the car is concerned, I always know exactly where I am.”

She stared at him. She drew her eyebrows very close together and pulled her lips into a tiny knot. “Don’t be mysterious. What is lost, if it’s not the car?”

“Me.”

“Matthew.”

“Really. I’m lost.”

“Matthew. Don’t be annoying.”

“I’m not annoying. I’m in love.”

“You nut case. Lost in love, huh? A likely story. You’re just trying to butter me up. What do you want tonight, Matthew O’Connor? You have plans you didn’t tell me about? Huh?”

Matt grinned out into the snow and didn’t answer.



Chapter 9

THE HADLEY WAS HUGE.

Kevin had pictured the elementary school cafeteria and Lee standing by the door, taking lunch money or something.

The Hadley had many front doors. Behind them, the space just went on forever. As far as a city block.

Counters. Clerks. Ferns. Desks. Little shops. Little shop windows that did not seem to be connected to shops.

Uniformed bellboys. Suitcases piled on trolleys. Hallways. A bank of elevators.

Doors.

Doors that led to empty black meeting rooms.

Doors that opened into a party of people Kevin knew were too old for Kip and George and Lee to be there.

Doors that led to a dusky noisy bar.

Doors that were locked.

More elevators. Another choice of halls.

Jamie was happy. He padded behind his brothers, staring at everybody and everything. He barged into a wall. He tripped over a cord. He examined the cigarette butts in the urns of sand. Unused urns had The Hadley logo pressed into the flat sand. Jamie ran his fingers through all untouched logos and admired his hand prints. He waved at the grownups in the party that wasn’t Kip’s and said “Good evening” to a clerk in the very same dignified voice the clerk had said “Good evening” to him.

Kevin said nothing. He was lost. He was scared.

Pete watched Kevin.

He was having a sinking feeling that this was a bad idea. Kip was going to kill them. He was glad Kevin was lost. Pete did not want to find his sister anymore.

Anne couldn’t help looking at the glass doors where the latecomers were straggling in. When the floor rotated her away, Anne strained over Lee’s shoulder to catch a last glimpse. She would not rest until she had seen Jade. But she might collapse when she did. Then what would she say to Lee? Pardon me, Lee, I have to faint. I’ll be right back.

Jade.

“Shall we get something to drink?” Lee asked.

Yes, she was thirsty, so they got something to drink and that kept her hands busy and gave them a new set of people to talk to. Lee was the only college kid there, and that was nice. The seniors were applying to college now, or waiting for acceptances, and they all had questions.

“You won’t hear till mid-April,” Lee said.

“Where did you apply?” Lee asked her.

Kip rattled off the names of five colleges who would never even have opened Anne’s application, let alone accepted her.

“You’ll get in all of them,” Gary said. “I have faith in you, Katharine.”

They were all startled to hear him say, so easily, Katharine. It suited her: it was strong and formal. And yet she was really Kip: normal old, organizing old, Kip.

“Shall we dance again?” Lee said.

“Of course,” Anne said. It was a slow dance. Lee held her slightly away from him, and she made no attempt to control or guide. The floor moved, and eventually they were back where they started. She had not once looked out the window. We could be in somebody’s basement family room for all I know, Anne thought.

She had to see Con with Jade pretty soon or she would fade.

But Con, not knowing her inner schedule, did not arrive.

The evening dragged on. Anne obeyed every suggestion Lee had, and he had a lot, and time somehow passed.

Every moment of the evening Lee was aware that his was the most beautiful girl there. Stunning in black, she was light and feathery. It wasn’t like dancing with a person, though: it was like moving a fashion doll.

He had never understood very well what girls were thinking, but he knew exactly what the boys thought—a girl as lovely as that? Who had been around the way Anne had with Con? Who obviously belonged to Lee now?

Belonged.

He didn’t want a girl to belong to him. He didn’t want to belong to some girl either. He wanted to be two people who adored being together.

After all these months it still hurt that Kip chose Mike Robinson over him. Lee dated Anne for an excuse to stay in Kip’s crowd. He didn’t really care for Anne much. He was ashamed of himself.

Not once did Anne suggest a single action, or start a single conversation. She was slender and weightless, but her presence hung on him like a great burden. He looked continually at his watch.

But not as often as he looked at Kip.

All the way up to the twenty-second floor together Con talked with Christopher about going to school in Boston. Con hoped to go to B.U. “Boston’s a great town,” Christopher said, “you’ll love it.”

“Oh, no!” Molly exclaimed.

“What’s the matter?” her date asked.

“I left my bag in the car. Did you bring it?”

“No,” said Christopher. “I didn’t notice it.”

She had to have the bag. Without it there would be no revenge. She got panicky enough for the boys to notice. Con looked at her oddly. “Shall I go back and get it?” Christopher asked.

She could not risk Christopher glancing into the half open bag. “Oh, you’re sweet,” she said, nuzzling him, embarrassing both boys. “It’s all right, we’ll forget it.” She would have to get it somehow. Later. Con was probably right; Christopher would get pickled and Molly could go then.

The doors opened on the twenty-second floor.

The place was packed. There must have been five or six hundred there: the boys mostly in black, with bright red, hot pink, or royal blue bow ties and cummerbunds. A few wore ordinary suits, and one tall character was stunning in tails!

The girls were all dressed Beth Rose style. Sweet, boring sugar.

At the door a laughing chaperone was passing out helium balloons in jelly bean colors: red and green and yellow and hot pink. A few kids had balloons of their own shaped like—like dinosaurs? Others had noisemakers or confetti or goblets to toast each other with at midnight. The band was playing even louder than Molly normally turned up her own radio, and the dancers were packed as close together as sunworshippers on a sandy beach.

She could not tell that anything was revolving except her own heart.

To the tulip girl ahead of Molly, the stout five o’clock shadowed chaperone gave two balloons: one hot pink and one green. “To make your garden grow,” he said, and laughed hugely, over and over, like a machine you wound up.

To Molly he gave three green ones, and she started to smile, but he said nothing about her dress or her balloons. To the girl behind Molly he gave a pink one and cried, “Sweets for the sweet!”

Christopher fastened one balloon close in to her dress, using the spaghetti strap on her left shoulder, and one slightly higher, and one at the full length of its white string, so that she had a rising bouquet of balloons.

Christopher wound through the crowd, calling hello to everybody he knew and everybody he didn’t. Molly followed him, green as grass with all her balloons. Everybody they knew and everybody they didn’t cried, “What color balloon did you get?”

“Happy New Year!”

“Oooooh, it’s so nice to see you!”

Nobody used her name.

Perhaps nobody knew it.

In all that light, in all that glow, not one person said one thing about her dress.

They danced hard, so close together that they did not seem to have partners at all, but were only molecules bouncing in their tiny-allotted space. She had eaten nothing for two days in order to be sure the dress fit perfectly.

Astonishing? She had not made an astonishing impression. She had made no impression at all.

Molly was dizzy with being nobody.

I’m not a person, Molly thought. I’m not real. They gave me three balloons to hold me up.

Christopher turned as he danced. With his back was to her, she was not sure which black tuxedo was his.

Kids flocked around Beth Rose who looked idiotic with a new haircut. They were laughing over stupid dumb Beth’s dinosaur balloons, as if Beth were a clever person. They were laughing over Kip’s stupid little brother, George, who couldn’t even keep his shirt tucked in. Anne, stunning Anne, danced like a blind woman. Molly danced right next to her and Anne never saw.

Molly gasped when she saw Gwynnie. What a wig, what clothes, what style! Molly maneuvered closer to Gwynnie, to show off her own dress, and to remind Gwynnie she had invited Molly to her party. That Molly was pretty astonishing, too. But Gwynnie did not scream for Molly. “Beth Rose!” Gwynnie screamed.

“Present,” Beth said.

“Beth Rose, give up your date. Now. I want him.”

“Why?”

“He,” Gwynnie pronounced, “is astonishing.”

Nobody saw Molly. Beth, stupid Beth, was the center of action.

I’ll astonish you, Molly Nelmes thought.

You’ll be sorry.

You’ll see.

Molly fought through the crowd.

She took an elevator down.

She would get her bag, and then they would see.

Matt and Emily stood in the snow, looking up at the revolving restaurant. You could not tell from the ground that anything was moving; it was simply a blur of light through the falling snow. People came and went from the building, hunched over as if the snow offended them. Matt loved the snow, and he loved it that Emily did not try to cover herself from it, but enjoyed it, and turned her face up to it, and smiled.

“I don’t want to join the party yet,” Matt said.

Emily had never been in such a party mood. “Why not?” She could hardly wait to see everybody’s dresses, and hear everybody’s laughter, and dance long and hard to the rhythm of rock.

“Want to talk,” he said.

Matt always talked. But talk was something you did at the same time you did something else. Matt could drive and talk—swim and talk—repair cars and talk—and even kiss and talk. But talk and talk—no.

“Let’s dance and talk,” she said, pulling him toward the bank of elevators.

He gave her coat to the cloakroom attendant and pocketed the ticket. He wasn’t wearing an overcoat. His tuxedo jacket was dusted with snow.

“You’re snowy,” she said.

Matt shook himself like a retriever coming out of the water. Snow landed on her bare arms like tiny cold freckles.

“Over here,” Matt said, pointing toward an oversized beige armchair near the piano bar. The piano was a gleaming white grand sitting on a white “shelf” over the pool. Its gentle notes mingled with the sound of the fountain.

Emily was in the mood for loud throbbing rock bands, not tinkly little piano melodies. She did not cooperate at all. “Over here,” she argued, leaning toward the elevators.

“No, here.”

“Oh, for goodness sakes. All right.” The armchair was so deep her legs were too short to reach the edge and stuck straight out instead of bending at the knees. “This is graceful,” she said. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Families,” Matt said promptly. “Next year. Life. Future.”

“Oh, Matt, no! Not tonight! Let’s just have a Happy New Year. Nothing heavy.” She struggled to get comfortable in his lap. “Matt, you’re quivering all over! What’s the matter?”

“I have a fever.”

“Oh, no, why didn’t you say so?” Emily tried to sit up.

“I’m all heated up over you,” he said, laughing.

She let go of all her muscles until she was a velvet puddle on top of him. “Matthew O’Connor, get to the point. First you’re lost. Now you have a fever. Do you think your first love is getting out of hand?”

“Who says it’s first love?” he teased. “I’ll have you know I am a very experienced man.”

“You’d better be precisely as experienced as I am, no more and no less. If you’ve been feverish elsewhere, you’re in trouble, Matthew O’Connor.”

“I’m in trouble when you call me by my whole name anyway. That’s how I know you’re mad at me.”

“I’m not mad. I just want to dance through the evening. If we talk about where I’m going to live and how my family has fallen apart, I’ll cry. Who needs that?”

“Which is why I want to talk about it,” Matt said. He sat up so suddenly she practically rolled onto the floor.

“It’s a good thing nobody can see us back here behind the piano,” Emily muttered. “I have never looked so un-graceful in my life.”

“You look perfect. I want to talk family.”

“No, Matt! I can’t bear talking about selfish, unkind, uncaring—”

“I mean us,” Matt said

“Us?”

“Our family, Em. Yours and mine.”

“Matt,” she protested, “you and I aren’t a family.”

“We could be, though.”

Emily was aware of every texture in the lounge. A voice speaking into a phone placed a rental car order; the piano played a slow rag; a glass was set down on the bar. The upholstery beneath her was nubbly and Matt smelled of his father’s aftershave. Her heart was pounding so hard that the crimson ribbon at the top of her gown trembled.

Matt held her hand. Hers was like ice; his was hot as fever. There was something in his hand, and at first she thought it was a salted nut, that he was offering her something to eat.

It was a ring.

A lovely tiny diamond that sparkled in his palm like a thousand, thousand snow flakes.

“M&M,” Matt whispered, “let’s get married.”



Chapter 10

BETH ROSE AND GEORGE danced three dances together. He was energetic, and that was about all you could say for his technique. But at least he was willing. A lot of the boys simply would not dance. Ever. They would buy tickets to dances, and they would dress up for dances, but once they got there, they would eat, drink, talk, or watch. Period. So Beth counted herself lucky.

Gwynnie’s knot of hair bobbed between them. “I am very attracted to your date,” she informed Beth Rose.

And not for the first time, Beth thought.

“George,” Gwynnie demanded, “what languages do you speak? English is too boring.” She was so truly strange, in her feathers and white tower of hair, with her orange sunglasses and her black boa, demanding George to speak in a foreign language. Maybe Gary was dating Gwynnie strictly for entertainment value and not because he liked her. Was Gwynnie a circus and Gary had bought a ticket? Even Gwynnie could not want that. Even Gwynnie must want to be asked because she was special, not because she was crazy.

“Illway you anceday?” George suggested.

“Well, I like that, George,” Beth Rose said. “All this time you’ve been fluent in Pig Latin and you never told me?”

George grinned. “I was saving the important stuff for later, when we’re alone.”

Beth Rose laughed. “Take her,” she said to George. “Dance the night away.”

“The night?”

“Five minutes of it,” Beth Rose corrected. Gwynnie danced George backward, using him like the prow of a ship to push through an ocean of crowd.

“Hold your dinosaurs for you?” Gary offered.

“No, thanks. They’re tethered securely.” She was getting the quivers now, with the two of them alone, their dates traded off.

“You look lovely,” Gary said after a while.

“Thank you.” She brushed her dinosaurs aside to look out the window. The sky was dense with falling snow. Far down, the lights were not distinguishable as dots, but simply as yellow blurs. It was too bad the evening was not clear.

“Getting on toward midnight,” Gary said.

“What happens then? Does Gwynnie turn back into a pumpkin?”

Gary laughed. “You’re mixing your mice and your Cinderellas. No, I meant midnight as in New Year’s Eve.”

If he asked her to dance, would she say yes?

After all, George and Gwynnie were together. It was logical that now Beth Rose and Gary should be together. If only she could believe he wasn’t asking because he was afraid of falling apart, too! But he was waiting for Gwynnie to return. Asking Beth to dance had not entered his mind. He discussed dinosaurs. Anne was not the only one who cherished an early dinosaur passion.

I quiver for a lost love of Gary, Beth Rose thought, and he quivers for a lost shoebox with a dinosaur diorama.

Gwynnie quit mid-dance anyhow and returned, George in hand. George had hung his sunglasses down over his bowtie so Beth could see his eyes again. She smiled at him, and he smiled back. At least she hadn’t lost George to Gwynnie, too!

“Forget dancing,” Gwynnie said, “I can’t dance until I’ve visited a mirror.”

Beth Rose had heard a lot of dumb ways to refer to bathrooms, but never this one.

“Because,” Gwynnie explained, “my hair is hot. I’m going to take it off.”

“What a great sentence,” George said. “Does she talk like this all the time, Gary?” he wanted to know.

“This is pretty mild,” Gary said.

“What are you going to do with your hair after you take it off?” George asked.

“Beth is going to wear it,” Gwynnie said, grinning wickedly. She stood up on the couch, plunged off ~as if deep sea diving, caught herself and her wig, and very delicately tucked her bare toes into her scarlet high heels. Then she gave Beth the end of her black boa to hold. “Don’t let go of the rope,” she warned, “you might get lost in the crowds. I am going to take a difficult route.”

“Wait,” Beth said, jerking back on her end of the boa. She untied her dinosaurs. “Your turn, George.”

“Oh, good,” George said happily, and he tied them through one of his buttonholes, except for the three that Gary passed on to dancers whose outstretched hands were grabbing the free strings.

Hey, nice, Beth Rose thought. Pretty soon I’ll be down to one quiet manageable pterodactyl.

Gwynnie’s progress toward a mirror was slow.

She was twirling the end of the boa that Beth was not holding, and because the kids were packed in so tight, there was very little twirling room. Beth Rose didn’t mind. It gave her a chance to stare around the room. I love staring, Beth thought Everybody else is so interesting.

Anne and Lee were dancing together.

Beth remembered when Anne was going with Con, how Beth admired them from afar. Anne and Con danced like one person: melting into each other. It made you feel all soft and yearning to see them. Well, they had melted a little more than they should have, and paid quite a price for it.

Anne and Lee, however, danced like people who didn’t know each other and didn’t care to. There was considerable space between their bodies, whether they danced slow or fast, and Lee’s eyes stared out past Anne’s hair into space.

No.

Not into space.

He was staring at Kip.

What we should do is get us all together, sit down, place our bids, and then see who’s with who, Beth thought. I wonder who I would bid for. Would it still be Gary?

“What are you thinking about?” Gwynnie said. “You look so frowny.”

