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CHAPTER ONE

THE SUGAR ACT

TONIGHT WOULD BE INTERRUPTED. Rock couldn’t figure how he knew, but he did. Drip-plip, drip-plip, drip-plip; water pooled in the plastic bucket Rock’s mother had stuck on the landing between the two upstairs bedrooms. Rock listened to the drips—would the plinking rhythm lull him into sleep, or prevent it?

He listened harder, for the soft brush of newspaper pages turning in Cliff’s bedroom. His brother usually worked on his designs late at night, spread-eagling the real-estate section, drawing pad, and himself underneath his bed, his body tensed for their father’s voice vibrations in the floorboards, in case he planned a surprise checkup.

It was way after midnight, though. Cliff was long asleep. Rock flopped onto his side and raised his head, punching and twisting his pillow. Maybe he should turn on his lamp and work on his paper, get a few more index cards done, if sleep was evading him for now.

Drip-plip, drip-plip.

He pressed and rubbed his thumbs against the back of his neck, willing himself into relaxation, but his heart skittered uneasily under the floor of his chest and he could feel a fat wad of tension folded into the space between his shoulder blades. He squeezed his eyes shut tight and tried to let warmth and darkness fog over him. Uneasily, he drifted.

“Okay, men. Everybody up.”

A flood of electric light and the steady clapping of his father’s hands jolted Rock awake. The colors of his room blurred before his squinting eyes. He knew it. I knew it, Dad, he felt like saying. He and his father were in touch that way.

Rock could see only the crook of an arm and a white shirtsleeve, but he knew that his father stood in the landing with his feet planted far apart and his arms crossed at the chest. His Mr. Clean pose, Cliff called it.

Rock snapped back the quilt and jumped to his feet.

“Cliff, up.” Quietly. Their father hardly ever raised his voice.

“Oh, for chrissa—”

“You hear me now, Cliff.”

“I got my Spanish quiz tomor—”

“You want trouble, sailor?”

“Naw, no. No trouble.”

Rock held himself straight at attention; chin raised, shoulders leveled, hands cupped at his sides. He blinked back the tiredness from his eyes, shook it out of his head, smiled grimly. He might be fifteen months younger than Cliff, but Rock had always been quicker to his feet at surprise wake-ups.

Now their father leaned in the door frame and nodded at him. “Your brother can’t seem to get going. Rock, you want to help him out?”

“Twenty push-ups and you’re all set, Cliff,” Rock said quickly. If a help-out wasn’t decided fast enough, their father might think one up, and he had a way stronger imagination. But this time he only hmmphed approval.

“Don’t know how I got one son so alert and one so lazy. Warm clothes, you two. We’re gonna go fix that roof.”

Rock heard the heavy slap of Cliff’s weight to the floor as he began chuffing off twenty. Hauling into his jeans and flannel shirt, Rock caught sight of his reflection in the mirror over his dresser. Once Liza had accused him of looking like her hamster, Pearl. At 2:17 in the morning, just waking out of his uneven sleep, Rock had to concede the likeness. The puffs of dark hair curling up to stiff meringue-beaten points, his frowning, triangle-pinched face—not that he resembled a rodent during regular time. But an Interrupted night was different from regular time.

“Get a move on.” Their father clattered down the stairs, loud enough to wake their mother and Brontie, if he wanted to. Which he probably did. When their father was awake, he thought the whole world should jump awake with him, or at least be aware that some jumping was going on.

“Unreal.” Cliff coughed. “Can you believe this?” he asked. Not waiting for Rock’s answer, he started singing quietly. “Oh, give me a home. Where the bu-fah-lo roam. An-the deeeer an-theean-tee-lope plaaay.” The song was sort of a joke, since lately in private Cliff had taken to calling their father Cowboy George. But now Rock was in too much of a hurry to laugh.

As he rushed down the stairs, Rock heard the squeak of his brother’s closet door opening and the clattering of wire hangers as Cliff leisurely explored its messy cave for clothes.

“Hurry up,” Rock huffed under his breath. It unnerved him, this defiant streak Cliff had been showing lately. It couldn’t be a good idea for anybody.

Outside, the air was prickly cold, and Rock’s every breath swelled from deep inside his heart and lungs. He sucked in cleansing balloonfuls. An ivory horn of moon hung in the sky and the crunch of the snow beneath Rock’s Timberlands sounded purposeful, stealthy, as he walked around the side of the house. One cool thing about being awake when everyone else was asleep was slipping through the ghostly beauty of a winter’s night.

His father was already up on the roof. His Triplebeam Jetlight suddenly bore down on Rock, who automatically raised his hands to shield his face.

“Just a flashlight, buddy. Look on your face—ha! Remind me of a blind squirrel.” His father laughed softly as Rock dropped his arms and began scaling the ladder, double time. Rock hated ladders and heights, and yet the fear also exhilarated him. Not one molecule of his body or brain was sleeping now.

“Leak’s coming from right up around here.” The flashlight roved and caught odd pictures in its light circle. “Leaky pipe, maybe, but then I think we’d be seeing more water. Clear away the snow?”

Rock dropped to his knees and began digging like a dog. Snow whooshed off the roof.

“Take it easy,” his father chuckled. “You’re like me, Rock. Too much night energy. Couple of barn owls, that’s us.”

They worked together, clearing the snow, and their breath in the stillness made a comfortable working rhythm. Barn owls. Rock smiled wryly. It was true. He and his dad were a lot alike. It was mystical, almost.

“Time I got to be your age, my own parents had long passed.” His father’s words were easy inside a familiar story. “I got raised by your great-aunt Cass, as you know, and I spent my summers mostly alone. Aunt Cass couldn’t keep up with me. Running wild, neighbors used to say, which was fine by me. ’Cause you can learn a lot, running wild.”

“Sure can,” Rock agreed.

“There’s plenty of times when it’s important to do what you gotta do, not follow along with rules that don’t make sense to you.”

“Uh-huh.”

“But there was other times, when I’d liked to’ve shared those wild days, when I’d wished I had an old man, or a brother or two, even a sister, maybe, that I could’ve horsed around with, fished with, talked to. Which is why I myself am glad I had my own kids pretty young.”