“New Year’s Eve. New beginnings. Fresh starts. Do you suppose there are ever any moldy old starts? Or are all starts fresh?”

“Let’s hear it for moldy old starts!” Gwynnie said. She shoved on a bathroom door.

“Gwynnie! That’s the men’s room!”

“They have mirrors in there.”

“Mmm,” Beth Rose said. “Fortunately I am holding the rope, and your rope and I are going into the girls’ room.” She wound the black boa around her wrist a few times, flicked it like a cowboy’s lasso, and took the lead.

“You still in love with Gary?” Gwynnie asked.

You could strangle a person with the black boa, too.

“Or is it dull dry history?” Gwynnie said.

Beth had to laugh. “It’s history,” she said, “but it isn’t dry. My bed has mildew from my tears.” They passed the elevators. “Ooooh, look,” she whispered.

Gwynnie looked quickly. “What?” she whispered back.

“It’s Con.”

Gwynnie was disappointed. “Con is so goopy,” she complained. “Who cares if he’s here or not?”

“Goopy?” Beth Rose whispered. How handsome Con looked tonight! Very tan, his formal dark suit somehow as casual as California.

“Personality free,” Gwynnie defined. She sniffed and ignored Con.

“No,” Beth Rose said, defending him quickly. “It’s just that both he and Anne are so good-looking you have a hard time finding their personalities. Con’s got plenty, though. He just doesn’t use it very often.”

“Doesn’t use his personality very often?” Gwynnie repeated. “Beth, I have been scouring the countryside for a good friend. I believe she’s going to be you.”

Beth stared at her. “Me?”

“You. Now point out Jade to me. Famous Jade. I don’t even see a girl with Con. She must really not use her personality. She’s invisible.”

Beth Rose and Gwynnie examined every female in the elevator lobby. “You’re right,” Beth said. “The case of the invisible girlfriend. Mysteriouser and mysteriouser.”

“There’s no mystery,” Gwynnie said, opening the girls’ room door after all. “Jade didn’t want to hang out with a goop like that. Especially not on New Year’s Eve.”

Molly left in the midst of a fast dance. Christopher didn’t see her go and she didn’t tell him. She pressed the first floor button in the elevator and could not believe how long it took that poky dumb elevator to find the bottom. She barged through a bunch of people trying to get on and screamed at them for being in the way. She was gone before they could retort.

Out the front door, past the doorman, into the cold wind. She darted over the slush and jumped over a wall of snow that the road crews had dumped on the sidewalks. It was already turning black with city filth. She ran inside the garage.

In the black awful cold of the immense garage she realized she didn’t know where Christopher had parked. There were hundreds of cars here. What was she going to do? Walk up and down in her sleeveless gown until she located a dented Subaru?

She was trembling more with rage than with cold. I hate them, I hate them, I hate them! she thought. Ignoring me!

Christopher had said he was parking on the lower level where the temperature was more even. She found the stairs and went down. The stairs were evil. Spray painted obscenities and discarded styrofoam coffee cups, cigarette butts and the sole of a shoe. One light had gone out and another light made a high vicious buzz, like a wasp.

She didn’t notice.

She flew into the lower level. Ceiling lights dimly penetrated the parking garage. Silent abandoned cars sat on stained concrete. Molly ran down yellow aisle four, and up blue aisle five. BMWs, Volvos, Saabs, Cadillacs, Mercedes, and Corvettes. She hated Christopher for bringing her in a dented Subaru.

The Subaru was on the end of blue aisle nine.

She wrenched the passenger door—and it was locked.

Molly kicked it.

What a jerk Christopher was! He’d locked her out of the car! She hated him too. She hated them all. She kicked the car again, and now her foot hurt, and somehow that made it possible to breathe again, and took away the razor-sharp edge of her rage.

There was a slight sound behind her.

A rasping gravelly sound, like heavy feet sneaking up.

She didn’t even turn to look. She just ran.

But not fast enough.

A large hand closed over her wrist.

Kip and Mike were with Anne and Lee when Gwynnie charged off to find her mirror. “Gwynnie is the one who should be named Jade,” Kip said. “‘Gwynnie’ just isn’t exciting enough for her. She’d be a perfect Jade.”

“Perfect?” Mike said, raising his eyebrows. “Gwynnie? That girl is a lot of things, Kip, but perfect isn’t one.”

“Gwynnie is absolutely perfect, Mike,” Kip said. “Perfectly weird and unself-conscious.”

It was clear that Mike and Kip planned to argue the night away. Anne was stuck not only at the entrance, through which Con and Jade would come, but also next to a fighting couple. But Lee had led her there, and it did not cross her mind to move of her own accord. Besides, it was clear to the biggest fool in the world that Lee liked standing there watching and listening to Kip.

He’s still in love with her, Anne thought.

She would have volunteered a trade, but that would leave her with Mike. Anne would trade only if she got to trade up.

“Gwynnie’s perfectly exotic,” Lee said.

“Perfectly creepy,” Mike snorted.

“Oh, I don’t think she’s creepy,” Kip exclaimed. “In fact, I like her. She definitely adds to the occasion.”

“Some occasion,” Mike said, glancing around irritably. His eyes didn’t actually land on anything; he just itched with annoyance.

We’re fleas, Anne thought. He’d like to scratch and be rid of us.

A person could stare only so long. After that, you got used to anything. Even Gwynnie. Hundreds of kids had danced until the first surge of energy was gone. They had tried out all the available food and drink … said hello to anybody they recognized … admired or scorned everyone else’s dress.

Now they were ready for the next installment of the evening.

Jade.

Con had told them so much about Jade. How much he adored her. How much she adored him. How lovely and brilliant and clever and amusing she was.

But nobody had met Jade.

Lee danced from boredom. Anne, whose hand hardly even touched his jacket, suddenly gripped his shoulder. Her fingers tightened. Her fist scrunched the material. Her slender form grew taut, as if preparing to dive, and she stood taller, as if she needed another inch to exist.

Con’s here, Lee thought. He kept dancing exactly as he was, to give her plenty of time to check him out.

I love Kip, he thought, enough to drown in—and she picked a jackass like Mike Robinson.

Now I’m going out with Anne, and she’s in love with a lightweight who has already given her major proof what a jerk he is.

They don’t love me, he thought. So maybe I’m the jerk.

Con’s best friends—Gary, Mike, Jared—went up to him. They hadn’t met Jade either. They drifted, waiting for Jade to show, eyes constantly flicking to the entrance.

Jade didn’t show.

“She’s sick,” Con said, shrugging slightly. “In the hospital.”

Molly wasn’t the only one who thought that was fishy.

If she was so sick she was hospitalized, how come Con wasn’t with her when they were supposed to be so close and so caring?

And if he was making it up, why bother? Why not just say, “Jade and I split the other day,” or something?

“Oh,” Gary said, nodding.

“Oh,” Mike said, eyebrows up.

“Oh?” Jared said, asking for details. “Car accident? Mono?”

Con shrugged again. “They don’t know yet,” he said. “So how’s the dance?”

The boys let him get away with it. They didn’t care if he told them what happened to Jade. Wasn’t their business anyway. “Dance is good,” said Gary. “Band’s nice. Revolving floor would be better if we had something to see out there, but the snow hasn’t let up.”

“It would be better by day,” George said. “Then you’d have a sense of scenery out there, some reason for the room to be moving. This way, all it is is something to get dizzy by.”

Kip put her hands on her hips.

Mike was next to her, cringing.

Lee grinned. He loved Kip in her attack mode. “You don’t know if it’s mono or a car accident?” Kip said. “Most people can at least spot the difference between mono or a car accident.”

Lee steered Anne over closer. Double whammy. Anne got to see her beloved Con making a jerk out of himself, and Lee got to watch Kip doing it.

“Well, are they giving her tests or something?” Kip demanded. “Is it a fever? What’s happening? How come you’re not there?” Kip always liked to know who was responsible for stuff.

Con lifted his tanned chin and gazed off into space, pretending Kip wasn’t interrogating him. He adjusted his cummerbund a little.

Kip walked just around him until she was in front of his face again.

By now Lee was laughing and Mike was purple with anger. Con put on his smoothest smile. “Kip, you look great. Red’s a good color on you.”

Her dress was peach, not red. Everybody waited for Kip to define the color red for Con, but instead Kip said, “Thanks, Con. Appreciate the vote of confidence. I was counting on meeting Jade tonight.”

She’s like a tank sergeant, thought Lee. She just keeps on rolling.

I can’t stand this! thought Mike. It’s none of Kip’s business. Why can’t she leave him alone!

Anne was close enough now that any moment she and Con would have to admit they knew each other and say hello. What shall I say? she thought. Plain old hello? How are you? So you don’t care if Jade lives or dies? Funny, I don’t either.

Anne bit down on her lip to keep from laughing hysterically.

“Say, Kip, want to dance?” Con said.

Now that was a maneuver nobody had expected. Con had never exactly appreciated the fine points of Kip’s personality. She was momentarily thrown. In fact, everybody watching was momentarily thrown. Kip, of course, recovered first. “Thank you, Con. Of course I would. What a way to begin the New Year, huh?”

“The right way,” Con agreed. They twinkled their fingers good-bye to Mike, who just stood there. Con danced Kip backward as fast and as far as he could. It rather reminded Anne of crabs scuttling on sand. Her pent-up anxiety went to her head. Her knees turned to jelly and her heart was pounding way too fast. “Lee,” she breathed.

“Don’t faint on me,” Lee said. “Don’t even think about fainting on me, Anne. I’m not into weak females. Be strong or die.”

Anne straightened up and stamped her foot. “You creep! I practically pass out and you tell me to die instead?”

“Stopped you from fainting, didn’t it?”

She glared at him, and he looked straight back at her, and her eyes dropped first. “I’m sorry, Lee. I was … um … tense about seeing Con and meeting Jade.” Nice thing to say to your current boy, she thought, flushing with shame.

“Let’s get something to eat,” Lee said. “You need calories, you’re too thin anyhow. Keep you from getting dizzy again. Don’t ask for diet soda, have some of those little hot croissants instead.”

He filled an entire plate with them. The plates were heavy white crockery. Anne bit into her croissant. It was filled with crab. Anne hated crab. She ate it anyway so Lee wouldn’t yell.

Across the room Kip and Con were dancing a mile a minute: hard and strong and rhythmic rock.

There was always so much energy in Kip; so much strength.

Con for once matched it: nothing laid back, nothing casual.

Anne ate a second croissant. This time it was ham.

Con was doing an athletic maneuver that jerked his entire muscular body from his lifted wrists to his snapping waist. Kip watched for a minute and then imitated it perfectly. Con suddenly tossed her in and out in a fifties’ rock step. Then Kip moved into the Twist, making her peach gown shiver violently. Con followed suit.

“You realize,” Anne said, “that you and I are watching the people we really love.”

That was the trouble with girls, Lee thought. They’d come out with the truth, just when you didn’t want to be thinking about it.

Lee steered clear of how much he loved Kip. Attack was always safer than defense. He said, “So you still love Con?”

“The same amount you still love Kip.”

“Who says I love Kip?”

“You haven’t taken your eyes off her since we got here.”

“Unrequited love,” he said, intending it to be a joke.

Anne touched the front of his white shirt, where the lace met the buttons. “It is requited, Lee.” He could have Kip in a heartbeat if he just made the move.

But English can be a confusing language.

Lee didn’t know whose requited love they were talking about, and he could not bring himself to ask. He thought she meant Kip really did love Mike, and Mike really did love Kip; it just didn’t show. Lee thought she meant he should stay out of it: Mike and Kip were fine.

So they ate more croissants instead of talking.

When the number was over, Kip and Con pulled apart, laughing the way couples do after a wild satisfying dance.

They stood awkwardly during the band’s silence.

Lee and Anne watched.

But Mike acted. He was very responsive to other people’s interest in Kip, and he hadn’t come between Con and Kip because it had not crossed his mind that Con was going to ask her to dance. Mike practically trotted over to get between them again. He was so possessive it made Lee sick. He hated that kind of thing: where the girl was like a pet dog on a leash. It made Lee angry with Kip for submitting like that.

I’ll call her Katharine from now on, he thought, just like she wants. She’ll be somebody else, then, and I won’t be all the time thinking of the Kip I wanted.

But as for Con, he forgot Kip right away. He made no note of Mike’s jealousy—he didn’t even see it.

He moved in Anne’s direction.

Anne was hypnotized by him.

She could not look away.

She could not think away.

Anne’s on a leash, too, Lee thought. But she likes it there. Con says one word right, and she’s his. Old Jade can stay in the hospital for eleven hundred weeks.

Anne grew stiffer and stiffer beside him. If she faints, Lee thought, I’ll just step out of the way and let Con catch her.

With a great effort, Lee prevented himself from turning to see where Mike and Kip went. Girls talk about this stuff, he thought. If Anne says Mike really loves Kip, then he really does, and that’s that. He couldn’t believe he was hurting all over again. Once was enough. He hadn’t seen Kip in weeks and weeks. How long was this dumb feeling going to last?

Con stopped in front of them. Smiled. Showed off his tan. Tucked his thumbs in his cummerbund. Said, “Hi there.”

Safe. No names. Passing the conversational ball on to Lee and Anne.

What exactly was Lee supposed to do now? Be gallant and save Anne from Con’s adolescent clutches? Turn Anne over and stay at the dance alone? Become a threesome?



Chapter 11

A DELICATE MANY-FACETED diamond glittering on a gold band.

Matt slid it onto the fourth finger of Emily’s left hand. She had never worn a ring on that finger. She had never worn rings on her left hand at all. Her hand was very pale; all the summer’s tan was long gone. It rested on the velvet of her gown like a full page diamond ad of a jewel lying in soft folds of velvet. Her fingers were small, and very thin, and the ring was in perfect proportion.

Without the ring, it was a pretty, little girl’s hand.

With the ring, it was a woman’s.

I am engaged, Emily thought.

“Matt?” she whispered.

“I love you,” he whispered back.

The piano danced. The lights trembled. The ferns bent low.

“Wife?” Emily whispered. “I can’t believe that I might be somebody’s wife. That’s such a—a grown-up word, Matt! Me. A wife.”

She saw that Matt—who was utterly practical: Matt, whose cars would never run out of gas, whose homework was always done, whose shoelaces were always replaced before they broke—Matt had not had a single practical thought about this.

And she, Emily, who was dreamy and romantic—who never even saw the gas gauge, let alone filled the tank, who only remembered to study the night before the exam, and who constantly had to wear the same outfit twice in a row because she forgot to do her laundry—Emily could see only the harsh realities.

Where do we live? What do we live on? What about high school and college and incomes and futures and babies? What about rent and car insurance and groceries?

Matt was thinking: the ring is right! How much I love her! This is her rescue. I’ll be her knight in shining armor and we’ll live happily ever after.

Emily wrapped her arms around Matt, buried her face in his jacket and sobbed. “Don’t cry,” Matt said. “Nothing can go wrong now because we’ll be together.”

Backward, Emily thought. Everything will go wrong if we get married. Marriage?

That’s what grown-ups do. I want to be an ordinary kid. I want a home with two parents who like me, so I can date Matt, and finish high school, and laugh, and love.

Matt was ruffling her hair. He was rather enjoying her tears: he must think they were tears of joy and relief.

I can’t say Matt, the last thing on earth I want is to get married! Because I love him as much as he loves me. It’s just that—

Matt held her left hand up, rotating it so the tiny diamond caught the light and sparkled. “That’s a car,” he told her. “That’s my ’54 Cadillac sitting on your fourth finger.”

“Oh, Matthew,” Emily said, kissing him, “that’s the prettiest ’54 Cadillac a girl ever owned.” She thought—If I leave the ring on, I’m saying Yes. I can’t say yes. It’ll destroy both of us. We’re not ready … but if I say no, it’ll destroy Matt.

Am I going to get married just to be polite?

She said, “Oh, Matt, I love you so much. I love you for caring about me and wanting to solve all my problems and—”

“Forget wanting to,” Matt said. She had never seen him so utterly pleased with himself. “I’ve always wanted to. Now I’m going to. It’s settled, M&M.”

“So.” The cop released her wrist very slowly. “Little dressed up for stealing cars, aren’t you?”

“You scared me!” Molly yelled at the cop. “You had no right to sneak up on me like that!”

“You have a right to break into this car, maybe?”

“It’s my car!” she yelled at him. “I—I locked my purse in with my keys. See?”

He looked in. The car was locked, and a large purse was on the floor of the passenger side.

“Where’s your coat?” he asked her.