“Yep,” Rock answered. These moments with his father Rock enjoyed best, the remembering times, when Rock could picture his dad like Huck Finn, running wild through a Sheffield summer. And his father was still young, kind of; at least it wasn’t impossible for Rock’s imagination to smooth out some of his father’s wrinkle lines and slim down his waist into the gangly, smooth-cheeked kid Rock had seen in a couple of old Polaroids.

“And I used to think that when I had a family of my own, I’d teach ’em all the learning I was storing up inside, all the things I taught myself. How to look a man straight in the eye. How to bluff, even when the deck’s stacked against you.”

“Straight in the eye, yep,” Rock repeated. He enjoyed the sound of the words; they rang so solid and true, although Cliff would have called it Dad’s Cowboy George talk. Cliff liked to point out that their dad’s philosophies seemed like they’d been pulled off old John Wayne westerns. Rock didn’t mind. Besides, if all Dad had counted on for company was weedy old Aunt Cass, watching John Wayne movies easily won out as livelier entertainment.

“This world’s gone lazy,” his father continued. “Everyone’s used to handouts. No one’s got endurance. No discipline. Say if that isn’t right, Rock?”

“Yep.”

“I need to teach my own sons better. That’s why I worry about Cliff’s lazy streak. He’s got no discipline, your brother.”

“Nope,” Rock said uncertainly.

Too soon, Rock heard Cliff’s feet shuffling up the ladder.

“Hey.” Cliff’s stocking hat appeared just over the eaves. “I brought these up from the basement.” He produced a thick stack of cedar shingles from his jacket pocket. “In case we need to replace.”

“Smart thinking,” their father grunted.

Rock frowned. Why hadn’t he thought to get the shingles from the basement? Because of course the problem turned out to be not a pipe leak, but a couple of loose shingles tacked along the edge of the metal chimney flashing. Their edges were warped from where the ice had buckled the wood.

“Good move, Cliff, bringing along those shingles,” their father commented again. “Take a lesson, Rock. Your brother thinks on his feet, eh?” Rock nodded begrudgingly.

Now the three of them worked, intent as thieves, clawing off the rotten shingles and hammering in the fresh roofing. The darkness blurred the edges of Rock’s careful fingers, and the cold, which had at first jolted him awake, began to exhaust him. He yawned, turning his face so his father wouldn’t see.

“Just because you’re tired’s no excuse to do a sloppy job, Rock.” Their father shone his flashlight over Rock’s handiwork. “You just hammered in a three-quarter nail, where you need about an inch more length for the wood to hold.”

“It’s ’cause he can’t see,” Cliff muttered.

“What’s that?”

“His glasses,” Cliff persisted, although by now Rock was leaning into him, pressing the toe of his boot hard against Cliff’s leg to make him shut up. “He can barely see a foot in front of himself without them.”

“Ah, that’s baloney.” His father scowled. “Not one single Kindle in our entire family history’s ever had granny eyes.” Rock hunched closer to the toolbox, fingering for the right nail. He felt his face go warm. Fatmouth stupid Cliff, making Rock look like a granny-eyed weakling.

“Well, I’m just saying,” Cliff concluded.

“Well, don’t.”

“Fine.” Cliff shrugged, but his face was clenched with secret thoughts. “I’m finished,” he reported after a few silent minutes. “So I’ll be heading down now, if that’s okay. I got a long day at school tomorrow.”

“Nothing school can teach you that you can’t learn from life lessons. Remember that, son. Your brother and I’ve been talking about you. You might as well know—both of us’ve noticed this lazy streak you been showing.”

“Oh yeah?” Cliff turned and glared at Rock, who raised his eyebrows and said nothing, even though he felt sort of embarrassed.

“One bad apple spoils the barrel, right?” their father continued. “You’re not interested in being that apple, are you, sailor?”

“No.” Cliff continued to hold angry eyes on Rock, who looked down and began to carefully brush some snow off his knees.

“Glad to hear.”

“I’m still going inside though, okay?”

Their father was silent. Cliff swung a leg over the roof and disappeared down the ladder.

“He’s got that Spanish quiz,” Rock tried to explain as they listened to the front storm door slam. He felt bad, especially since Rock didn’t really think Cliff was lazy and hadn’t really been bad-mouthing him behind his back. It was just hard to speak up, sometimes, when their father was trying to make a point.

“You’re not your brother’s keeper, Rock. You don’t need to make excuses for him.” His father sat back on his heels and scratched his chin with the claw of the hammer, thoughtful a moment. Then suddenly he leaned over and tapped Rock’s thigh with the tool’s handle. “Good job out here.”

“No problem.” And even though Rock thought he could have curled up and gone to sleep that very moment, he was so tired, he also felt plenty content up on that rooftop with his father after a job well done. Life never seemed easier than when Rock could bask in the calm of his father’s good spirits.

Their mother was awake. She’d set up the kitchen table: mugs filled with tea and a plate arranged with festive points of toasts, their crusts cut, slathered in butter and cinnamon sugar.

“We can set the alarms fifteen minutes later for tomorrow,” she said nervously, holding her fingers over her mouth to stop her yawn. “Give you boys a little extra sleep.”

“They’re fine, Katherine.” Their father curved his hand lightly over her bony shoulder blade. “They’re young. Anyway, I don’t need any of this.” His fingers flicked in the direction of the table. “I’m due down at the boat yard in an hour and a half. I’m turning in.”

“Night,” Rock answered, sliding clumsily into his seat. Exhaustion wobbled him. Cliff sank into the seat opposite. Their mother fluttered and jerked between the kitchen counter and the table, rearranging silverware, pouring out milk, and fetching extra napkins before roosting lightly in her chair, one leg tucked beneath her as if she were poised to fly away at any moment.

Rock munched his toast triangles methodically, the sweet and crunch and butter all dissolving beautifully in his mouth.

“I’m gonna flunk my Spanish quiz,” Cliff, his head bowed, muttered to his toast. “On less than five hours of decent sleep.”

“Didn’t you study?” His mother’s voice was gently reproachful.

“Course I studied. What I’m talking about’s being able to keep my eyes open long enough to actually read—”

“Shhh. Your father’ll hear.”

“I don’t care if he hears.”

“What kind of tea is this?” Rock asked. “It’s too strong.”

“Earl Grey. It’s the only decaffeinated we had.”

“Tastes nasty. Like smoke.”

“Mom, you gotta talk to him. You promised you were going to, last time,” Cliff said querulously.

“And I did, I did talk to him, but he thought tonight was important, and you know your father has his ways, how he was saying about discipline.”

“Don’t you start now, Mom. I mean, come on. School gives me discipline, the soccer team is discipline, lifeguarding is discipline, but geez; two hours hammering on our roof in the middle of the night trying to fix a leak—that’s not anything but Dad being nuts, and you just let him. You just let him get away with it.” Cliff’s last word ended in a reluctant yawn that stretched his face and for a moment, in Rock’s eyes, made him look scarily deformed.

“This tea tastes like aspirin and throw-up,” Rock said. He dug his spoon into the sugar bowl and began shoveling sticky spoonfuls into his teacup. But no matter how much he added, the bitter taste stayed. Two, three, four; soon a sandy floor of sugar had formed on the bottom of his cup. But his mother wasn’t watching him; her eyes were fixed to Cliff.

“While you are under his roof—,” she began. Cliff crumpled his napkin and threw it into his buttery plate.

“Yeah, okay. Just go ahead and use that excuse. I can’t say anything to that old argument. Except maybe to warn you that I might not be under this roof for much longer.”

Strong words, Rock thought. Too bad the voice they came out of was all crackly with feeling. Rock looked at his mother, whose body seemed to deflate under her nightgown. She touched her fingertips to her closed eyes, and Rock was certain tears would squeeze out of the corners any second.

“I can’t take your treating me this way, Cliffy.”

“I’m not trying to be mean, Mom.” Cliff pushed away his plate. “I just wish you’d stand up to him every once in a while. Look, don’t cry, you’re not gonna cry …” Cliff shoved himself to his feet, gathering his cup and plate.

“What are you doing?” Suddenly his mother turned on Rock with agitated energy, yanking the teaspoon from his hand. “If you hate the tea, then I’ll get you some juice or cocoa or something, but don’t just sit there dumping eighty-six pounds of sugar into that little cup. Good grief, Rock, what a waste.”

“Sorry.” Rock bounced up and away from her. “I’m going to bed.” He used his foot to push his chair back under the table.

“Wait a minute, Rock honey, come back, I didn’t mean …” Her voice shook, but Rock scooted out of range of his mother’s outstretched hand, covering the area of the front room in three easy strides and taking the stairs two at a time. Tears made Rock nervous; he himself rarely cried, and when he did, it felt too private and embarrassing for anyone to see, like when people leafed through their family photo album and caught a glimpse of those baby pictures of Rock smiling and goofily naked in the bathtub.

Cliff didn’t follow. He stayed downstairs for a long time, helping their mother clean the kitchen. Their muffled voices drifting up from below replaced the steady noise of the leak, lulling Rock to sleep and at the same time filling him with a restless unease that didn’t leave him even as he dreamed.



CHAPTER TWO

CUSTOMS AND DUTIES

LIZA STOMPED HER PRESENCE ONTO THE FRONT STOOP, ONE PINK-WOOL-MITTENED hand jammed on her hip, the other bare and blue and pinkie-crooked as she inhaled from an imaginary cigarette. Slowly she exhaled a long white tail of frost, then threw back her head and fake-laughed like she was at a cocktail party. Loony Liza, Rock smiled, always preparing for some swank life after she got out of Sheffield.

“You’re busted, Covergirl.” Rock opened the glass storm door, letting Liza slide into the living room on a current of freezing air. “Pretending to smoke air frost. That’s like what second-graders do.”

“So? I’m practicing for if I win a Best Supporting Actress Oscar. For the parties after. Who cares if you saw, peon.” Liza waved to Cliff and Brontie and their mother, who ranged around the kitchen table. “Morning, Mrs. Kindle. Morning, everyone. It’s wicked cold in here.” She moved closer to the front room’s tiny fireplace, crouching and stretching out her hands.

“I can do them myself,” Brontie stated, pointing at Liza. “Only I’m allowed to do them.” She twisted the orange rag hair of her favorite doll, Wynona, tight in her fingers.

“Huh?” Liza looked at Cliff, the family interpreter of Brontie’s leapfrogging brain.

“Sneakers. You tried to tie Wynona’s sneaks the other day, remember? Bront’s still mad, since only she can touch Wynona. You’re kind of a protective mom, aren’tcha, Bront?” Cliff reached over and snipped Brontie’s chin between his fingers. She smiled, a full top-and-bottom-tooth smile that she reserved for Cliff alone. Only Cliff knew how to attach meanings to the associations that orbited like millions of bright and scattered stars inside Brontie’s four-year-old brain.

“Oh, okay. Sure, Bront. I should have known. Nothing comes between you and Wynona.” Liza’s smile was met with Brontie’s more characteristic stare and silence. “You guys ready?”

“Boys, lunches.” Their mother pointed to the counter. “And there’s soup in your thermoses, so you’ll need to buy milks at school. You have money?” Her question stood on the breathless edge of panic. In their mother’s world, little problems always raced to the edge of crises.

“Yeah, yeah.” Even though Rock rarely had spare change, Cliff always socked away cash and usually lent it out.

“You want me to pick up orange juice on the way home?” Cliff asked, zipping up his jacket. “Since we’re almost out, I noticed.”

“That would be terrific.” Their mother’s smile opened her face. “Thanks, Cliffy sweetie. I have a list, actually. And here’s my bank card.”

The list was long, too long. Rock watched, annoyed, as Cliff poked it and the bank card into his jacket pocket.

“Mom, why don’tcha—” Cliff’s glare halted Rock’s question for only a second; then more loudly he repeated, “Mom, why don’tcha go down to the milk store yourself? You’re home all day.”

“Stuff it, Rock. I’ll take care of it.” Cliff cuffed Rock hard in the back of the head.

“No fighting, please. No fighting.” Rock felt the weight of his mother’s troubled eyes on him. “I can. I can get those things, Cliffy, if you want—”

“I got it, Ma. Don’t worry, okay?”

“Come on.” Liza stomped out of the house, banging the door behind her.

Outside, the early morning was soft and dingy as a newspaper photograph. The sky and trees were gray, the lawns and roofs caped in white, and the snow-banked road of Linwood Drive was glossed icy black. Skipping ahead, a flame of lavender ski parka and pink jeans, Liza looked like an early visit from the Easter Bunny. When she got to the end of the drive, she dropped her book bag and flipped a perfect one-handed cartwheel.

“Pretty good,” Cliff acknowledged.