She was shivering violently in the freezing damp garage. “It’s inside The Hadley. I checked it in the coatroom before I realized I’d left my purse in the car.” Molly had been picked up once, at a bar, where the police thought there might be drugs. She had gotten out of it, even though she was too young to be drinking there. She had been questioned twice over the fire at Rushing River Inn and gotten out of that, too.

The cop said, “You here for a New Year’s Eve dance?”

She managed a flirty smile. “Mm-hmm. Like my dress?”

Luckily for Molly it was too dark for him to see much of her dress. He said, “So where’s your date?”

“Inside. Dancing.”

It was the wrong answer. The cop was immediately suspicious again. “He let you come out here? He didn’t come himself?”

Molly licked her lips. “Listen, he’s a creep, all right? The best I could do. And then like a fool I left my bag in the car. You can unlock it for me, can’t you? Don’t you have one of those metal things that slides between the window and the lock and unlocks it?”

The cop nodded. “I could unlock it for you,” he said. “You’ll need to show me your driver’s license and the car registration when I do.”

It was a bad situation. Molly tried to think of the best out. The registration, of course, was Christopher’s father’s. If she had to get Christopher, the cop would go with her. She’d have to enter that ballroom with a big blue-uniformed irritable policeman next to her. No, no, no, a thousand times no! That was what she had planned for Beth Rose and Anne and Kip: the humiliation, the questions, the fear … and always, afterward, people who remembered that scene would not trust them. Just as nobody trusted Molly now because of that dumb fire, that dumb Kip. If Molly had to open her purse, and the envelopes were visible, it would all backfire.

But if she didn’t have her purse, she wouldn’t be able to carry out her plan for the night!

And she was going to win this time! She was going to make those girls pay, and pay forever and ever, and that was that! Molly wasn’t yielding to some policeman who was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Molly began weeping. “My boyfriend is—well, he’s just a nothing. A zero. It isn’t my fault. I need my Kleenex! The dance just started and already it’s terrible, and I’ve never been popular, and he’s dancing with somebody else, and I don’t even have my purse so I can put on lipstick. And it’s New Year’s Eve, and I have to stay past midnight, and I’m freezing down here, and I locked myself out of the car!”

And the cop fell for it.

He apologized for making a tough night worse. He broke into the car for her, and told her that once when he’d been sixteen, a girl he took dancing totally humiliated him, but now he’d forgotten it, there was light at the end of the tunnel, there really was.

And he walked her all the way to The Hadley’s doors, just like a gentleman.

Jerk, Molly Nelmes thought.

Beth Rose took the crazy wig off Gwynnie’s head. “Where do you even find these?” she said.

“Daddy takes me into New York when he goes on business.”

Beth Rose shook her head. “My parents would never let me out of the house in something like that, let alone pay for it.”

Gwynnie laughed. “My parents don’t let me in the house with it.”

“What do you mean?”

Gwynnie braided her rat’s tail so that it fell straight down to her check. It would have made Beth cross-eyed.

“My parents let me wear anything I like when I’m out of the house, but at home I have to dress in what pleases them. It’s the reverse of most kids’ rules. My best friend where we used to live could slouch around the house in sweatshirts and sweatpants, and wear her hair in rollers, and have cream on her face, and socks with holes in them. When I’m at home I have to be a lady.”

It boggled the mind to imagine Gwynnie as “a lady.”

“I know,” Gwynnie said. “I know. You guys call me The Vampire. But at home, I’m Little Miss Laura Ashley. Sweet little skirts and feminine blouses.”

“You own sweet skirts? Feminine blouses? You lie, Gwynnie.”

“Frequently,” Gwynnie admitted. “But not this time. My parents are very strict.”

“Get out of town.”

“No, really. At home I have to be very careful what I wear.”

“What about the rat’s tail?” Beth Rose said, tweaking it lightly. “This is not exactly Little Miss Laura Ashley.”

Gwynnie nodded. “At home I have to curl it neatly back and fasten it with a pretty pin so it doesn’t drip like a rusty faucet.” She made a terrible face into the mirror. “That’s my father’s expression,” she added. “He says I look like a rusty faucet dripping, but he doesn’t mind what I look like when he doesn’t have to see it.”

Beth tried to imagine parents who said, Sure, look like a vampire when you leave the house, we don’t care. Now she really wanted to go to Gwynnie’s. “What’ll you wear tonight at your party?” she asked.

“Mom’s bought me a floor-length paisley challis skirt and a dark wool shirt and a string of pearls. I look like a debutante.”

“Has Gary ever seen you like that?”

“Oh, sure. He doesn’t stick around though, when I’m ordinary. He’s a rather shallow person, didn’t you think so, when you went out with him? He likes everything smooth and easy and going his way and that’s about as far as he’s thought anything out. He’s fun though; I kind of like him.”

I’ll never sleep tonight, Beth Rose thought. I’ll have so much to think about I’ll be awake till supper tomorrow.

“But then you kind of like everybody, don’t you?” Gwynnie said to Beth. “I think that’s so sweet. You manage to get in a nice word no matter how hard you have to struggle to think of one. I like that in a person. I wouldn’t want it in me, mind you. I prefer to think of nasty things to say. But I like it in a friend. So. What do you think? Shall we be friends?”

“Yes.”

“Ah. A straight answer,” Gwynnie said grinning. “Don’t get that very often from old Gary Anthony. How’d you two get along anyway? I bet he pushed you around all the time. I don’t allow it, of course. Only my parents push me around. You’ll see tonight, when I’m all meek and boring. After my party I’ll ask you if we’re still friends. You may not want me after you’ve seen me in my meek and boring mode.”

Beth was giggling. “First you have to tell me how you like my hair,” she said, “and then I’ll give you my final decision about friendship.”

“It’s too short. You should have had it cut two weeks before the dance and not this afternoon.”

“Yesterday,” Beth said.

“I knew it was a matter of minutes. But it’s going to be better short than it was long. You had so much hair there was no face left and that is truly vampire, Beth, a person isn’t a person if there’s no face. So it’s an improvement, but not tonight.” Gwynnie fluffed Beth’s hair with her fingers, teasing it up a little more.

“Will you go back into your act when we get back out into the ballroom?” Beth Rose asked.

“It isn’t an act. You’ve crushed our friendship. It’s all over.”

“I know, but will you? What if I laugh at you?”

“That’s what real friends do. They laugh. It’s like cement.” Gwynnie struck a dramatic pose. “Laughter, the cement of friendship! Tell you what,” Gwynnie offered, “You laugh at my act, I’ll laugh at your hair, we’ll be even.”

“No, no, no, no! I hate being laughed at. Don’t laugh at me. I have no poise. You laugh and I’ll die at your feet and you’ll be guilty of murder.”

“You?” Gwynnie said. “No poise? Beth, give me a break. You waltz in here with a kid of fifteen whose shirt isn’t even tucked in, carrying ten dinosaur balloons, smile sweetly at the boy who dumped you, manage to make elegant Anne look boring, and haul me around by my own feather boa—and you think you don’t have poise?”

Beth thought: so that’s what poise is—pulling it off when you’re dying inside. That was going to be my New Year’s resolution: develop poise.

I’ll have to think of a new one.

That’ll be easy.

Don’t judge people by their wigs.

“Matt.”

Her throat was tight, full of marbles, choking her. The cranberry velvet gown was oppressively hot.

He kissed her. “Let’s go show everybody the ring.”

“Matt.”

“My whole family knows, taffy,” he said. “Dad kept saying we’re too young, and Granddad said we were a decade too young and Mom said Exactly where are you two going to live? and Dad said You sure you want to buy a ring before you know she’s going to say yes? and I said Of course she’ll say yes, she’s my M&M, we’re us. I like the ring. I’ve had it six whole days and I haven’t said a word, and that’s a record for me. I’ve always wanted to keep my own book of records, you know? The O’Connor book of records, and I keep forgetting, so I’ve forgotten all the other records I’ve set, but this one I remember: six days without spilling a secret. Huh? What do I get for that, Em?”

Oh, she loved him!

The chatter that overflowed, bubbling like rushing water in the brook. The grin, the kisses, and the hugs. The way he cherished her, and flung himself on her, and telephoned her.

He put his big work-worn hands around her waist and shifted her to his kneecaps. “What’s the matter, Emily? You having too much fun to move?”

The piano had become a terrible din. The perfume she was wearing overpowered her. “Matt.”

He hugged her fiercely.

Deep breath. The deepest breath she had ever taken. It’s true, it’s true. The person who loves you the most can hurt you the most.

She was crying the most physically painful tears she had ever wept. It was as though her body knew the terrible distress and filled her with acids that gnawed through flesh.

She took off the ring.

Through tearful eyes, she tried to see him.

He was caught half-sitting up, half prepared to stand, half-grinning.

The grin faded.

The sweet puppy eyes became shocked dark pools.

She took his hand, set the ring back in it, and wrapped his fingers around the diamond. Her tears fell hot on his hand.

He stared at his hand as if it held a grenade.

He looked at her. “Emily?”

“We can’t, Matt. I love you … but no.”



Chapter 12

SLOWLY THE TOP FLOOR turned.

How excited they had been when it was arranged to celebrate New Year’s Eve in a skyscraper’s revolving ballroom. But you couldn’t really tell in the snow. You remembered only when you wanted to find the bathrooms and the entrance was no longer where you had left it. Your eyes went instead to an enormous school-type clock, which had been hung over one of the vast windows for the New Year’s Eve countdown. Time moved toward midnight at the same tempo the floor moved: slowly.

The band played.

The dancers danced.

Gary tired before Gwynnie and flung himself down on a sofa. Gwynnie danced alone for a bit and then sank, exhausted, next to Gary. Immediately everybody else wanted to rest, too.

“You guys are hogging all the sitting-down space,” George complained.

“That’s no reason to shove your moccasin between us,” Gwynnie said.

“It is a dock shoe,” George corrected her, “and it won’t be there long.” He hopped between them, arranged himself on the back of the couch and said, “Come on, Beth. Up here.”

“I can’t hop like that,” Beth said. “My dress is too tight.”

“You sit here then,” Gwynnie said, who would never be stopped from hopping just because her dress was tight. “I’ll sit with George.”

One group of teenagers had brought the sort of paper party favors they used to enjoy in second grade: where you blew into a tiny mouthpiece and the paper tube unrolled two feet in front of you. They played war now with their tubes, attacking each other. If Gwynnie had had more energy she would certainly have joined the battle, but she contented herself with choosing sides and cheering loudly.

Just as the party was in danger of fading away (like Gwynnie) or getting violent (like the paper tube crowd), one of the party organizers appeared, with a large brown burlap Santa Claus pack slung over his shoulder. He jumped on a chair, silenced the band, and trumpeted, “All right! Resolution time!”

They were puzzled, and unsure. Was this something that might lead to public humiliation? In which case, perhaps it was an excellent time to retreat to the hall, or get another soda.

Each resolution was on a scroll: wound up from both ends like an ancient Roman court decree. “Get your resolutions here!” he called, as if he were selling newspapers. “One resolution per person, no returns! Step right up, don’t be shy! Get your resolutions here!”

Beth Rose thought, I would rather be sitting with George. Isn’t that amazing? I’m leaning against Gary again—George’s dock shoe and Gwynnie’s toes between our shoulders, but nevertheless, it’s me and Gary down here on the cushions.

And I would rather be sitting with George.

Anne was the first to take a resolution. This was not a choice on her part. Anne did not like to be the first to do anything. She had the misfortune to be standing close to the Santa bag, and the man stuck a scroll in her hand, and she was too polite to drop it or shove it back in.

“Read it out loud, Anne!” the rest yelled.

Anne froze. She hated being laughed at She could wrap her elegance around her—she was doing it now—and nobody could see her shock. But elegance took you only so far. What kind of resolutions were these?

Would people tease her?

Would she be a jerk?

If the resolution was something horrid—or about something real in her life, like say, not having a baby again this year—would she be able to think quickly enough to make up a different resolution on the spot and then hide the scroll so they wouldn’t know about her lie?

She unrolled her resolution. Her hand quivered.

In the back of the room, Molly touched three little packets in her dress pocket. That had been the final decision in getting the wild green and black dress: it was the only one with a pocket at the side seam. Christopher was having a great time. Even with the music silenced, he was still dancing happily away, his body nodding, his shoulders swaying. Molly slid him forward, up against the sofa. She perched on the arm of the sofa, half leaning on top of Beth Rose. Then she yanked Christopher down, too. When the two of them crashed sideways, Beth’s little purse caught under Molly’s dress. “Sorry,” Beth Rose whispered, extricating it.

“It’s okay,” Molly said, helping.

Anne struck a stern pose. Tall and slim in her black satin and velvet, she looked queenly. Not like a princess, which would have been young, but like a queen: dignified and maturely beautiful. “Silence, please,” Anne called. “This is a moment of great importance. People who have never associated with me before will ask me to parties after all.” She smiled gravely.

They laughed, unable to imagine what her resolution could be.

Molly slid an envelope into Beth Rose’s tiny evening bag. Every eye was upon Anne.

“This year …” Anne read, as if making a government proclamation.

Molly moved Christopher off her and sat back up on the sofa arm. Beth Rose wound her purse strap back over her shoulder. George and Gwynnie, on top, were watching Anne. Gary tugged at the crease in his pants.

“I promise”—Anne went on, clearing her throat for dramatic effect—“that as of midnight tonight, I will stop—”

Beth Rose sneaked a look at Con. His eyes were fastened on Anne like in the old days; Jade was going to be pretty lonely in the hospital if Con was her only visitor.

Anne lifted her chin bravely—“spitting tobacco in the halls.”

Everyone screamed with laughter. The image of elegant Anne spitting tobacco was priceless.

“Oh, no!” Gary yelled. “Not even once?”

Mike shouted, “Anne, you have so much character! You’re right. We’ll invite you to our parties now.”

Gwynnie’s toes landed on the pillow between Gary and Beth Rose as she vaulted off the couch and leaped across the room to be the next to grab a resolution. She was quicker than Sue or Peggy or Frankie, who also wanted to be the second person to shout out a resolution. A lot of people didn’t recognize Gwynnie without the wig. Unlike Anne, who was content to read from where she stood, Gwynnie leaped right up on the chair with the Santa. The poor man tottered, trying to balance. Gwynnie ignored him completely.

The kids crowded closer to the action. Molly moved among them like a snake.

“I promise,” Gwynnie shouted, “never even once”—

Molly’s hand slid under the flap of Kip’s bag.

Velcro.

She would have to wrench it open.

—“to attend my math class”—

Molly struggled with it. Kip didn’t notice. All Mike’s attention was on Gwynnie.

—“in the nude!” Gwynnie screamed. Howls of laughter. Under the cover of all that racket, Molly ripped the Velcro apart, slid a packet into Kip’s purse, and slithered back to Christopher.

People almost attacked Santa to get their resolutions.

Mike left Kip’s side as willingly as he had all evening and grabbed a resolution for himself. George managed to reach one, which he handed to Beth Rose. Anne returned to Lee, who teased her about her notorious tobacco spitting habits.

Mike yelled, “Listen up! Here’s my resolution! I promise to stop throwing hand grenades at the lunch ladies!” He was the last person to have the attention of the entire crowd. There was so much noise now the rest had to read their resolutions only to their dates.

Beth Rose informed George, “This year again, I resolve not to visit Tahiti, Bali, or Hawaii.”

George grinned. “You older women are so strong.”

“I know. When I resolve not to do something, it’s as good as done.” Beth Rose and George flirted over the scrolls. Beth thought: we could actually date. I never thought of it before. George was just a tall enough male person that Kip forced to come with me. But we could go out.

George said, “Too many people grabbing resolutions. By the time I get back into the crowd, probably the only resolution left will be something like I promise to speak English.”

“I promise to eat supper,” Beth Rose agreed. She wondered if it had occurred to George that they could date. George had never had a date. She did not know if he considered this a date. It was more of a contract with his sister, really. Go or I’ll kill you, George. That was Kip’s approach.

Lee had his arm around Anne. Con had drifted in closer. They were almost a threesome. Lee twirled his resolution like a baton. “I don’t know if I’m strong enough to give this up,” he said. Beth Rose wondered whether he meant the resolution—or Anne.

“What is it, Lee?” Anne said, who unquestionably meant the resolution. “We’ll stand by you.”

Molly drifted closer to Anne. It was an odd little line-up. Beth Rose, George, Lee, Anne, Molly, and Con.

Molly eyed Anne’s bag. Very small. Fastened with a snap. Con’s eyes were glued on Anne with such relentless attention it was not possible to make a move. Con knew enough to be suspicious of what Molly might do to Anne. So Molly stopped looking at Anne’s purse and imitated Beth Rose’s dumb eagerness, and stared up into Lee’s eyes as if she actually cared what his resolution was.