“Not bad,” Rock agreed, yet the thought of Liza’s raw hand hitting the freezing sharp teeth of the gravel drive made him shiver in appreciation. Liza Vincent sure was tough stuff. Tougher than most guys.

Suddenly Liza focused on Rock like she’d just read his mind.

“Now you go,” she said.

“I don’t do stupid gym-nas-tics,” Rock said. “Gimme a break.”

Liza’s greeny-brown eyes, the color of October as she herself had once described them, squinted in the corners as she grinned at him, and she lifted her hands to the back of her head, popping out a pink plastic barrette. She dipped her shaggy dark hair forward and swung her book bag over her shoulder, then back-sidled into Rock, nudging him hard and catching him off balance.

“Cut it out.” He pushed her away and yawned absently.

“You’d been wearing your glasses, you’d’ve seen me coming.”

“Shut up, I don’t wear glasses. Just to read is when I wear them. Sometimes.”

“You guys seem tired,” Liza stated flatly. “Get much sleep last night?” Her eyes betrayed her curiosity. Liza had a tricky way of tucking deeper meanings inside innocent questions.

“Us?” Cliff answered for both of them. “Not me. Slept like a log.” Rock could hear Cliff’s unease with Liza’s question. Interrupted nights were a secret that the Kindles guarded safe from daytime.

“I’m sure not tired,” Rock asserted, but a piece of him wanted to throw some doubt Liza’s way, make her wonder if they were hiding something from her. Rock was always having to swear to Cliff he’d never tell Liza about Interrupted nights, although Rock was never sure why, exactly. In Rock’s mind the Interrupted nights were kind of cool, like a special training program that Dad planned. They took guts, and Liza always appreciated things that took guts.

“Well, my ma would say you could pack sweaters in the bags under your eyes,” Liza noted, but her gaze had strayed ahead to the snowball fight at the bus stop.

It was a full-fury combat, with snowballs sling-shotting through the air, hinged on laughing shrieks and shouts from the teams standing on opposite sides of the road. At the sight of Liza and Cliff and Rock, both sides started yelling, “Cliff, Liza, Rock. Come over to our team! Our team, our team!”

Rock and Liza broke off from Cliff. It was only fair. Cliff was biggest, and threw a perfect overhand pitch. He immediately dropped his book bag and began to lob diplomatically at any moving enemy target. All indifferent determination, that was Cliff.

Rock didn’t play that way. He chose Mitchell Briggs, a soft-faced kid he’d hated since forever. A kid whose dad, according to Rock’s father, was always palming the Kindles off with the scrawniest cuts at B. B.’s Fishmart, then overcharging for them. Like one time last summer, when Rock had brought home lobsters as a surprise for his parents’ fifteenth wedding anniversary.

“Call this a lobster?” His father had picked up the live lobster and shoved it under Rock’s nose. “Brian Briggs must think he can sniff out a fool from miles away. A sucker born every minute, but it’s a painful day when that fool turns out to be your own son. Don’t even tell me how much you paid for ’em. I don’t want to think about how Brian Briggs’s sitting there in the back of his store, counting his money and laughing himself into a fit.”

He’d tossed the lobster in the fireplace. It smacked hard against the bricks before plopping to the hearth. Its rubber-banded claws dragged through the ashes, uselessly treading air currents. Brontie had promptly pitched a fit, yelling that the lobster needed a Band-Aid. Then their mother had started in, trying to get everyone to apologize, trying to make Brontie shut up, nervously working to smooth everything over. But their father had left, the station wagon loosing a spray of gravel from the driveway, as he’d retreated to Maguire’s Pub for dinner. What a mess, that night. Brontie crying in her room. Their mother, bundled up in a bedspread in the front room, staring blankly at the television screen. All because of that cheapskate Mr. Briggs.

Now Mitchell Briggs would get it. Rock always got a weird kick out of getting back at Briggsie.

Rock started easy on him, pitching soft-packed powder puffs that fell in a spray over Mitchell’s red ski jacket. He could see Mitchell nervously enjoying the battle at first, the blur of his chubby face breaking open into a jack-o’-lantern grin as he ducked and tossed back. His pudgy throwing arm was worse than Brontie’s. Rock crouched and prepared an iceball, squeezing it dense as coal between his cupped palms. Then he slid his glasses out of his jacket pocket and quickly stuck them on, to get a better aim.

“Masterflex!” he shouted ominously, just to throw a little extra scare into Briggsie. He wound up and pitched in his best imitation of Roger Clemens, watching it whistle across the road. It stung a perfect bull’s-eye against Briggsie’s ear.

“Aye-yoww!” Briggsie clapped his hands over the mark. His gaze flicked over Rock warily. “Come on, Rock. Come on, man. That hurt.”

Liza laughed and gave Rock a mittened thumbs-up. “Nice one,” she said.

“I’m out.” Briggsie backed away from the battle range, moving close to where some of the younger kids were playing a frantic hopping game. Wimp, Rock thought. Wicked wimpy, just like his dad.

“Hey, check it out.” Liza’s voice was secretive at his side. She raised an eyebrow, one of her coolest tricks, and then her bare fingers uncurled to reveal a glittering chunk of black gravel. Deliberately, like a magician, she poked the piece of gravel into the snowball that was cradled in her other, mittened hand. “For Briggsie.” She grinned, rolling it into Rock’s palm. “The Det-o-nay-tor. Pack it tight, too. Turn it to ice. And keep your glasses on.”

“Yeah, cool.” Rock flinched as a snowball grazed his shoulder. But the Detonator, now balanced carefully as a muffin in his open hand, gave him a stab of misgiving. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Briggsie squatting close to the safety zone of the little kids and still rubbing his ear. Probably wishing he could just go home and whine to his mother.

“Do it.” Liza’s voice clipped his conscience. “That kid deserves it. Him and his fancy Sunfish.”

Trust Liza to keep her grudge against Briggsie’s Sunfish. Rock dusted some loose snow off the ice-ball. She’d been so bent out of shape, Rock remembered, since she’d been nuts to sail all last summer, borrowing other people’s boats, baby-sitting like a maniac to pay for sailing lessons from Indio Whepple, who worked at the Sheffield Yacht Club and was one of the best skippers on the South Shore. And then to see Briggsie, fat and tan as a soft brown apple, bobbing around in the harbor in his shiny new birthday-present Sunfish, but too scared to take it out on the real water. The unfairness had just about killed Liza, it really had.

Anyhow, making Briggsie cry was all part of the weekday morning. Regular as brushing your teeth.

“Yo, Briggsie! Beware the Detonay-tor!” Rock steeled his eyes to watch the Detonator as it left his hand, plunging through the air to where it clocked its moony-faced target neat in the forehead. He allowed himself the moment’s satisfaction of watching Briggsie’s face crumple before he took off his glasses and stuffed them into his jacket pocket.

“Hey—Rock—you scuz!” Briggsie yelled. Then, as he touched his fingers to his head, his mouth erupted in a horror-movie scream that stopped the game completely. Kids dropped their weapons and gaped at Briggsie. Rock squinted to see the bright shock of blood trickling from the torn skin just beneath Briggsie’s hairline.

“Rock, you totally—” Cliff sprinted to Briggsie in a flash, tugging off his wool scarf, which he then began to wrap like a tourniquet around Briggsie’s forehead.

“It’s all my fault!” Liza squealed happily, jumping up and down as kids began to lump around Briggsie and Cliff. “I did it, I invented the Detonator.”

“Bus!” shouted one of the younger kids, pointing down the road.

“Come on, Cliff.” Rock could barely believe it. “That was Mom who hand-made you that scarf.”

“Stuff it why don’tcha, Rock.” Cliff lifted his eyes to glower at his brother before returning to his task.

“He’s gonna need stitches, maybe,” someone advised. “He should go home.”

“I don’t need to go home,” Briggsie sniffled. “I’m okay.” Rock was almost impressed. Maybe Briggsie wasn’t so much of a wimp after all.

“Yeah, you don’t need to go home,” Liza agreed. “Sorry about that, Briggsie.”

Rock stubbed the toe of his boot in a snowbank and said nothing.

“You’re a dirty player.” A third-grader, Carleen Kirschner, flapped her scarf fringes at Rock as kids began shuffling into the bus line. “In the end, it’s always you who plays dirty.”

Rock felt the muscles of his face go stiff under her frank gaze, and he turned to look down the road, observing the bus’s labored progress down Carpenter Drive.

“I invented the Detonator, anyway,” Liza said loudly, to nobody in particular. “So it’s mostly my fault, actually.”

“Yeah, but I’ll be the one ends up in Mr. Faella’s office,” Rock grumbled.

“Home away from home,” Liza said, and despite Briggsie’s whimpering and Cliff’s scowling and Carleen Kirschner’s needling words, the two of them started cracking up. Rock could sense how their laughter made other kids uneasy, so he laughed even harder, taking a strange comfort in the sound. Everyone just needs to loosen up, he thought, annoyed. It’s not like Briggsie had to be rushed to the hospital.

The collar of Mr. Faella’s snowflake sweater was beginning to unravel. Rock knew that his wife had knitted it for him a couple years ago, when she was in the hospital getting her chemotherapy treatments—some way-too-personal information Rock had accidentally overheard from the secretaries’ gossip during one of his routine trips to office detention. Now Mrs. Faella was dead and her husband’s snowflake sweater was falling apart. Two crummy and depressing facts Rock wished weren’t permanently stored in his brain.

He studied the principal’s desk objects. They’d become pretty familiar to him: the sparkling purple geode paperweight, the miniature plastic figurine of Fozzie Bear riding a skateboard, the glass block filled with colorful paperclips.

Mr. Faella’s office, and it wasn’t even eight thirty.

“I’m a prince, and I’m your pal,” Mr. Faella said every year to every class, squeaking the word principal onto the blackboard. “If you can’t remember anything all year, at least remember that.” It hadn’t made sense, though, because not only was Mr. Faella neither a prince nor any kid’s pal, but if you attached the two words you ended up with princepal, which wasn’t even the right spelling.

Rock checked out Liza. Her face was still flushed pink from the outdoors and excitement. Crazy enough, but he knew she loved being in the principal’s office. Liza would rather be anywhere than in room 7A, Mrs. Zukoff’s seventh-grade class, practically flunking every subject. Liza’s life with Mrs. Zukoff was a long, scribbled road of Please see mes.

On his other side, Cliff cleared his throat and exhaled a breath of anger through his nostrils. Rock squirmed in his chair, gently scraping it nearer to Liza. He hated sitting so close to the wasps’ nest of Cliff’s rage.

“So, what do you think, Heathcliff?” Mr. Faella finally broke the silence that had fallen on the group immediately after his boring, wordy lecture about manners and decency and the honor codes of Sheffield Junior High.

“ ’Scuse me?” Cliff straightened himself in his seat.

“What I mean to say is, what do you think should happen to your brother? I’d asked you to join us because I feel that Rochester’s improvement might be expedited if we opened the doors on his behavioral problem, made it more a family affair. And I thought you might have some perspicacity.”

“What about me?” Liza piped up. “I have the most perspirwhatever, since it was my idea, that rock. Brig—Mitchell, I mean, he even had to go to the nurse’s office. He might have a scar. And it was all my—”

“Your idea, I know, Liza.”

“Eliza Beth.” Liza leaned forward. “It’s Eliza Beth, my real name. Since you’re calling everyone …” She rippled her fingers at Rock and Cliff, but then her voice melted into silence at Mr. Faella’s frown.

Mr. Faella closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, displacing his glasses. “Eliza Beth,” he repeated.

“Mr. Faella, look, I gotta go.” Cliff shifted to the edge of the chair, hands gripped over his knees, poised but not quite daring to stand up. “I gotta catch that changeover bus to the high school. They said they’d wait for me specially. I don’t know what Rock’s supposed to do except for apologize. And maybe do some extra stuff, help around the school. I don’t know.”

“So first, you think, an apology?”

“I dunno.”

Rock felt the odd shift between the two: Mr. Faella’s reach for something, any little thing, that would help him understand Rock, and then the equally firm pull of Cliff’s unwillingness. Tug, tug, tug, went the silence. Mr. Faella finally rolled back his wheely chair and stood up. Even at full height, he was shorter than Liza.

“Eliza Beth Vincent. Rochester Kindle.” He spoke slowly; their names in his mouth sounded rich, the black oil of their crime tasted in each syllable. “You will formally apologize to Mr. Briggs, and then you will both use your recesses all next week to help out the maintenance department. And yes, I will be calling your parents.”