“I have to stop commuting to school by camel,” Lee said sadly.

They might have hugged all around, except that they all disliked Molly so much, and that Con wanted only to hug Anne. So they just laughed, and made camel jokes.

The crowd shifted and swirled, like icing on cakes, sharing resolutions and screaming with laughter.

Christopher said, “Molly? What’re you doing?”

“Listening to resolutions.”

“Yeah, they’re great, aren’t they? What was your resolution, Molly?”

“I didn’t get one yet.”

“Oh, here, I’ll reach one for you.”

You do that, Molly thought. She ignored him and focused on Anne’s purse. Impossible for now. Con was too present. Two out of three though, accomplished in a mere five minutes. That was good. And people would be over this silly mood shortly, and they’d dance again. Lee wouldn’t let Anne dance with Con, would he? No. Lee would do the dancing himself. Anne would be taken out from under Con’s eyes, off into the dark, and Molly could follow.

“I’m taking a second resolution,” Beth Rose said.

“I resolve not to steal chocolate dipped cherries from my neighbors.”

What a dumb one, Molly thought. Suits Beth fine.

“So you’re the criminal,” George teased. His long elbows poked out for a nudge, but he got Molly as well as Beth.

Does he know? Molly thought, fear hitting her spine.

Beth Rose giggled.

Christopher handed Molly a scroll. She unrolled her resolution and shouted out, “I resolve not to date any more of those boring old billionaires!”

She waited for the shouts of laughter.

Nobody looked at her.

Even Christopher wasn’t looking. He was reaching into the Santa bag to get his own resolution. Lee and Anne were making camel jokes. Con was pretending to laugh with them. Beth Rose and her stupid fifteen-year-old were bouncing dinosaurs in each other’s faces. The room was full of laughing people.

And nobody was laughing with Molly Nelmes.

Molly was trembling with hatred. It coated her with slime. She stared at Anne: elegant worthless snobby Anne, in her sophisticated black gown, Lee holding her elbow like a king with his queen. Over her shoulder, dangling by a tiny black cord, hung a tiny black velvet purse. Probably held a mirror, a lipstick, a comb, and an aspirin.

Well, very soon, it would hold something else, too.

Con stuck close to Anne and Lee. He didn’t mention Jade again and they didn’t ask.

Con was not as tall as Lee, so he had to look up when they talked. His fine gold-coin profile became even more haughty because he was nervous. He ran his fingers through his hair and tilted his chin back.

The camel jokes stopped. The band played again. The bright lights were turned off: even the sparkling mini-lights on the walls were dimmed down. The silly crazy atmosphere swiftly returned to darkly romantic.

Lee chose a safe masculine topic. Cars. The subject petered out. Silence became awkward.

“May I have this dance?” Con asked stiffly. He looked at Anne.

Beneath Lee’s arm, Anne trembled. It annoyed Lee. There was no need to quiver like some sort of rabbit. Con’s asking you, Anne, you dummy, Lee thought. Answer the question. You wanna dance, dance. You don’t wanna dance, don’t dance.

Anne continued trembling.

Lee removed his arm from her shoulder. “Sure,” he said, giving them the old-fashioned permission they seemed to require. “Have fun.”

Anne and Con touched each other hesitantly. Then more firmly. Then with both hands. Then both dropped their faces, so that their foreheads touched. After a moment of silent communion, they drew slowly back. And then they kissed.

Beth Rose, watching, thought it was incredibly romantic.

Lee thought it was incredibly stupid. He watched as they blended together. Good thing it was dark on this side of the room.

They might at least say good-bye to me, he thought. Or Happy New Year. But no, those two, they like their emotions up to the eyeballs.

Lee wondered for a moment if there was something seriously wrong with him. The one girl he loved—Kip—had stayed with that jerk Mike. The next girl he dated—Anne—never loved him for a moment but kept right on loving that jerk Con.

Perhaps there was something in the water in Westerly.

Infecting all lovers with the wrong perspective.

Or perhaps he, Lee, was unlovable.

The elevator doors opened one more time.

Molly had an eye on everything. Christopher thought she was dancing, but she was not: she was jerking from side to side, watching, waiting, rejoicing. But it was not what she expected, rounding the hall and coming into the ballroom.

Three little boys.

One was slightly cloudy, dusting where he walked.

One wore a safari jacket that reached his knees.

The third had on his entire wardrobe, including baseball cap and splotchy glasses.

For a moment Molly couldn’t figure it out at all.

What were these little animals?

Whose were they?

Why were they?

Then she howled with laughter.

“Kip!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “Kip Elliott! You stayed out past your bedtime! Your brothers have come to take you home!”



Chapter 13

“OKAY, OKAY, I UNDERSTAND all your arguments. You don’t have to go through them again.”

Emily had never put a knife into anybody before.

My parents were so mean to me, she thought, and I never was mean back. But Matt—Matt who loves me, Matt that I love—I put a knife in him.

He was like a popped balloon.

All sag, no air.

She said, “I love you. I do.”

He nodded. He was very pale. He stood out against his own black jacket like a white painting.

She said, “It’s best this way, Matt.”

He nodded. Slowly, as if moving his head had become a difficult task.

She said, “Hug me, Matt. Please hug me and keep on loving me.”

He looked at her strangely.

“You can still love me, can’t you, Matt?”

“Yes, Emily.” A voice that had been popped, too. None of his crazy tumbling thoughts. A voice that just spoke lying down, whipped.

She wanted desperately to go on up to the party. They could dance it off: fling themselves into music and stomping feet, jerking arm muscles and pounding hearts. A few hours of hard, hard dancing, and all this dreadful painful wrenching emotion would be gone.

She had never felt this way around Matt, and she didn’t think he had ever felt this way in his life. The emotion was shredding them both like cabbage for salad.

She started to talk about the party and didn’t. His proposal of marriage had just been refused, and she was going to ask him to dance? As if nothing had happened?

“So now what do we do, Emily?” he asked her. He had stopped staring at the ring, at least. Put it back in his pocket. She could see it in his shirt pocket: a tiny lump at the bottom.

She said, “We could join the others.”

They could hear a lot of partying: one big group in the cocktail lounge and another crowd whose noise and music wafted down the hall from a rented banquet room.

“I don’t think I’m in the party mood, Emily.”

He’ll never call me M&M again. Or taffy, or chocolate chip or Nutty Buddy. From now on I’ll be Emily: the one who didn’t want him.

She said, “Matt, if we got married at seventeen—”

“Emily, okay. No more explanations. I’ve got the picture.” He stood up. He stared at the windows. They were slabs of black, reflecting everything. Then a snow plow came down the road, and its headlights threw yellow into the glass.

She said, “Let’s go on up to the party, Matt.”

“I don’t feel like a New Year.”

“Funny. You don’t look like one either,” she tried to joke.

He just sighed.

“We’re kids,” she said desperately. “Kids. So we ought to introduce the new year that way. Like kids.”

He turned away, running his finger over the pocket where the ring lay. It was an unbearable gesture for both of them. She took his hand to stop him from doing it again. “Matt, it’s because I love you that—”

“Emily, don’t. I hate people who say they’re hurting me because they love me.”

She hung onto his hand anyway. He just submitted to it, not holding her hand back. When she cried again, and the tears fell on his hand, he sighed and gave in. “All right,” he said. “We’ll go to the dance. I think it’ll be torture. What are we going to say to everybody? But if that’s what you want….”

She might as well have kicked him.

“We don’t have to say anything about it to anybody,” she said.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he said. “Have the whole episode vanish.”

They got in the elevator. Twenty-two floors of silence. It was like being trapped in a coffin together.

“We don’t have to,” she said. “We could go home.”

“You don’t have a home. That was the point, Emily. I was going to give you one.”

She took a breath so deep it was a good thing the velvet dress was cut full. “You don’t want to be married, Matt, you just want to rescue me,” she burst out. “I don’t want a marriage that’s a rescue operation in disguise! If you want to rescue people, then go join the Ambulance Squad!”

Kip did not think she could bear it.

Look at them.

Look at their clothes.

People would think they didn’t have anything clean or decent to their names. People would think they routinely ran around cities barging in on parties. People would think nobody ever washed Jamie’s glasses, or made Kevin shower after clay class. And their shoes! They were wearing their mud shoes: sneakers they were supposed to put on only when going out in bad weather so it would be okay to ruin them.

Attention that had gone first to Gwynnie, and then to the phantom Jade, and then to the resolutions, turned to three strange looking little boys.

Kip closed her eyes.

She would have to take them home.

Her New Year’s Eve party would be swallowed up in driving her brothers back home and putting them to bed.

Mike said, “I cannot believe it! They followed us here? They’re here? Can’t you Elliotts control yourselves for one single night?”

Kip would gladly have committed three homicides. But they were her brothers. If somebody killed them, she would do it. “I guess they really wanted to see me,” she said. “Come on, let’s get this straightened out.” She started for the entrance.

Mike said, “I cannot believe I have to cope with your stupid little brothers on New Year’s Eve of all nights. Do you know what I paid for the tickets to this dance? Do you know what it cost to rent this tuxedo? Do you know what the flowers came to? Do you know—”

Kip ran a tongue over her lips. Control, she reminded herself. Maturity is not smacking your boyfriend just because he deserves it.

Kip walked around Mike to get to her brothers.

Mike caught her arm. “Listen,” he said angrily.

She peeled his fingers away. “No.”

He grabbed her again. “Listen.”

“No!”

“Kip! Your brothers—”

“Mike, I see them. I’m going to handle it. I can’t handle it from this side of the ballroom, can I?”

“She’s going to handle it,” Mike intoned, as if he were a news commentator at eleven o’clock. “Miss Katharine Elliott steps into the crisis with her usual aplomb. Sometimes when there is no crisis, she manufactures one to suit, so she can demonstrate her crisis-handling ability. But tonight, America, as three filthy little urchins crash a New Year’s Eve dance, we see Miss Katharine Elliott—”

“At her most violent,” Kip muttered, wrenching away from him. She did not kick him, although it was tempting, but stormed toward the boys.

She thought, I hate boys.

I hate the ones I date, I hate the ones who are related to me. I hate the cute ones who date other girls, and I hate the crummy ones who date other girls.

I hate boys.

I hate New Year’s Eve.

She arrived in front of her brothers. Hands on her peach-pink hips, face fixed in a terrible glare, she said, “Well? What is it you have to see me about?”

“Nothing,” said Kevin. “We came to see Lee.”

Molly wondered if she was going to have to give up on Anne.

Anne and Con were not dancing so much as swaying. When they were not staring into each other’s eyes they were kissing, and when they were not kissing they were whispering.

Molly swayed with Christopher. “I hate slow dances,” he complained. “Let’s go see what’s happening over at the door where everybody is.”

Molly nuzzled his throat. “Aw, Chrissie, dance with me.” She steered him toward Anne and Con. Anne and Con would not have seen the President and the First Lady if they’d been dancing there. The little envelope full of talc was as exciting to her as if it really had been drugs: she was high on the thought of revenge. She could not wait to slide the last envelope into place, and telephone the police and see Anne humbled, and Kip crying, and Beth Rose whining. Listen to them crying No, No, Not me! Listen to them saying, I don’t know anything about it, I didn’t put it there!

And most of all, watching other kids’ faces. Seeing Anne fall from her pedestal that even an illegitimate baby could not knock her from. Seeing Kip afraid, Kip who thought she could control the world. Seeing at last Gary looking in contempt at a weeping, wailing druggie of a Beth Rose.

Con said quite audibly, “Oh, Anne, I still love you so much.”

Anne was weeping. Con kept both his large hands on her cheeks and with his thumbs he dried her cheeks, kissed her, and dried her cheeks again.

Molly hated them.

She wanted that kind of love and attention.

She thought, I’ll get you, Anne.

She moved closer.

Christopher didn’t follow her. “Come on, Moll,” he said. “Let’s see what’s happening.”

“Christopher, nobody cares,” she said sharply. “Dance over here.”

She was wrong about Con and Anne. They heard her clearly. And with distaste and dislike, they walked away.

You’ll pay, she thought.

Both of you.

Kevin stood in his clay-dusty sweater and his hand-me-down ski jacket. The big kids awed him. So tall and shiny. So old.

We shouldn’t have come, Kevin thought. Kip’s gonna kill us. After she kills us, Mom and Dad are going to kill us.

He swallowed hard, trying to figure out how they could escape now.

Pete always ate when he was nervous. He reached into his pocket for the Oreo cookies, and they had become a mass of crumbs, so he licked Oreo crumbs out of his hands.

Jamie patted his cummerbund. He was dressed just like the big boys. That made him feel good. Jamie tilted his head to he could see through his splotchy glasses. “Lee!” he cried. “Hi, Lee!”

He darted past his sister, between two long flowing evening gowns of girls he didn’t know and held out his arms to Lee.

Lee scooped him up. Jamie was little enough and Lee was strong enough that he could hold Jamie high in the air and jiggle him. Jamie’s glasses slid down his nose and he giggled. “We miss you,” Jamie told him.

Lights twinkled in a formal ballroom.

Long gowns rustled, and the scent of flowers filled the air.

The band played softly, romantically.

Kevin and Pete decided it was safer next to Lee than next to Kip. They ran over to Lee in time to catch Jamie’s baseball cap when it slid off his head.

“Oh,” wailed a girl in yellow, “I’m going to cry. That is so sweet.”

“Sweet!” Mike Robinson repeated. “Sweet!”

Kip said, “I can’t believe you guys did this to me.”

Kevin and Pete and Jamie stared at her. Their little eyes were rimmed with exhaustion.

“Akshully,” Jamie confided, leaning down from Lee’s shoulder, “we didn’t do it to you, Kippie. We did it to Lee.”

“And Lee,” said Lee, grinning from ear to ear, “is not mad.”

Molly walked over to Con and Anne.

They stopped dancing.

They were afraid of her, she could tell.

Afraid of what I’ll say, she thought. What do they know? Words don’t do permanent damage. I should know. If they had any sense they’d be afraid of what I might do. But these two don’t feature sense.

She glued her eyes to Anne’s.

Anne took a step back.

Molly took a step forward.

Anne flinched.

Con wrapped his arm protectively around Anna “Hey,” he said uncertainly.

The purse swung backward.

Molly leaned right into Anne’s face.

Anne stepped back again and the purse swung and Molly caught it, all without looking. She laughed. Her eyes glittered.

Molly said, “Anne, you might like to know that he slept with me, too. Not what I’d call faithful. And how about Jade? He can’t even be bothered to visit Jade on her deathbed. This is a person you want back?”



Chapter 14

“DON’T FREAK OUT,” LEE said quietly.

“Me?” Kip said, not quietly at all. “Freak out? Why Lee! It’s only a formal dance at The Hadley. It’s only eleven p.m. It’s only my three little brothers looking as though they last bathed in 1985. There are only five hundred people staring at them. That’s nothing to freak out about now, is it, Lee?”

“Right,” Lee said. “Let’s all stay calm and—”

“Calm?” Kip shrieked.

Her brothers took refuge behind Lee. Pete finished up the Oreos and began on the apples. The sound of his crunching McIntosh blended in nicely with the snare drums.

“I feel really great,” Lee said, kneeling down to hug them all. “Three human beings knock themselves out to come see me. This is the nicest way to start a New Year I can think of.” Lee took Jamie’s baseball cap off and wore it himself. “I bet you guys are thirsty. Want to have some Coke?”

“They want to be strangled,” Kip said.

“Better stay behind me,” Lee advised Pete and Kevin. “She’s out for blood.”

Lee was so touched.

Nobody had ever missed Lee before.

His parents were glad when Lee left for college, having gone through enough adolescent rebellion to last them a lifetime. Kip hadn’t so much as sent a postcard, and as for Anne, she had come weekends, Lee thought, only so she could tell people she was dating. Across the ballroom, Anne and Con were still dancing.

Nobody was in love with Lee.

But three grubby little boys thought he was worth a trip.

Jamie said, “Oh, food! Is that food? Can I have cookies? Can I have cake? Can I have ice cream?”

He set Jamie down. He handed out plastic goblets of soda to all three, and filled their plates with goodies. There were nutritious things on the pretty tables: celery filled with cream cheese, prosciutto wrapped around cheese. Nobody liked nutrition at a dance. The boys went for the New Year’s cookies with the year in icing, the slices of chocolate log roll, and the glazed doughnut holes.

Jamie ate six doughnut holes and wiped his hands on Lee’s trousers.