Cliff had already bolted out the door by the word “maintenance.” Mr. Faella twisted his wedding ring, staring hard at the empty space that had been Cliff, before leveling his gaze on Rock.

“Your brother was no trouble at all to us, Rochester, in all his years here at Sheffield Elementary and Junior High. Remarkable soccer player, won the science fair two years in a row. It’s unfortunate that your own career here has been so problematic.” He glanced at the door again, as if half-hoping Cliff would return.

“I’m a good soccer player, too,” Rock said. “I play on Scudder’s Pizza, in the intermediate league.”

“You know that’s not my point.” Mr. Faella stretched his arms high over his head before pulling the fingers of both hands slowly through his velvety greased hair. He closed his eyes.

“Go on, now. Both you kids. Go.”

Rock and Liza moved aimlessly, meandering down the halls to their classrooms.

“Hey, Liza, you didn’t have to go with me to Mr. F.’s office. Now you’re in all this stupid trouble, and I wouldn’t’ve said jack about the Deton—”

“Don’t matter.” Liza turned and put her hand on 7A’s doorknob. “Timmy’s away working down in Mount Vernon till next week. And Ma won’t even remember to tell him, by Monday.” She opened the door. “So I’m home free. Scout’s honor.”

Relief lapped the edges of Rock’s stomach. If Liza was home free, then it was no big deal.

He watched Liza in, and then turned to look at the door of his own classroom, Mrs. Lewin, 7B. He should be in eighth grade; he was more than a year older than Liza, but he’d done second grade over, since he’d spent most of that year getting in fights instead of learning how to spell and subtract and whatever else it was that second-graders did; it was hard to recall, even after two times through.

A better idea than going into Mrs. Lewin’s room turned Rock away at the door just as he was about to enter. He ducked his head and slinked quickly away from 7B and down the hall, then up the stairs to the library.

“Rock, what are you doing out of class?” Ms. Manzuli, the librarian, looked up from her desk. She was sort of beautiful and awful-looking, Rock had decided long ago, with skin so pale it looked as if the sun had never once basted it, and hair the soaking-red color of cafeteria spaghetti sauce. She always wore shapeless clothes that seemed like she shopped for them at retirement homes, but her body underneath was strong and young.

Rock never got along too well with teachers, but he was always impressed by Ms. Manzuli; how she could tell him anything he needed to know, like stuff about baseball or Saturn or different types of poison oak, and how she could zip to the exact location of any book in the entire library without cheating by looking at the Dewey decimal chart.

“Mrs. Lewin said it was okay for me to come,” Rock lied. He looked her straight in the eye. But Ms. Manzuli didn’t seem to weigh the truth of Rock’s story. She just smiled, white teeth shining in white skin.

“Okay, then, what brings you to these parts, Mr. Kindle?” she asked, leaning over her desk and propping her chin in her hands.

“I was thinking, um. I have a paper, that midterm Revolution paper. It’s due at the end of this month.”

“Aha, so maybe you need some extra reading?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

But she was already bounding away from her desk, toward one of the blond-wood bookshelves.

“You’re my best history buff, Rock. The other day I was telling my husband about you. He’s ravenous for any book about the big wars, too, although I confess to being more of a queens-and-kingdoms type of history reader myself …” She chatted lightly as she bent and peered at spine titles, occasionally pulling a book off the shelf and placing it into Rock’s hands.

Rock felt squeamish, thinking about Ms. Manzuli telling her husband how Rock liked history books. Mr. Manzuli probably thought Rock was some big library nerd. He better not have said any jokes about him. Rock clenched his hands.

“That ought to keep you, for a while anyway,” Ms. Manzuli finally pronounced, after half a dozen titles were stacked in his arms. “Let me know how it goes, okay? I’m interested to see what you do with this paper. I could really see you becoming a wise old history professor one of these days. Then I could say, ah yes, I knew Professor Kindle when he was brilliant young scholar at Sheffield Junior High.”

“Ha,” said Rock, half smiling. Ms. Manzuli was sort of freaky sometimes, the way she’d just let her imagination go on talking. Now she looked up at the wall clock. “But I guess you should probably get back to class now. Come back soon.” She waved. “And give me updates.”

“So you hurt Brian Briggs’s kid. What you do that for?” His father’s eyes shone as they stared at Rock from over his beer that night at supper. “Your ignoramus principal calls me down at the yard to say you’re gonna to be washing windows for a week. I said to him, Well, if my son’s got a grudge against Brian Briggs’s kid, then I’m not one to interfere. Huh.” He nodded emphatically and sipped from his glass. “Not exactly the answer he was looking for. But now I got to ask. Did you have to settle a score? Did you need to do it? Hurt that kid? What’d that kid do to you, Rock?”

Rock was quiet, studying the little bit of zucchini bread left on his plate. Maybe his dad was serving up a trick question. A test. Rock tried to think. Had he needed to hurt Briggsie? A shuffle of images: Briggsie’s pained face, the school nurse’s slash-down mouth, Cliff’s bloody wool scarf, Liza’s thumbs-up, her smile. The Sunfish; the lobster dusted with ashes.

“You needed to do it, didn’t you, Rock? You can tell me.”

Rock felt everyone at the table looking at him: his worried mother, annoyed Cliff, silent Brontie, and of course his father, whose expression was impossible to crack.

“Yeah.” Rock exhaled slowly. “I think so. That kid, Briggsie, he puts me down. Some snob. Thinks he’s the greatest.”

“Well, then.” His father swallowed and stared thoughtfully into his drink. “Maybe you rightfully took the law into your own hands.”

“Yeah,” Rock answered uncertainly. “I guess I did.”

Rock had trouble sleeping that night. What his dad had said about taking the law in his own hands—it made him feel reckless, like an outlaw or a rebel. Rock couldn’t tell if he liked the feeling. Those colonist guys who protested about the British—Samuel Adams, John Hancock, Crispus Attucks, Paul Revere—they were rebels, too. Sons of Liberty, they called themselves. But it wasn’t really the same; it wasn’t exactly about liberty, what Rock had done. It was more about just being kind of a jerk.

He tried to kill the bad feeling by saying a few prayers, asking God to take care of all his grandparents; and Misha Kindle, the best dog ever to live; and even Ms. Manzuli, just in case she did any prayers for him. He also asked God to help out Mom, maybe talk her into getting some friends, a new haircut—something to cheer her up. He yawned.