“Uh, Jamie,” Lee said.

Jamie smiled up at him. The thick glasses were crooked on his little nose. His bright blue sweatpants billowed out below the enormous cummerbund, and the red-and-black checked hunting jacket was buttoned wrong. “What?” Jamie said.

Lee sighed, and handed him a napkin.

“Thank you,” Jamie said, and passed it on to Kevin, who occasionally used that sort of thing.

Next to him, Kip said, “I—uh—I’ll get a paper towel from the girls’ room and clean off the sugar, Lee. I’m sorry.”

He turned. Whatever anger and embarrassment Kip had felt a few minutes ago had drained off. She was pale and tired. For him it was the ultimate compliment to have this group crash the party: for Kip it was the ultimate embarrassment.

“It’s okay, Kip. I’ll get it later. Listen, I—uh—I kind of lost Anne. So since I’m free, I’ll just drive the boys on home. You want to give me a housekey so we can get in?”

Kip touched the purse hanging by her side. The moment she got the key out, Lee would go. She wanted this awkward minute to last forever instead.

She couldn’t take her eyes off him. Her little brothers coming all the way to The Hadley just to see Lee. Not—as all the teenagers were speculating—to get Lee and Kip back together. Just because they really missed Lee.

They’re smarter than I am, Kip thought. They know a good man when they see one. She blinked back tears.

“You want the rest of my doughnut hole?” Jamie offered. “I’m full now, Kippie.” He tucked the sticky half-hole in her hand.

Lee handed her a napkin.

Kip had never known how to be subtle. She couldn’t be subtle now. She said, “Lee, I’ve missed you.”

He tried to be casual. “Runs in the family, huh?”

She nodded.

Pete said, “I’ve got my key, Lee, we don’t need Kip’s. Can you stay and play a game with us when we get home? We got two new video games since you were at our house.”

“You did? What are they? Will I be able to beat you?”

“No,” Kevin and Pete chorused. “Because we’re terrific.”

“I’m pretty terrific myself,” Lee said. “I bet once you guys teach me the game we’ll be up all night fighting it out.”

Three little boys did not think there could be a better way to spend New Year’s Eve. They hugged Lee en masse.

“Can I come, too?” Kip said.

“Aw, Kippie,” her brothers said. “You stay here and dance. We wanna see Lee.”

But Lee was looking at Kip. A long look. Where’s Mike? he wondered. He looked around. He said, “Uh—what’s happening?”

Her face muscles jerked the way they had the other time Lee ever saw her cry. “Sort of like Anne. Mike had other things to do.”

“What other things?” Kevin demanded.

“He didn’t tell me,” Kip said.

“Why not? He’s your boyfriend,” Pete said. “How come you’re not in control, Kippie?”

Kip closed her eyes. She had never been less in control.

Lee studied the selection of pastries left on the table after Kevin, Pete, and Jamie had gone through like a hungry hurricane. “You glad about that?” he said softly to Kip.

“Yes.” Her brown hair clouded around her. Taking the plunge, she said, “Are you?”

It was a short answer. Kip and Lee had always managed to be brief. “Yes,” Lee said.

The answer didn’t need to be any longer than that.

Joy came back into Kip’s life.

“What are you talking about?” Jamie demanded.

They didn’t hear him. They didn’t even see him. They inched closer to each other. Jamie was between them and they didn’t notice that either. “Oh, Lee, I’m so sorry, I was such a dumb bunny, I don’t know why I did all that last summer,” Kip said, the words pouring out. “I didn’t mean to, and I really missed you, and it’s New Year’s Eve, and I want a different New Year and—”

And they kissed.

Jamie, squashed between them, dropped to his knees, lifted the hem of his sister’s long peach-blush skirt and crawled out. Jamie thought kissing was pretty boring. “Is it midnight yet?” he said to Lee.

Jamie tugged on Lee’s pants and Kip’s dress.

“I said, is it midnight yet?” he hollered.

It was neither Kip nor Lee who knelt down beside him this time, but a very strange looking lady with more hair than he had ever seen in his life. “You have a dead flower in your hair he told her.

“I know, but it’s red,” Gwynnie said, “and if it’s red, it’s okay.”

Jamie nodded, soaking in this wisdom. “And is it midnight yet?”

“’Nother hour,” she said. “Are you somebody’s date? Or would you dance with me? I see you have a cummerbund on. I know you came to dance.”

Jamie patted his cummerbund proudly. “My brother George loaned it to me,” he confided.

“Brothers named George do that kind of thing,” Gwynnie agreed.

“You’ll have to teach me how,” Jamie warned.

“I’m a very good teacher,” Gwynnie said, standing up. Her white feathers brushed their cheeks. Her scarlet heels stabbed the floor next to their old mud sneakers. She twirled her black boa.

Three little boys forgot Lee completely.

“Will you teach me, too?” Kevin said.

“And me?” Pete said.

So Lee and Kip kissed …

… and Kevin, Pete, and Jamie danced on top of the couch, while Gwynnie, her wig back on and her dead flower bouncing, stood barefoot on the floor and taught them the Charleston.

George said, “Don’t look now, but my entire family is here.”

Beth Rose said, “Your parents didn’t come.”

“That’s true. I wonder what’s keeping them.”

“Fear of Kip,” Beth Rose said, giggling. “That would sure keep me away.

George grinned. “Kip can be rather tough.”

“Not now she isn’t. Look at her and Lee.”

They looked.

George said, “I didn’t know my sister was X-rated.” He watched with great interest. All sorts of sentences ran through Beth’s mind, but she discarded them. She could not actually say to George, “You, too, have X-rated potential.” Or, “So, how about a little X-rated activity ourselves?” or even “People on their first dates have been known to do the very same thing, George.”

She studied George while George studied his sister and Lee.

George said, “Look at that. Gwynnie just rescued old Kippie. I bet Kippie has been the rescuer her whole life. This is an historic moment. My sister Kip has been rescued by somebody else. Got to send Gwynnie a Hallmark card for that.”

Beth swallowed.

She said, “You could—uh—well—”

She couldn’t quite say any of her sentences.

George said, “What did you say? I didn’t hear you over the band. They’re playing too loud, you know.”

He bent lower so he could hear her repeat what he had missed. Beth remembered how Kip claimed George’s only asset was being tall. Being tall was nice. It meant when he bent forward, his lips came closer. Beth stared at his lips.

She kissed him.

It was dark. There was a certain privacy in the very crowdedness of the ballroom.

So George kissed back.

Then he grinned.

And did it again.

Gary’s handsome dark face went back and forth between Gwynnie—an exotic babysitter—and Beth Rose—somebody else’s date.

When Gary had dated Beth Rose, he had truly been with her: she felt a date meant constant company. But when Gary dated Gwynnie, he was just her escort. Gwynnie felt free to do whatever she wanted.

Now Gary could see advantages to each girl. Wish I could have both, he thought. Wish I didn’t have to choose.

He eyed Anne, melting into Con. Con still had Jade, too. Not a bad plan of action: put one in the hospital on hold … go temporarily back to the first.

Gary reached into his pocket. As Gwynnie began waltzing with the Elliott boys (the band was playing hard rock, but Gwynnie didn’t mind a minor rhythmic problem) Gary took a nickel out. Heads I stay with Gwynnie, he decided. Tails I go back to Beth Rose.

Their progress from the elevators to the ballroom was blocked by two porters getting off the service elevator. The men were hauling the largest plastic bags Emily had ever seen. Each towed four bags, and each bag was as tall as a basket player and as round as a tub.

“What’s this?” she said to them.

“Confetti,” they said sadly. Their New Year’s Day would be spent gathering it all back up again.

“There’s enough for everybody to have a bushel basket,” Emily said to Matt. They ducked under the last few balloons. Helium leaked out, the balloons drooped at the ends of long strings, moving limply only because of rising heat. Matt sympathized.

“You can have my confetti,” he said.

Christopher walked around the corner, Molly at his heels.

Thick chest-high cushions of confetti separated the couples.

“Happy New Year,” Emily said politely, to the people she least wanted to see out of the entire high school.

Christopher beamed at her. “And Happy New Year to you, too!” he said. “And to you, Matt!” He looked positively wholesome. Molly, on the other hand, looked positively depraved, in what had to be the sickest, most perverted “dress” Emily had ever laid eyes on.

Matt checked out his reflection in the black mirrored walls. His face looked as rotten as he felt. To a face like this, you might say, “Having a pleasant funeral?” or “Enjoying your depression?” but you would not say “Happy New Year.”

Molly chirped, “Hi there, Matthew! Long time no see! Happy New Year!”

Matt grunted. He saw the dress she was wearing, but he didn’t believe his eyes, so he didn’t worry about it.

Christopher said cheerily, “So how’ve you been, Emily?”

Matt stiffened.

Last summer there had been a strange little incident with Christopher. He had believed Emily’s version. Now he thought: so why doesn’t she want to get married? She wants to play the field maybe? Try Christopher out again? Christopher kissed Emily once; I saw them together.

“Hi there, Em,” said Molly gaily, as if she and Emily were the best of friends. “Where’ve you been? Half the night’s gone and you’re just showing up.” Molly and Christopher had to pull their stomachs in and flatten against the wall so the confetti bags could pass.

“We’ve been—” Emily paused to think of an explanation, “—downstairs having our own party,” she said finally.

“Oooh, pretty neat,” Molly said, winking at Matt.

Christopher was staring hopefully at Emily.

Emily smiled in a meaningless party manners way. “Christopher, may your New Year be the best ever.”

Christopher cried, “Oh, and yours, too, Emily! The best!”

She does love me, Matt thought, listening to them gush. It’s just that she wants to love a few other guys as well. May Christopher’s New Year be the best ever? What about mine? Would she like me to have a shabby fourth-rate unmarried New Year?

The ring lay heavily in his breast pocket.

The porters managed to squeeze through the entrance and staggered on into the dancing crowd.

Mike Robinson, his face a thunderstorm, shoved past without even seeing the confetti. He stomped around the corner, hit the down button of the elevator with enough force to break his finger off, and glared at the wall.

“A good New Year’s Eve all around,” Matt muttered.

Emily glanced back at Mike. “Now, Matt. He was mean to Kip all year round anyhow. It’s good riddance to bad rubbish.”

“Is that how you feel about me?” Matt said.

“No! No, no, no, no, no! I love you.”

Oh right, he thought. Sure. He let Emily drag him on into the ballroom. “Busy evening,” he observed. “I see Anne dancing with Con again. I see Lee wrapped around the legs by Kip’s little brothers.”

“Kip’s little brothers? Here? I don’t believe you.” Emily advanced into the lovely twinkling sky of a room. The tiny lights flickered and the dancers swayed and the snow fell outside. “Beth!” Emily cried. “Beth, how are you, how’s the party, how’s George, are you having a great time, what are Kip’s little brothers doing here?”

The girls hugged, admired each other’s gown and flowers, and Matt had to shake hands with George, whom he did not know. Did not want to know. Could not possibly make conversation with.

“Ooooh, Em, it’s been such a crazy evening!” Beth Rose gushed. “Where have you been? We’ve missed you—you missed all the action!”

Matt took a few dinosaur balloons from Beth Rose’s weird bouquet and pulled them down by his face. A predator as vicious as Tyrannosaurus rex ought to protect Matt from any nosey questions.

Beth Rose gave Emily a quick summary of the evening. “George and I have had a great time; I’m friends with Gwynnie now, she’s really neat, you’re going to like her; Mike has just abandoned Kip; Kip hasn’t decided whether to forgive her brothers, because Kip’s too busy kissing Lee; and Con is dancing with Anne, and they haven’t been apart for a millisecond since.”

“Goodness!” Emily said.

Beth Rose rattled on, giving the details, not knowing the big event (or non-event) had happened between Emily and Matt in the lobby. Not knowing a tiny hard ring was pressing against Matt’s heart instead of on Emily’s finger.

George played puppets with the dinosaurs: pulling strings to make the tyrannosaurus dance with the stegosaurus. Matt waited for the longest evening of his life to end.

Molly was making a phone call.

“My name?” she said. “This is an anonymous phone call, officer. I don’t want to lose any friends tonight.”

Molly smiled viciously. “Drugs,” she said softly. “These girls have their purses full and they’re going to sell enough for everybody to celebrate midnight stoned.”



Chapter 15

THE TRUMPET WAILED A thin jazzy mournful song, as if the old year hurt.

Midnight was moments away.

Screaming and laughter reached a fever pitch.

They were celebrating. But like all New Years, nobody really knew why. Were they proud of the year gone by? Excited about the year to come? Or did they just feel like screaming, and tonight it was sanctioned?

If they made enough noise, perhaps they would not care that last year had hurt, and this year might hurt more.

Boys who disliked dancing stationed themselves beneath the clock and were bellowing a countdown. Girls who wanted to dance anyhow were dancing on their own amidst the couples. There was a wild fever among the dancers, as if they had to get it all in before midnight; as if, like Cinderella, their dance might end forever when the clock chimed.

Gary’s nickel dropped from his hand and rolled beneath dancing feet.

He watched it vanish. Oh well, he thought, I probably had about the same chance of dating both Gwynnie and Beth Rose.

When Gwynnie lost interest in baby-sitting he danced with her. “You put your wig back on.”

“Had to. Nobody recognized me during resolutions. A person has a duty to her public.”

Anne and Con had not talked. It was safer that way. What you didn’t admit, you didn’t have to act on. There was such intense satisfaction in touching again: taking in every scent and motion and sound of the other. Her elegant black dress became full of static, and clung to his legs. He kissed her continually: on the lips, and throat, and hair, and eyelids. Anne could have held Con forever.

The ghastly scene with Molly had been so short, and Molly had vanished too quickly (in fact, Anne’s purse had swayed in the wind of Molly’s departure) that the nightmare had already receded.

Molly is right, of course, Anne Stephens thought. And yet I don’t care.

They danced. She felt like Sleeping Beauty, in a trance in his arms.

After a long, long time, Anne said, “What about Jade?”

There was another long, long time in which they swayed. Kissed. Touched. “There is no Jade,” Con said finally. “I made her up. I wanted you to be jealous. You told me I was too immature for you, and you started dating Lee, who has probably been mature since first grade, and going off on college weekends, and I was so mad at you, and I wanted there to be some sophisticated person I could date, too, so I made Jade up.”

Another girl might have been absolutely furious.

Anne had never felt so complimented. “How did you come up with such a perfect name? I was green with jealousy just thinking of her.”

“You were?” Con said. “You could at least have shown it, Anne. I thought you hardly noticed.”

“How many times did I go visit Lee?” she pointed out.

“More times than I wanted you to,” Con said. “I had bought you a pretty jade pendant for your gold chain. I was going to give it to you the very night you told me I was so immature you couldn’t stand me any longer. I went home and threw it against the wall but it didn’t break. So I stomped on it but it only chipped. I figured anything that tough deserved to live. So I gave my fake girlfriend the name Jade.”

Which of us is truly immature? Anne thought. Con with his jealousy and fake girlfriend? Or me with my fatal desire for a guy I know is totally unreliable? Fatal. A word for soap operas and bad books. It had not been fatal, though. They hadn’t died of love. Not yet. She said, “Do you still have the necklace?”

“Sure. You want it?”

She nodded.

“You gotta break up with Lee in order to get it,” Con warned her.

They both actually remembered Lee at that moment and jumped. Anne had been in Con’s arms almost an hour: silently swaying, caught in her sexual and emotional feeling for him. They scanned the ballroom.

They spotted Kip first, her peach-rose bloom of a dress a warm spot in the room, dancing with her little brother Kevin. A few feet away, the other brother Pete was eating a mountain of hors d’oeuvres. And Lee?

Lee was sitting on the sofa, with Jamie asleep against his shoulder.

“He’s had a kid since we talked to him last,” Con observed.

She laughed. “So have we, Conrad Winter.”

They looked at each other without pretending. “I know. I wouldn’t let you talk about it,” Con said. “I couldn’t stand it. But I’m ready now. I’ve aged a lot, Anne. Kind of like wine. I’m much better now. You’re going to like me.”

“I’ve fallen for that line before,” she said. Just like she was falling for it now. And she knew now what happened during falls: you scraped a knee, got bruises, cracked your elbow.

But it wasn’t fatal.

She said, “Come on, let’s go talk to Lee.”

“Talk to Lee?” Con gasped. He could think of nothing more horrible.

“He doesn’t care,” Anne said. “But we have to settle it. I’m not going to be totally rotten.” She grinned at the boy she loved. “Just a little bit rotten.”

Con was not sure about Lee not caring. Lee had struck him as quite caring. Lee was that kind of person: responsible, solid, clean, trustworthy, and caring.

“And he’s in love,” Anne reminded him, “with Kip.”

Christopher caught up to Molly.

“What was that phone call?” he hissed.

She giggled. “A game I’m playing.”

“What game?”

“You’ll see.”

“Molly, what were you talking to the police for?”

“Chrissie, don’t be afraid. They won’t be after you.”

“Who will they be after?”

Molly tweaked his nose. “Nobody that matters.” She bent her head forward and nodded vigorously, so that her hair brushed back and forth over his face. Then she laughed.

“Molly!” he said, taking her by the shoulders. “Molly, what are you up to?”

“What’s it to you?” she said, getting annoyed. “You’re not as much fun as I thought you’d be, Chrissie. Now lay off. It’s no big deal, it’s just something I felt like doing.”

“No big deal? And it involves the police?”

“Chrissie, let go of me.”

“Not until you tell me what that phone call was about.”

“Christopher, you squeeze my arm any harder, you’re going to bruise it.”

“Molly, you tell me what that last sentence to the police meant, or I’ll bruise a lot more than your arm.”

“Don’t threaten me, Christopher. I can ruin you, too.”

“Ruin?” said Christopher. “Just who are you planning to ruin tonight, Molly?”

George said, “Beth?”

His cheeks were scarlet. He’s embarrassed, Beth Rose thought. I was embarrassed the first time I kissed Gary, too. But then it was dark, and nobody could see me blushing. She said, “Don’t worry. Nobody was looking. They’re too busy screaming.”

“Beth, you’re forgetting that for some unknown reason my little brothers are here. They were looking. They’re coming right now. Advancing like a little army. Here they are. They’re attacking.”

A moment ago they had been close enough for love: now Kevin and Pete stood between them. Kevin looked up into George’s face and Pete looked up into Beth’s.

George said to Beth, “It could be worse. Jamie could be here, too.”

Beth said, “So, guys. How were we? Do we get a passing grade?”

George was insulted. “Passing?” he demanded. “Are you telling me that I only got a D on that kiss?”

“Passing could also be a C, B, or A,” Beth pointed out.

She and George were laughing. With Gary, she had always been on the defensive; having to be as good as the girls who came before her, struggling to be good enough so that no girl would come after her. But with George she was just happy.

I don’t know him, she thought. And I don’t love him. This isn’t like Gary, where I fell so completely in love in one hour that I was on another planet. I think I lost weight just looking at Gary that first night, it was so exhausting to fall in love at first sight. But George I just like.

Kevin and Pete said, “But people were watching, they all saw you, they know.”

“What do they know?” Beth Rose asked, interested in how two others in the family would assess George.

But Kevin and Pete were too embarrassed to continue. They shuffled and swallowed and giggled—and left.

George did a good bit of shuffling and swallowing himself.

Then he said, “Uh, Beth?”

“Yes?”

She felt like an older woman. It was such a neat feeling. The terrible nerves and vulnerability were gone, and in their place—confidence.

George couldn’t seem to continue.

Beth Rose decided to continue for them. She said, “It’s been fun, hasn’t it? And we still have Gwynnie’s party to go to. And after that?”

George mumbled, “School starts day after tomorrow.”

“So it does,” she agreed. “But there are weekends.”

She had the most wonderful thought. If George did not actually manage to ask her out for the weekend, she would not really be hurt. Because if he didn’t ask her out, it was his loss.

Oh, confidence! Beth Rose thought. I love confidence as much as I love boys. A person can sail a lot longer on confidence than on love at first sight.

George said, “Um. Lee. Um. Asked. Um. Kip. Um. To. Um—”

Beth Rose was grinning at him. Such a wide friendly grin that he got control back and said, “Actually Lee and Kip do boring things. They make kind of a boring couple, if you ask me. What I want to do is go for a hot-air balloon ride. It costs a fortune. You want to split it with me? They leave real early Saturday or Sunday mornings and you ride up over the countryside. Do you have a camera? I don’t have a good one. And we need lots of color film.”

Beth’s grin faded.

He had done it all perfectly: an exciting first date, lovely timing, lovely thought. Except Beth Rose was terrified of heights. If it had been Gary asking her, she would have obeyed his suggestion: done something she simply hated because she could not risk offending Gary.

“George,” she said, “I’ve never heard of anything more romantic or exciting. Except that heights scare me. They really do. I could stay on the ground and watch you go up, I think, but I couldn’t go with you.”

“Oh, gosh,” George said, “well, we want to do something we both want to do. But that was my only idea. What’s your idea? What do you want to do?”

I’ve found him, Beth Rose thought. Somebody who won’t drag me around.

Christopher looked at Molly’s dress, with its eternally kissing couple, their tube-like lips stretched across Molly’s chest. “It’s obscene,” he said. “Like you.”

She glared at him. “I don’t care what your opinion is, I hate those girls, and they’re going to get it now.”

“I’ll stop it I’ll get the drugs out of their purses. I’ll tell the police what you did.”

“Christopher, use your pea-sized brain. You’re the one who was thrown out of college for drugs, booze, and petty thievery. You hold those drugs in your big fat football player’s hand and they’ll arrest you, dummy. You try to take Beth’s purse, or Anne’s, or Kip’s, and their boyfriends will jump you. With your record, Christopher? You think the police will listen to some little tale that your girlfriend—the one you bought the flowers for, and took to a New Year’s Eve dance, and all that—did it? Uh-uh, Chrissie. They’ll believe me, not you. They always believe me in the end. I’m good at this kind of thing. And I’ll say whatever is best for me, Chrissie. And what’s best for me won’t be best for you, Chrissie. You think about it, Chrissie. You want a real jail? You want a real problem? You just interfere in this, honey. Then you’ll see.”

Lee just smiled. He made a circular gesture with his free hand, like a band director, bringing Anne and Con together on the downbeat. Then even his hand lost interest, and he smoothed Jamie’s hair and shifted Jamie’s weight a little. Anne saw herself suddenly as a chore: a pretty elegant thing Lee had picked up without intending to. He’d kept Anne because he didn’t know how to throw her away.

For all the sweet nothings I said to Con, she thought, my ego depended on hurting Lee. I am sick and twisted. The nice boy, Lee, I was planning to hurt … the boy who’s hurt me so much, Con, I forgive in a heartbeat.

Con, relieved by Lee’s response, was filling the awkwardness by talking about Gwynnie’s party, and seeing Gwynnie’s house.

The kids shouted the minutes to midnight.

Anne’s emotions were always near the surface. Tears rose faster than she could deal with. She unsnapped her tiny purse to get a Kleenex out. An envelope fluttered to the floor.

Jamie woke up when a noisemaker went off near his ears.

He spotted the falling envelope and jumped off Lee’s lap to get it.

“Does refusing to marry me have something to do with Christopher?” said Matt.

“Christopher?” Emily repeated.

“Six months ago you had to be rescued from his evil clutches. Now you’re smiling at him and wishing him a Happy New Year?”

“Oh, Matt, honestly. Christopher is less than nothing to me. I’m wishing everybody a Happy New Year. Everybody deserves one. You’re the only person I’m thinking of.”

He wanted to believe her.

She said, “If I get married because I’m still running away from home, that’s not good enough.”

“You’d be getting married because I want to give you a home. And that is good enough.”

“What if we had fights, Matt?”

“We’d make up.”

“What if we ran out of money?”

“We’d be more thrifty.”

“What if I had a baby?”

“We’d name it Little Emily.”

She began crying then, and they danced together, pressed up so close they squashed each other with their hugs. They did not pick up their feet, but merely shifted their weight, swaying, crying: Matt in her hair, Emily on his jacket.

“Okay,” he whispered at last, “you’re right. I know you are. My mother and father and grandfather will be very glad.”

“I’m not glad,” Emily said. “I’m terribly, terribly sorry. I want you to ask me again next year, and the year after that and the year after that and the year after that, and then we’ll have finished college and I’ll say yes.”

“You mean I have to go through this four more times?”

“It’ll build your character.”

“The ring will have mildew by the time you put it on.”

“Diamonds don’t mildew.”

They swayed even less: they no longer heard the music.

“I love you, Matt.”

“Oh, M&M, I love you, too.”

She closed her eyes, so tired she thought she might never be able to lift her eyelids again, and somebody said, “Emily? Matt? May I break in?”

Familiar voice. How could anybody be so thoughtless as to break in on them now? Any fool could see they were inseparable. Emily sighed and forced her eyes open.

It was her father.



Chapter 16

CHRISTOPHER WANTED TO THROW Molly off the top floor. Listen to her splat. At the very least shake her till her bones rattled.

He thought, If I do anything—they’ll know I know.

And with my past …

And Molly’s …

But if he didn’t do anything … then there was no point in thinking about a New Year at all. Because he really was scum. And Emily would have been right to jump out of the car and run away from him last summer.

Molly laughed and laughed.

A pleasure to think of the girls who would be in trouble, but even more pleasure seeing him helpless. The only thing in his favor was time.

It was now just seconds before midnight.

The countdown had begun.

“Thirty-eight!” screamed five hundred throats. “Thirty-seven! Thirty-six! Thirty-five!”

He could see Anne. She and Con were next to Lee, and behind Lee was Kip with the three little boys.

Anne reached for her purse.

No, no! thought Christopher. Don’t find it!

He shoved two couples out of his way. He didn’t see one of the boys stagger into the wall, and hurt his hand. Christopher didn’t bother to thread his way through the crowd. It was like football: dancers between him and the goal.

A little white thing fell out of Anne’s purse. She didn’t see it.

Oh, good, Christopher thought, I’ll just pick it up and—

And little Jamie got there first.

Have to get it before Jamie shows it around! he thought. Can’t have any doubt cast on Anne, can’t let this thing begin at all, but especially not with her, not with all she’s been through!

He could not believe how many kids there were at this dance, and all of them now packed tight so they could see the clock, and shout the countdown together. He had to shove, he lost sight of the little boys, but he could see Gwynnie, still parading on top of the couch.

He emerged between two couples he’d never seen before, grabbed Jamie’s arm and wrenched the little boy’s fingers apart. Yes, the packet was unquestionably what Molly had expected to incriminate Anne.

Jamie said, “That’s mine! I found it first! Who are you?”

Christopher didn’t want it either. It had to vanish, no questions asked.

Christopher turned and snaked through the dancers.

It was midnight.

“Happy New Year!” came the screams.

“Happy New Year!”

“Happy New Year!”

Arms came up, glasses clinked, screams ricocheted through the air. Couples linked arms, and swayed, and kissed, and created impenetrable fences of themselves as they sang and embraced. Christopher knew the meaning of the phrase “couldn’t hear myself think.” His head was empty except for the chaos and screaming that entered his ears.

“Happy New Year!” A girl hugged him, and a second girl kissed him.

Oh yeah, it’ll be happy, all right, he thought. Except for those of us going downtown for charges of pushing drugs.

This was like a football game: fighting past linebackers to reach the goal. Christopher put twenty couples between him and the yelling Elliotts, and dropped the packet to the floor, grinding it under his shoe in the dark. Nobody was going to stoop down to pick up a filthy little crushed piece of paper. The cleanup crew at dawn would just sweep it up with the confetti that was cascading down like snow.

One safe. Two to go.

Well, he wouldn’t have far to go to find Kip.

She was chasing him.

People didn’t attack her little brother and get away with it.

People hugged and screamed. They exchanged Happy New Years with strangers. But not Kip. She was not happy at all. “And just what was that all about?” Kip screamed at the top of her lungs. She grabbed his jacket so hard he thought it would rip. “You outweigh my little brother by two hundred pounds! What did you take away from him? He says it was in Anne’s purse! What did you steal?”

“I was just playing games, Kip, it was just a doughnut.”

Kip moved into her attack stance. Hands on hips, head thrown back, brown hair almost bristling, she yelled, “Don’t you try to con me, Christopher Vann. It was no doughnut. You tell me what you were doing or I’m calling the police.”

But it was not necessary to call the police.

They stood in the door.

Matt did not stop holding Emily.

She did not stop holding him.

“Daddy?”

He had dressed up. He was wearing a tuxedo, too, and a black cummerbund and a bright scarlet bowtie. He looked better than he had in years: shaved, bright-eyed, smelling of woodsy cologne. She had not seen him in weeks.

He said, “I was watching New Year’s Eve in New York City on the television. All those people outside waiting for the Big Apple to drop.”

She and Matt were holding each other up.

He said, “I’ve been a rotten father to you, Em. I didn’t used to be. When you were a little girl, I was a great dad. But—uh—times got hard, and I didn’t get tough with them. I took it out on you. And Em—I can’t start another year with my little girl mad at me. I came to say I’m sorry.”

And somehow she was hugging him then, instead of Matt, and sobbing against his jacket this time, and his hands were patting her roughly, and his tears falling in her hair.

He said, “Your mother and I were terrible to you. We should have taken it out on each other, not you. You had nothing to do with it. But you were there. I’m sorry, honey.”

“It’s okay, Daddy. It really is.” She pulled away from him then and put her arm back around Matt. She and Matt faced him—a matched pair—and he the outsider.

For Matt it was peace. She knew she could count on Matt at any time, in any situation.

For Mr. Edmundson it was sadness. He was forgiven but not wanted. She had found a boy—a mere teenager—who was more to her than her own father. He said, “Are you all right, Em?”

“I’m fine, Daddy.”

“The Stephenses being good to you?” He knew they were. More than he had been in years.

“Yes.”

He heard himself thanking Matthew O’Connor for taking care of her all these months. He heard Matthew say that nobody needed to take care of Emily, she could take care of herself. He thought: I threw my daughter out. She matured early because I locked the door.

He said, “Emily, I’d like you to come home. I’ve had the house cleaned, a professional team came in and did it, and I’ve hired a cleaning woman one day a week, and you don’t have to worry that you’ll walk in the door and I’ll yell at you to scrub something. I’d—I’d like my daughter home again. Please.”

Emily’s eyes filled with tears. Home. Magic word. Lovely word. She could not manage to speak. But she nodded.

And then she stunned him completely by saying, “Matt proposed to me tonight, Daddy.”

Her father was prepared for any statement but that. “You mean, proposed marriage?”

“Yes.”

Mr. Edmundson regained his physical balance. Taking a deep breath he extended his hand to Matt. “Congratulations, Matthew.”

“She turned me down,” Matt said.

Mr. Edmundson found himself laughing. He had not laughed in a long time. And certainly not over his unpredictable—and yes, much loved—daughter. “Women are like that,” he said to Matt. “A person never quite knows what’s going on.”

“I turned him down because I love him,” Emily said.

“Typical,” Mr. Edmundson said. How quickly it had all happened. He and his daughter had made their peace, decided on their living quarters, and now he was a middle-aged man in the midst of a teenage dance. “Em, I feel better already. Situation normal, all fouled up. Listen, I’ll just sit here on this couch next to”—

Gwynnie had fastened her wig back on.

She smiled up at him.

Jamie was doing a balance beam act on the sofa back.

—“next to these people,” Mr. Edmundson said doubtfully, “and you two dance. I’ll watch.”

Matt just sighed.

Emily put her arms around him. She danced him away, toward the windows that were wearing draperies of snow. “I really and truly do love you and nobody else, and forever and ever more,” she said.

“Liar,” Matt said. But he grinned. Sort of.

“Until the universe ends,” she told him. “Until the galaxy closes down.”

“But not till death do us part?”

“Maybe someday. But not this day. Come on, anybody would think you were eight hundred years old. You’re not Noah, this isn’t the Ark, you’re just a kid, so dance, Matt, dance.”

She danced with such vigor it was like calisthenics.

He laughed. “Happy?”

“My father’s here. He’s sorry. I have a home again.”

“And that’s what counts, huh?”

She stopped dancing.

“You count first, Matt. I’ve been counting you all evening.”

“No. You counted me out.”

She stopped dancing and glared at him. She took off the narrow gold chain she wore around her neck and undid the clasp. “Give me that ring, Matthew,” she said. He didn’t move. She reached in his pocket dug around and found it. She threaded the chain through the ring, closed the clasp, and wiggled her head back through the chain.

“Now. We’re somethinged. I forget what you call it. It’s not pinned, this isn’t a pin. It’s not engaged, it’s not on my finger. We’re somethinged.”

Matt said. “Okay. I accept. We’re somethinged.”

“Happy New Year,” Emily whispered.

He couldn’t get the words out. He choked. He looked over her head, and wished for different things.

Matt said, “Happy New Year, M&M.”

Molly could not believe it.