“You. Up.” Lights. His brother’s face, white and tight, as if a sheet of exhaustion had been stretched around it.

“Cliff? What’s your problem?”

“I don’t have a problem, dumb butt. You do.” Cliff bent close, prodding Rock on the shoulder. Rock smelled toothpaste.

“You’re so lame. Get out of here, out-out-out. Outa my room. It’s after midnight. You can’t interrupt my sleep.” Rock kicked one leg out from under its trap of blankets and slammed his foot into Cliff’s thigh. But his brother was bigger, if not stronger, and in a minute Cliff had pounced on Rock, sitting upright on Rock’s heaving chest while his fingers trapped Rock’s wrists, then yanked and pinned his hands above his head.

“Listen up.” Cliff’s spitty whisper tickled Rock’s ear and he jerked his head away. “I know you think it’s okay that I had to sit in Mr. Faella’s office and listen to about ten minutes of garbage about honor codes because my freak brother thinks it’s cool to throw rocks at fat kids. But then to hear Dad compare you to Jesse James and the Sundance Kid or something? Meanwhile I had to take the second late bus to school—failed my Spanish quiz, not that you care, O great lord of D-minuses. But you’re not getting off that easy. ’Cause you can do me a favor tonight.”

“What’re you—” Rock squirmed and tried unsuccessfully for another kick.

“Since Dad thinks it’s so cool for you to beat up Briggsie, way cooler than me passing a Spanish quiz, I was thinking you could help me out with my homework.”

Rock sat up in bed as Cliff rolled off him.

“What are you talking about? You’ve been out of control ever since you barged in here.”

“Follow me. I mean it.”

Rock got up and mutely trailed Cliff into his room. It stunned him to see his brother so angry. It wasn’t something that happened very often.

Cliff pulled back his desk chair and pointed for Rock to sit; then he clicked on his Tensor lamp. “See this?” He waved a slice of ruled paper in the air. “I wrote down all the words I don’t know from this extra-credit essay we’re supposed to read. So what you’re gonna do is look up all the words in here.” He rapped his knuckles on a chunky Spanish—English dictionary that rested on the desk. “And then you’re gonna copy their meanings next to the words. Got it?”

“Cliff, no way I’m gonna do this.”

“If you don’t, then I call war. No joke. Starting with me pitching your bike in the pond, and second, I’ll tell Dad that you were the one who set off those firecrackers in the Superfresh last year. That’s just to start.”

“Why’re you being so, just, like my worst enemy?” Rock asked in a small voice, feeling like a baby even as he spoke.

“Look, Rock, we already have one bully in the family, if you haven’t noticed. And his name is George Kindle. And being a bully isn’t gonna be contagious in this house, not if I can help it. You start writing now, you’ll be done in under an hour. And try to make your penmanship so I can read it.” With these parting words, Cliff ducked and scrabbled like a cockroach under his bed. Soon all Rock heard was the whisper of Cliff’s pencil tracing out his latest house design.

El cielo, Rock read. Los abogados. Las películas. There were about forty words. He picked up the dictionary. Rock would have considered it a favor if Cliff had made him miss a Spanish quiz, but Cliff took school pretty seriously. Rock decided that he owed it to his brother, though, since the Detonator had given Cliff more problems than it should have.

He wrote carefully, copied intently. He felt bad. Spanish seemed tricky; it must be pretty tough to pass a quiz, even with enough sleep the night before.

“I’m done,” he said finally, stifling a yawn. Cliff wriggled out from under his bed, flipping his notebook up on his nightstand.

“Great.”

“It wasn’t so bad,” Rock lied. Cliff looked over the paper, nodded, and then folded it into his Spanish workbook.

“Wonder how Liza’s doing.”

“Timmy’s gone until next Monday.”

“Oh yeah?” Cliff looked up. “I’ve been thinking about it all day. But, so Timmy’s gone, well good, that’s real good, then. ’Cause by after the weekend, it won’t be such a big deal. Remember how last time she got in all that trouble—and it wasn’t so long ago, right? Last time, when Liza wrapped papier-mâché all over that other girl, what was that girl’s name?”

“Ugh—Tanya Wallace. Snob. She deserved it.”

“You and Liza love that excuse, that the other kid deserved it.”

“ ’Cause it’s usually true. Anyhow, you’re right. Last time it wasn’t so bad for Liza, and the Wallaces even called over to the house. So.” They stood and stared at each other, remembering. “Not so bad,” Rock repeated. “Night, Cliff.”

“Night, sport. Thanks for the Spanish words.”

“Not like I really had a choice.” Rock yawned and rubbed his hands through his hair. He bet he looked especially hamsterish now.

“You’ve always got a choice,” Cliff said. “So happens you made a good one. Now scram.”



CHAPTER THREE

EMERGING PROTESTERS

THE KINDLES MOVED FROM San Diego, California, to Sheffield, Connecticut, at the end of the same March that Rock turned eight years old. Cliff was ten and Brontie was still a toddler just learning to walk. Touching down at the New Haven airport was the first time any of the three kids had seen real snow. Cliff and Rock had dashed out of the airport to the parking lot, to the brown hills of plowed slush and ice, excited to stomp and kick it. Even dirty and half melted, the giant snow piles were like a miracle.

“We need a new coastline,” their father had explained when the decision was made to move. “The only thing that’s constant in this world is change.” Connecticut wasn’t a true change for their father, though, since he’d spent all his growing-up years in Sheffield, in his aunt Cass’s house, which was gone now, “along with the inheritance money that the lawyers and tax people stole out from under us,” their father would recall with a hard little smile.

“All we Kindles got left in Sheffield is legacy,” he told his family. He spoke truth, though; Sheffield was rich with Kindle lore. Kindles had fought with the Blue Coats during the Revolution and with the Union during the Civil War. Cliff and Rock had discovered cemeteries filled with Kindle tombstones, some with etchings worn fingernail-shallow, the stone smudged green with lichens and mosses. Rock often repeated those dead Kindle names softly to himself, especially when he was mad at some kid and was chasing him down to pound him.

“Jeremiah Kindle. Robert Xavier Kindle. Christian Price Kindle.” Heroic colonist soldiers all of them, he bet. A legacy of bravery that Rock liked to think he personally kept alive, seeing as Cliff wasn’t much of a fighter.