Anne and Con stood around, not even deducing that what Christopher snatched out of Jamie’s little hand had originally fallen from Anne’s purse. Anne’s head tilted gracefully and Con’s eyes narrowed handsomely and that was it.

That was their whole reaction.

Molly wanted to see Anne cry, police close in on her, Con step back from her, and people sneering and laughing and abandoning her. But it wasn’t happening. Anne didn’t even know. Anne hadn’t even seen. Anne was still safe inside her smooth little black gown, untouched, slick as the silk that wrapped her.

“Happy New Year!” a kid near Molly cried. He handed her a glass of punch so she could drink toasts, too. Molly just tipped the glass back against the kid, so it spilled down his beautiful shirt and trickled into his cummerbund, staining the glorious red of the satin. Molly was pleased. Something had gone right anyhow.

She slithered after Christopher, but Kip was faster than she was. Out like an avenging angel because her little filthy urchin brother Jamie was crying. Molly thought Jamie belonged in a gutter.

Well, things might still go all right. Here came the police! Christopher didn’t manage to get anything away from Kip, and Kip marched right to the cops! Kip would be crushed in front of her little brothers. Kip, who was supposed to lead the entire school to greater things, would be arrested for selling drugs.

Of course it wouldn’t take the police long back at the station to find it was only talc But Molly had had a lot of experience with rumors: you could never get rid of them. Never. Once the mud was thrown at Kip, it would stick. And no matter what Christopher said to anybody now, there was no way he could get Molly mixed into it: nobody would believe Christopher on anything. Of all her plans for revenge, this was the most perfect: it could not harm her and it had to harm her victims.

But the police, far from nailing Kip to the wall, obeyed Kip’s instructions to go after Christopher. Molly was incensed. Where did Kip get off, pushing policemen around? Wasn’t there anybody in this whole state who could look Kip in the eye and tell her to get lost?

Mike, of course.

Mike had abandoned her.

But that had not hurt Kip. Kip just moved over two paces and had Lee. Molly resented terribly that the loss of the boyfriend she’d dated off and on for a year didn’t hurt Kip.

I’m the only one who ever gets hurt! she thought, raging.

She raced through the screaming crowd.

She had to see that Christopher didn’t rescue Beth or Kip.

Especially Beth. Such a sap. And such a wimp. And such a sugary nothing.

And having fun.

And people calling out her name.

And laughing with Beth.

And dancing with Beth.

While she, Molly, who was astonishing, stood alone.



Chapter 17

IN THE SWAYING SHOUTING crowd, Beth Rose stumbled, knocked into another couple, and like a lot of people that night, got punch spilled on her gown. “Oh no!” she cried, but they had to read her lips—the shouts of Happy New Year drowned her out. She pantomimed to George that she was going to the girls’ room to wash it off. My loveliest dress! she thought. The loveliest dress I’ve ever owned! It’s going to stain, I know it.

“Where are you going?” George shouted. “Midnight just started.”

She leaned right into his ear. “Wash it out,” she yelled, and forced her way through the crowd.

Once through the large doors, and out of the revolving room, the noise level dropped and the halls were dizzily quiet. Beth Rose ran her fingers through her short hair, and thought what a sight she must be. She started fishing in her purse to find her brush.

Christopher Vann accosted her. His big football player body spread across the entire hall and he was panting, as if he’d come from a game instead of a dance. “Hi, Beth!” he said, grabbing her tiny purse. “Have a match? Can I borrow your matches?”

She tried to yank her purse back. “I don’t smoke, Christopher.”

He took her purse anyway.

“Christopher!” She looked around for help. But she could have yelled all night and nobody would have heard her. They were all yelling louder.

“Whatssa matter with you, you don’t smoke?” he demanded. “I need matches.” He handed her purse back. “Who’s got matches?” He said to nobody, and stumbled away, drunk. Beth Rose immediately looked down into her tiny purse, frowning and upset. There was certainly nothing missing. For a moment, feeling pity, she stared after him. Then she remembered her dress and rushed on into the bathroom. The stain was larger than she had thought. Making a face, Beth slithered right out of her gown and held the whole front under the tap, rubbing frantically.

Kip was so filled with rage she thought her skull would burst. Shoving her little brother around? And he was not drunk either. Kip knew that for sure. This was the most booze-free party she had been to—except for the ones she had organized—and Christopher had had nothing but soda or punch.

He’s just mean, she thought. Violent and mean and crazy. I hate him.

Kip saw Molly in the corner of her eye. Dreadful girl. Wearing that hideous dress with its sick caricature of love. Matched Molly’s personality, actually.

Aha! she thought, closing in on Christopher, who stood alone and cornered away from the elevators. She looked around for the police, but they were still in the ballroom, slowly making their way, less willing than Kip or Christopher just to get in there and shove.

But it was Christopher who spoke first. In a low tight voice, he said to her, “Kip, Molly was out to get revenge on the girls she hates. You’re one. She put drugs in your purse and told the police to search you.”

Kip’s jaw fell.

“I’m not drunk. It’s true. Quick before they get here let me take it off you.” He was ripping her purse open even as he said it. A tortoise shell comb fell out, a Kleenex pack hit the floor, coins spattered, lipstick and lipstick case parted company, a miniature perfume bottle shattered—and an envelope Kip did not recognize fell lightly by her foot.

Kip Elliot had not taken care of four little brothers all these years without learning to react fast. She put a slender slippered foot over the envelope.

The police emerged from the ballroom just as she bent over to retrieve the rest of her belongings.

“Christopher Vann,” Kip said in a fury, “you broke my perfume bottle. I will never forgive you. I don’t care if you won the bet, it’s not funny, I am not amused. And whoever called the police is not amusing either. Nobody is amused.” She stood up, lipstick halves in each hand. “I apologize for him,” she said to the police. “He never knows when to stop. He’s racing around here like a madman because I bet him he wouldn’t have the nerve to wear lipstick.”

Kip dumped the lipstick in his hand. “You had enough nerve to go into my purse and get it,” she said. “Now let’s see if you’ll actually wear it. Place your bets,” she added to the cops.

Christopher said, “Do I have to? It was more fun purse snatching lipstick than wearing it.”

“Well …” said Kip, putting just the right combination of embarrassment and ruefulness on her face. The police, not entirely convinced, moved slowly to either side of Christopher.

“Hi, guys,” Christopher said brightly.

“Christopher, you can at least say you’re sorry.” Kip stamped her safe foot. “He’s sorry,” she told the police. “And furthermore it stinks in here,” she went on. “My perfume is smelling up the whole hallway.”

“You should have picked out a nicer smelling perfume then,” Christopher said.

Beth Rose, her entire dress front soaked but clean, came out of the bathroom. “Look at me,” she said. “Oh, well, I guess I’m lucky I got off this easy.”

She did not see Christopher suck in his breath, and she did not see Kip frown. “I’m wet to the skin,” she said. “Somebody dumped punch on me, and I didn’t know how else to clean it up.”

Kip could pick up any conversation any time, any place. She launched into lengthy descriptions of stains she had known and stain removal techniques that she, her mother, her aunts, and her grandmothers had used over the generations.

The police listened for a while, and then they moved off, not entirely convinced. They did not leave the dance. They positioned themselves at the door where they could frown effectively.

“Well, I’d better go find George,” said Beth Rose, overwhelmed by the various possibilities for removing food stains from fabric

“Happy New Year,” Christopher told her.

She beamed, and left them.

“Her purse, too?” Kip said.

He nodded.

“Who else?”

“Anne.”

Kip had never been hated. It was terrifying. She was almost afraid to look over where she knew Molly stood and see the hatred pouring out of Molly’s eyes. But Kip rarely gave in to her fears. She raised her eyes to drill a look of anger back at Molly—and Molly had vanished back into the ballroom.

“Why did she hate us enough to do that?” said Kip. She didn’t lean down to get the envelope. The police were still within sight.

“You have everything, I guess,” Christopher said. “She’s very bitter about girls who seem to have it all. She wanted to see you come crashing down.” He took a Kleenex out of her little pack, although he hated tissues, and wiped his brow. He was exhausted, as if he really had played a big game.

In the ballroom, five hundred throats sang “Auld Lang Syne.”

Five hundred teenagers broke open the confetti bags, scooping it up by the armloads. The girls used their skirts as sacks to collect more and the boys stuffed it in their hair, and down their dresses, and threw it at each other and screamed energetically.

“Oh, Christopher,” she said, suddenly getting the full import of what Molly had tried to do. “We would have been—the police—the drugs—records—jail—our parents—and my little brothers—and—”

“You got it,” he said, nodding.

She took his hand and held it. “Thank you,” she said intensely. “For all of us.”

“Don’t tell the others. Just drop it.”

“But how will Molly pay if—”

“She’ll see to it that I pay instead.”

Kip nodded. Yes, Molly would do that. Look how easily she had extricated herself from any blame where that fire was concerned; she would do it even more easily now. Proof was gone, if proof there had ever been.

“You saved me,” she said. The shock of being hated enough to be the subject of a plot like that made her ill. “Thanks,” she whispered again.

A crowd of kids surged past. They were the first battleground of a beginning confetti war. Kip kicked backward and felt the little paper fly away. Lee and her brothers were at the rear of the pack. “Are you all right?” Lee said. “What was that all about?”

“An old bet,” Kip said. “Tell you later. It was his thing, Jamie, don’t worry about it, okay. And you guys know what? I haven’t had a chance to toast the New Year! I missed the most important moment of the dance. Come on, let’s all get something to eat. Lee, there’s Gary and Gwynnie, let’s see what they’re up to.”

Get the attention off Christopher, Kip thought. Sure enough, there was a more interesting event there: Gwynnie was riding piggyback on Gary. Kip made a big deal out of it, teasing Gary about being Superman. “The wig alone weighs enough to tire a man out,” Kip teased.

“I’m hungry,” Gwynnie said imperiously. “Somebody hand me some food.”

Lee handed her a glass of soda and cake on a paper plate. Gwynnie waved them in the air.

“You look like you’re setting up housekeeping on Gary’s back,” Kip said. At great risk, Christopher had stopped Molly’s plan from working. But what if there was another plan? Another Saturday night?

“Well, it could be worse,” Gwynnie said. Kip jumped a foot, knowing exactly how much worse it could have been. “I could have brought along my three little brothers for him to take care of,” Gwynnie pointed out.

Kip managed to laugh. “Speaking of my three little brothers, Gwynnie, we’ve got to get them home.” She could not get out of here fast enough. Molly had reappeared. She was hovering just behind Lee, trying to figure out what had happened. And still trying, incredibly, to be part of the gang! “And by the time Lee and I have tucked them into bed,” Kip went on, “your party will be over.”

“My party will last past dawn,” Gwynnie said firmly. “You accepted my invitation and you are honor bound to materialize. No excuses are accepted.”

Jamie waved good-bye to Gwynnie. “You’re my favorite person here,” Jamie said solemnly. He climbed up on Lee’s back so he was eye to eye with Gwynnie.

“Even more favorite than Lee?” Gwynnie said.

Jamie nodded. “You have a tower head.”

Gwynnie, tower head and all, leaned toward Jamie to give him a kiss. Gary gasped for breath, struggling to keep his balance. They all laughed but Jamie said seriously,

“Happy New Year. Are you my sister’s friend? Are you coming to our house sometimes now? Will you always look this weird ?”

Gwynnie just sat on Gary’s back, her towering wig at a slant, and her eyes invisible behind her sunglasses.

Kip thought, Why, Gwynnie can’t answer those questions. Because she doesn’t know. Gwynnie wants friends and admiration as much as the rest of us: more dramatic about it, but all she wants is to have a boyfriend, and a horde of girlfriends, and people who say “Hi” in the halls. That’s what all resolutions are. To have enough friends. “Yes, Jamie. She’s my friend. She’ll be coming to our house.”

Gwynnie beamed and slid off Gary’s back. For a moment they thought Gary’s back was permanently misshapen, but with Gwynnie pushing and pulling, Gary straightened.

“We’ll be at the party,” Kip promised Gwynnie. “Wait up for us.”

The party will be such fun, she thought. Only the people I really care about will be there, not this crowd of millions. We get to meet Gwynnie’s parents, and go inside Gwynnie’s house, and stay up till dawn….

And I get to go with Lee.

Oh, Happy New Year! Happy, Happy New Year!

Gwynnie caught sight of the horrendous green and black dress with the ever-kissing silhouettes. She had scarcely spoken to Molly all night, what with all the other action that had swirled around her. Poor Molly, wearing a dress that awful in order to get attention. Gwynnie had never felt sorrier for a girl than she did for Molly. Pitiful thing. Gwynnie knew how it felt to be friendless. She was hoping at her party to help Molly blend in a little better. Although the dress wasn’t exactly the blending kind. Gwynnie called, “You’re coming, right, Molly?”

Kip gasped. Oh no! Would she have to spend the party face to face with a girl who had tried to put her in jail, to ruin her life in front of her little brothers and Lee?

A boy standing invisibly behind Lee muttered, “I wouldn’t want an arsonist and a drunk in my house, but then who would expect Gwynnie to have standards?”

Nobody knew what to say. Most of them agreed.

Kip wanted to speak up to defend Christopher, but how could she do that unless she also defended Molly? And that was beyond her.

Beth Rose, wet from the waist up, dry from the waist down, still holding the last of her dinosaur balloons, said, “Now you hush. That’s ancient history and there was no proof. Don’t you listen to a thing, Molly. It’s New Year’s Eve, and we’re going to start it off right.”

Kip closed her eyes. Yet it was sweet. Kip would never tell Beth Rose what had really happened that night.

Christopher thought, That’s dumb. I ought to tell her. Because who knows what Molly might try another time?

George thought, I like Beth Rose. I really like her.

Gary thought, Still naive. And I still like her. A lot.

Molly was deeply amused. She had not gotten her revenge, and yet this was a very pleasant ending to the night. Molly linked her arm through Beth Rose’s. No two dresses ever clashed as much as Beth’s violet brocade and Molly’s vicious green. “Happy New Year, Bethie,” she crooned.

Beth squirmed a little, but Molly held on tight.

I wonder if I will tell Christopher it was only talc, she thought. Or will I let him go on thinking he was a hero? Some hero. Saving the innocent girls from the vile threat of Talcum Powder!

Molly laughed out loud.

She could see that Christopher was suspicious of that laugh. He would cling to her like bark to a tree all night, being sure she didn’t try anything else.

Look at Beth, Molly Nelmes thought. The simpleton. She loses Gary, who is perfect. She gains George, who is nothing but tall. She cozies up to me, who would love to see her in trouble. Almost got her there, too.

Next time I will.

Nice guys, Molly Nelmes thought, finish last.

Nice girls, Beth Rose thought, finish first.

I’m nice. George knows it. I know it. My friends know it.

The New Year is going to be happy because I’m happy.

She gave George a kiss. Startled, he kissed her back.

“You’re getting good at that,” Jamie informed his big brother.

Molly snorted.

Beth Rose said, “Practice makes perfect.”

She and George practiced.

Anne and Con had never stopped practicing.

Kip and Lee kissed again; Jamie hugged Lee’s legs; Kevin and Pete wanted to know when they were going to stop all this slushy stuff and get going.

Nobody loved Christopher. But for the first time in a long time, Christopher could love himself.

Emily, Matt, and Mr. Edmundson drank a toast to happy homes.

Gwynnie put her arms around Gary and thought of her lovely party coming up, with her parents who adored her—difficult though the task might be—and a roomful of friends and laughter.

To love and be loved.

Nothing counts more.

Especially on the very last Saturday night of the year.
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Prologue

THE GIRLS WERE SLICK with sun-block lotion and the air smelled of coconut oil. The radio played softly, the wind blew gently, and the heat of August soaked into their hearts and minds. There was a party to get ready for, but since the guest of honor didn’t know about it, conversation was difficult.

For high school was over, graduation a memory, and Anne would be the first to leave Westerly the following morning. How unlike Anne to be first! It gave the girls a shiver, because already they could see that the neat little predictions written under their yearbook photographs might not turn out as planned.

They lay in the sun thinking of the surprise party on the boat: the shining river and the fireworks after dark. They thought of the dresses they would wear and the boys who would be there.

Boys.

Always—whether you thought of today or tomorrow, college or commuting, you thought also of boys.

They did not know that before midnight, the plans of at least one boy would change their lives forever.



Chapter 1

THE TIMER WENT OFF with a gentle ding. The girls rolled over so they would tan evenly. The sun’s strength was fading now, though, and the shadows from the trees by the back steps had reached Beth’s feet. The banana and yogurt Beth Rose had had for lunch felt very long ago. She wondered what they would have to eat at the party. Steak, broiled on charcoal at the beach? Or hot dogs and hamburgers? Or was it being catered, so they risked eggplant parmesan? She was in an eating mood. There was nothing like a yogurt and banana to put a girl in an eating mood.

Beth Rose had dark red hair and transparent skin with an ever-increasing array of light freckles. She was not at her best in the sun. She lay on her stomach now, resting her face on her crossed hands, and admired the tans of the other girls. Anne, of course, was perfect, having tanned an even gold. Anne’s normally blonde hair had become nearly silver over the summer, until she was almost a walking beach scene. Golden sun and white-hot sand were the colors of Anne’s body. Even half asleep on the hot gray slates that formed a wide terrace around the swimming pool, Anne seemed warmer and more intense than the rest of them. She was not leaving till the next day, but already she had a star’s quality.

I want to be a star, too, thought Beth Rose. But I don’t know that I want to take on the whole world. One single terrific boy would do. Maybe tonight on the boat, I’ll meet a boy who is perfect for me.

Beth Rose sighed. She had often met boys who were perfect for her. They, regrettably, had not considered Beth Rose perfect for them. Besides, there would be no strangers on the boat tonight, only people she had known forever.

Beth could hardly wait for the signal from Kip to get moving on the surprise party plans. She could not imagine how the rest of them endured it—lying around getting tan when there was a party ahead. She wanted to talk of boys and dresses and dancing and life. They just snoozed away as if it were any old summer afternoon.

It was very hot.

The heat seemed to slow time down, the hours growing heavier and longer.

Beth Rose closed her eyes and dreamed of boys. She felt like a war strategist rather than a dreamer, but that was how it was with boys. You had to plan your moves. The other girls were leaving the battlefield. Anne circling the globe, Kip going to college in New York, Emily getting married.

Beth Rose did not know how all this had come about. It was as if she had gone to get an ice-cream cone or to set her hair, and in the same half hour everybody else made plans for life and bought plane tickets.

Everybody was so impressed with Anne’s job, so full of excitement about what Anne would be doing. I am a hick, thought Beth. I don’t envy Anne. I have no desire to see Paris or Rome. I want a boyfriend and some new clothes.

She toyed with the idea of Con being her boyfriend, since Anne was dumping him in preference of London and Tokyo. But why should Con forget perfect, golden Anne—like a shining dove in flight—to take out plain, old, red-haired Beth Rose? Plus, of course, being one of Anne’s confidants, Beth knew that Con might be the most handsome, suave and dashing boy in the high school, but he was not the nicest. In fact, for a guy with a ten body, it was too bad he was about a three on a nice scale.

“This,” said Molly from her side of the pool, “is the kind of afternoon when it feels as if something special is about to happen.” Molly was wearing a tiny bathing suit which she had rolled down to make even tinier, and when she propped herself up on her elbow it was to admire her own figure. Molly did a slow scissors kick and left one leg up to admire it framed against the blue sky.

Something special was going to happen, of course, but not to Molly. Nobody would invite Molly anywhere, let alone to Anne’s surprise party. Molly was petty, mean, and borderline-criminal, and why Anne even let Molly into her yard was a mystery to Beth. Probably so full of daydreams she forgot who Molly is, thought Beth. I think Anne has even forgotten who Con is. Con won’t like that at all.

“We could crash the dance they’re giving over in Raulston,” Molly suggested.

So that was why she had come. To find company for party crashing. How odd that she picked us, Beth thought. She knows we can’t stand her and I would have said it was mutual.

“Too hot to party,” Kip mumbled.

Molly snorted. She knew perfectly well it was never too hot to party.

“A hundred and eight degrees out,” Beth agreed, with mild exaggeration. “We don’t want to die of heat prostration the day before we turn into adults.” This silenced Molly. But Beth did not feel as if she were turning into an adult. The only thing Beth was turning into was a slightly more sunburned teenager than she had been yesterday. Beth was positively exhausted by the energy her friends had. Her own plans included nothing new. She would take biology and English at the junior college while she waitressed at Pizza Hut.

It was a mistake, she thought. Commuting is not a threshold. Nothing changes. Nobody will give me a good-bye party. I’m not going anywhere.

What if that’s true all my life?

What if I never go anywhere?

Maybe I’m already as sophisticated and knowledgeable as I’m ever going to be.

If that’s true, Beth thought, I might as well roll over into the swimming pool and breathe chlorinated blue water.

Only two years before Beth Rose had been an ugly duckling, blossoming overnight at the Autumn Leaves Dance with Gary. Maybe I’m going back into the ugly duckling’s shell, she thought. It was magic, but the spell is broken. The old pieces of shell are still lying there, waiting to snap shut on me.

Suddenly the thought of staying in Westerly was oppressive, even frightening. Life was a dark alley.

Beth Rose sat up quickly and moved back into the sunlight.

“What’s the matter?” Molly asked, amused. “Ghost walk on your grave?”

Molly could always laugh at people in pain. Beth stared at Molly, trying to detect Molly’s plan, her reason for coming there. But the sun was in Beth’s eyes and Molly just looked like another teenager in a skimpy bikini, worrying about her tan.

Molly is jealous of us, Beth Rose thought. She’s jealous of Kip, going to a terrific school; and Emily, whose boyfriend wants them to get married; and Anne, who is going to see the world. If Molly knew about the surprise party, she’d want it to be for her. She’d make it be for her. But nobody cares enough about Molly to say good-bye. Not one of us here has even asked Molly what she’s going to do this fall.

How jealous is she? Beth Rose wondered. Jealous enough to—to do something?



Chapter 2

ANNE STEPHENS TANNED AN even gold. The thin straps of her bikini top were tucked in so that her shoulders would get no white stripes. The pale pastel of her swimsuit looked like ice against her skin. She lay directly on the dark gray slate that made a path around the swimming pool in her backyard. She loved the deep heat of the stones, soaking into her bones and giving her strength. She was going to need a lot of that to get through the rest of the day.

There was a certain joy in being beautiful. Anne liked being admired. She liked looking in a mirror. But there was a certain agony in it, also. People did not look beyond the beauty. Anne could be upset, but people would tell her how nice her hair looked. Anne could be screaming inside, but people would say how becoming that color was on her. Anne could be sick with fear, but people would say, You know, you should be a model.

Right now Anne was filled with rage and not one of the other four girls suspected a thing. Nobody saw her moods. It was as if beauty was supposed to put you beyond bad moods. A glamorous girl had no right to feel rotten and, if she did, she should keep quiet about it.

It was her parents she was mad at.

How could they raise a daughter, teach her right and wrong, teach her to say Thank you and Please, to brush her teeth, study hard, and cross the street only at corners…and then spend her last weeks at home telling her she was no good?

Anne, dear, you were just hired because of your looks. You have no background for this. You’ve never organized anything in your life. Your friend Kip could do this job well. But you? Darling, it’s not too late to back out. Why don’t you telephone Miss Glynn right now and say you’ve decided against it?

Anne, dear, your head is going to be turned by all those glossy, glitzy people. You won’t be able to withstand the pressures.

Anne, you’ll have to manage so much money. Your judgment isn’t very good, you know. What if you find yourselves in Japan or Australia and you have no money because you’ve spent it all on silly souvenirs?

Anne, dear, a whole year? Why, you were so homesick at camp we had to go get you on the fourth night.

And when Anne, dear, did not give in to criticism, they began offering her bribes. If you stay home, dear, Daddy will buy you your first car.

And when Anne, dear, resisted even the bribes, they began to tell her it wouldn’t be any fun, anyhow. Anne, dear, you realize you won’t actually see anything of those great romantic cities? You’ll just be in airports, hotel lobbies, and more airports and hotel lobbies.

Under the hot August sun Anne’s skin turned more golden.

But her thoughts burned and burned.

Emily struggled to keep total control. It was imperative not to break down. This was Anne’s last day and Emily must not turn the attention on herself. That would be selfish.

Emily yearned to be selfish. She wanted to leap to her feet, screaming and sobbing and gathering them round her to comfort her and agree that Matthew O’Connor should be killed in a long drawn-out painful manner.

But Anne was her best friend. Emily believed firmly she had a duty to her best friend to keep the whole night on a cheerful happy level.

She made herself think about the party. The Duet was a lovely tubby boat that took tourists from Westerly to Swallow Island and back. Burnished brass rails surrounded a deck large enough to dance on, and loden-green paint gleamed on a cabin large enough to lounge in. She wondered how much the party would cost Con and why his parents allowed it. Nobody else had mentioned the practicalities of such a lavish send-off. Could it really be true that Con had arranged fireworks? Why, whole towns had to struggle to raise money for fireworks!

Emily fidgeted with her towel, and Beth Rose smiled at her as if to start a conversation. Any conversation with Beth Rose would be about boys. Emily could not talk about boys right now. Certainly not about her own boy. Emily blinked hard to keep the tears from rolling down her cheeks.

“Why, Em,” Beth said, “is something wrong?”

“No, no. Allergy. Humid air. Affects me like this.” Emily lay down and put the towel solidly over her eyes to soak up the tears. Her tears hurt, as if they were acid poured in there by some villain.

“Do you think Gary will be there?” Beth Rose whispered to her, so Anne could not hear.

Em felt sorry for Beth, still fond of Gary. They had studied a poem in English Lit. “No man is an island.” Well, John Donne was wrong. Gary was an island, complete with rivers on all sides and no bridges. Nobody would ever possess Gary and Gary would never try to possess anyone, either. He was content to be alone or on the fringes.

But then, thought Emily Edmundson, I am sorry for all girls, because all of us love boys.

She felt the ring on the fourth finger of her left hand. In that tiny gold circle were all the plans so carefully, lovingly made since New Year’s Eve when Matt had placed it there.

All gone. All meaningless.

For Matt had had a better offer.



Chapter 3

BETH ROSE COULD NOT stand it any longer. It was driving her crazy, this gathering. Anne stayed suspended in a dream; Emily and Kip either slept or pretended to; Molly forced her bright, sharp chatter on people who didn’t like her.

“Oh, my gosh!” Beth jumped up, stumbling over her own towel. “I forgot the ice cream.”

Kip glared at her. Emily slept on.

Anne said, “What ice cream?”

Molly’s eyes narrowed.

Beth said, “My family. We’re—having this big summer thing—uh—tomorrow—and I was supposed to drive over to Benjie’s and get homemade ice cream. I’ve got to run.” There. She’d handled it well. Nobody would suspect Beth Rose was responsible for bringing the ice cream to the good-bye party. Beth slipped into her white jeans and sleeveless T, slithered her toes into sandals and headed for her car parked out front.

Anne cried out, “Bethie! Beth, where are you going? I’m not going to see you later. I’m leaving in the morning.”

“I forgot,” Beth said guiltily. “I mean, I didn’t forget, it’s just that the whole idea of you going abroad for a year—I can’t get a grip on it, Anne. I can’t believe it’s actually tomorrow.”

Anne’s silvery shiver of laughter matched her hair. She’ll never come home, Beth Rose thought. She’s going to be among stars and she’s going to become a star. No wonder Con is throwing this huge party in a last-ditch attempt to keep her home. He knows that once the world has seen Anne, she’ll belong to the world, not to him.

Anne hugged Beth fiercely. “Oh, Bethie, to think that two years ago you and I had never even spoken. We were so lucky we met at that dance. It feels like years ago. I feel like you and I have been friends forever and ever and ever.”

It was a strange, unsuccessful good-bye. Beth knew they would say it all over again in a few hours, but Anne didn’t. And for all that Anne was sorry and would miss Beth, Beth could feel Anne shaking with excitement, her mind already gone, waiting for her body and clothes to catch up.

I will never forget Anne, Beth thought. But she will forget me.

That made Beth cry, and tears from Beth seemed to satisfy Anne, so they were able to break loose. Beth got into her car and drove quickly off, stopping around the corner to search for a Kleenex and mop up her tears before she went on.

Kip Elliott was filled with the joy of going to college soon.

For all those long high school years, she had struggled for good grades, run committees, chaired activities, and played on teams. She had read hundreds of college catalogs and filled out dozens of forms. She had taken SAT exams and visited campuses and lived through interviews.

The long wait for acceptance was over. College began in ten days. She had her dorm assignment, her roommate had written, her trunk had been shipped—and New York, New York awaited the arrival of Kip Elliott!

She remembered how, on the day her acceptance arrived in the mail, she raced into school screaming, “I’m going to college in New York City!”

Nobody was thrilled. “Why do you want to do that?” they all said, frowning. “Don’t you want to be on a real campus? Aren’t you afraid of crime? Don’t you worry about getting homesick?”

“No!” Kip shouted. “No, no, no, a thousand times no!” She’d spent her entire last month of high school trying to find a single graduating senior who thought she was lucky. But they were glad to be going to ordinary colleges close to home, with big maple trees and wide campus lawns, low brick dormitories, and other freshmen they knew from home.

How unfair it was to have worked so hard for something nobody else even wanted.

Kip was definitely ready to leave Westerly.

Kip leaped into the pool suddenly, splashing Emily. She did a swift stroke to one end and came more swiftly back, working off a little of the tremendous energy she always had.

Anne herself never went into the pool. The chlorine hurt her eyes too much. Kip lived in an apartment with four little brothers. It is symbolic of the unfairness of life, Kip thought, that the girl who hates swimming is the one who owns the pool.

Kip had always envied Anne. Anne was so pretty and popular, with Con always at her side arranging the next time they would be together. Anne had plenty of money and a truly enviable wardrobe. Of course, Con had a few drawbacks, number one being that he was a conceited jerk.

Yet Kip liked Con. She had to remind herself what a jerk he was or she forgot. He was charming and funny and always said the right compliment to make a girl feel good. Even Anne (who had more proof than anybody what a jerk Con was) fell time and time again under Con’s charm.

Those two had started dating in seventh grade. You had only to look at this year’s crop of seventh graders to know that it was a disgusting uncivilized age. Thirteen-year-old boys didn’t seem capable of anything other than rude, crude, and socially unacceptable noises. Yet Con and Anne had begun even then setting an example of romance few had been able to match then or later. (Of course, there was the little lapse of Anne’s pregnancy and then giving the baby up for adoption; few girls wanted to match that at age sixteen, and unmarried.)

It’s good, Kip thought, that Anne is leaving. If she went on to State University with Con, Con would stay in charge and Anne would stay obedient. Anne will come back changed. She’ll have spent a year doing things Con can’t even imagine.

Even I can’t imagine them, Kip thought, pushing her jealousy away, not letting herself think of foreign lands and fine hotels and fabulous star-studded gala parties.

I wish it were my good-bye party tonight, Kip thought, diving under one more time. I wish somebody had decided to give me a goodbye party.

She started crying underwater, a weird feeling, and when she surfaced her tears blended in with the pool water streaming out of her hair.

She forced her thoughts to college.

There would be, among other things, eighteen hundred boys in her class.

Now how, Kip asked herself, can I possibly live with a collection of one thousand eight hundred boys and not find at least a dozen absolutely perfect ones? Answer: I can’t. So, in a matter of days, life is going to be boy-perfect.
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Cooney at age three.
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Cooney, age ten, reading in bed—one of her favorite activities then and now.
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Ten-year-old Cooney won a local library’s summer reading contest in 1957 by compiling book reviews. In her collection, she wrote reviews of Lois Lenski’s Indian Captive: The Story of Mary Jemison and Jean Craighead George’s Vison, the Mink. “What a treat when I met Jean George at a convention,” she recalls.
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Cooney’s report card from sixth grade in 1959. “Mr. Albert and I are still friends over fifty years later,” she says.
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Cooney in middle school: “I went through some lumpy stages!”
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In 1964, Cooney received the Flora Mai Holly Memorial Award for Excellence in the Study of American Literature from the National League of American Pen Women. “I always meant to write to them, and tell them that I kept going!” Cooney says. “I love the phrase ‘pen woman.’ I’m proud to be one.”
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Cooney at age nineteen, just after graduating from high school. (Photo courtesy of Warren Kay Vantine Studio of Boston.)
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Cooney with Ann Reit, her book editor at Scholastic. Many of the books Cooney wrote with Reit were by assignment. “Ann decided what books she wanted (for example, ‘entry-level horror, no bloodshed, three-book series,’ which became Fog, Snow, and Fire) and I wrote them. I loved writing by assignment; it was such a challenge and delight to create a book when I had never given the subject a single thought.”
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Cooney with her late agent Marilyn Marlow, who worked with her on all of the titles that are now available as ebooks from Open Road.
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