“Kindles been living in Sheffield since before it was called Sheffield,” their father told them, pride lumped in his voice. “You might’ve been born on your mother’s side of the country, but you boys are Yankee blood through and through.”

One of Rock’s strongest memories of Sheffield was also one of his first. It was during move-in week, when brown cardboard packing boxes had created an obstacle course through their cottage, and the unpacking was like a celebration, their same old things transformed into treasures to reopen and appreciate all over again.

The day of Rock’s eighth birthday, his mother had baked a lemon cake from scratch, and his father barbecued shrimp and chicken. After lunch and cake the whole family had lolled in the living room, drinking icy Cokes from their father’s frosted German beer steins and sharing a family-sized bag of peanut M&M’s. Everyone had watched, even baby Brontie, as Rock, the star of the day, slowly opened his presents. Slot cars, he remembered. He’d seen the box in the car trunk the day before.

Then his father unexpectedly had told him to pick out a game to play.

“Anything.” He’d spread his arms expansively. “Something fun for the whole family.”

Rock had bristled with surprised joy and jumped up to locate the box where the games were packed. He’d picked Monopoly, a tedious game that no one really liked, but it took the longest time to play. Before anyone could protest, though, Rock had the board and cards neatly set up on a packing box. He’d even let Cliff be the race car, to pacify him. But soon the whole family was caught up in it—cheering and slapping their foreheads and clapping for each other, just the way the people did in commercials.

They’d played all the way up through hotels, and Brontie had fallen asleep on the couch, with little green houses stuck over the tips of her fingers. After they packed the game away and put Brontie to bed, their father built a fire in the fireplace, and they sang rounds of “This Land Is Your Land” and “Hotel California,” other songs too, and then they’d all eaten more cake, with herb tea that his mother served from her special-occasion tea set.

Rock had wanted to savor each minute of the afternoon the way he ate an M&M, holding it safe on his tongue, letting the candy shell and chocolate dissolve into a sweet, thick puddle, his teeth cleaving the softened peanut into two halves. He still carried the candy-bright images of that birthday tucked into a dark, safe place in his brain. He’d always thought of that day as a good-luck sign, like a bottle of champagne broken over the prow of a boat, launching the Kindles toward their new life in New England.

Cliff had confided to Rock that their old life in San Diego was full of problems, which was the real reason they’d all moved. First, their father’s car-servicing franchise had gone out of business. Then Mr. Sugar, the boss at their father’s next job, in the security department of the Jefferson Armory, fired him, “for mouthing off,” Cliff explained. And his job after that, working the graveyard shift at the gasworks plant, didn’t make enough money to support a family of four, soon to be five.

Cliff remembered the details of all the fights: how their mother cried a lot, and that when she was gigantically pregnant with Brontie, she’d left them for a month to visit Aunt Louisa in Arizona, where Brontie had been born. “Which I think half explains why Brontie’s so unconnected,” Cliff told Rock. “I thought Mom would never come back, though.”

Rock’s clearest memory of San Diego stood inside that same tiny and unsettled corner of time when their mother had left for Arizona, because he remembered how Cliff had taken over preparing Rock’s school lunches, using way too much jelly and forgetting the napkins.

“Yeah, it’s lucky she decided not to stay in Arizona,” Rock agreed. Aunt Louisa in Arizona. It sounded like a hillbilly song. Rock had met his mother’s sister only twice, but he knew she owned a small pottery store called Tucson Terra Flora that earned her enough money to visit Paris and Hawaii. Their mother would stick her postcards on the refrigerator, word side up. “And I’m glad we live in a place that doesn’t make Mom cry.”

Their Sheffield home stood inside a circle of cottages that ringed the edge of Moose Hill Pond and were within walking distance of the Sheffield Yacht Club, where they weren’t members, and Blackfoot Beach, which you didn’t need to belong to. The house itself was tiny and not meant to be lived in during the winter. The two upstairs bedrooms were unfinished, built with high rafters and uninsulated doors and windows. The miniature fireplace was mostly for show. There was only one bathroom, downstairs.

It would be just for a little while, their mother had explained when they first moved in. They’d find a better, permanent house before winter.

The cold weather had arrived early, a brutal September snap that had caught them off-guard. It whistled behind the walls and froze the floorboards and crept inside the tips of their fingers and noses. Their cottage was never warm, even when their father bought a cord of wood so they could feed the tiny fireplace with a platoon of sturdy logs. Their mother bought nylon blankets, six packs of heavy ragg socks, and warm bathrobes from Woolworth’s. But the windows rattled and the hot-water pipes froze. Rock kept his fingers warm at dinner by sitting first on one hand, then the other, trading off his fork from left hand to right.

“Aren’t we leaving?” Cliff had asked one night at dinner. “Aren’t we moving to a real house? A permanent one? Practically nobody lives on Linwood Drive as a year-rounder.”

Rock had nodded in silent agreement. The summer people had long since departed to New York or New Jersey or other parts of Connecticut, leaving their furniture shrouded in white sheets and mothballs until the next summer.

“If we can stick out our first New England winter in this cottage, then we’re prepared for anything,” their father explained. “Plus, the rent’s low, and even though I got steady work at the boat yard, it’s not the job security I’d need for a down payment on a bigger house.”

“Maybe we could borrow some money from Aunt Louisa in Arizona?” Cliff pressed on. “For the down payment?” Rock had known in a second that it was the wrong thing for his brother to say.

“I don’t remember asking for your worthless advice, Cliff.” His father had leaned back in his chair and begun folding his napkin, the white paper slowly disappearing into tinier and thicker squares in his fingers. His voice was heavy and quiet, the signal he was upset. “And I don’t remember raising my son to be a money-grubber. You want to make that phone call yourself, Cliff, since you feel so comfortable grubbing other people for money? Since you don’t seem to think that I’m providing for the family—”

“Sorry, Dad. I didn’t mean it.”

“I’m sure you didn’t. Because if you ever did call Aunt Louisa, you’d be betraying this family. Are you a betrayer of this family, Cliff?”

“No, I’m not. I’m not a betrayer.”

But Cliff’s words didn’t undo the damage. Rock stuck up his middle finger at Cliff as their father stood up from the table and stalked out of the house, slamming the door.

Later, there had been an Interrupted night, a wood-chopping one, just for Cliff.

Sometime soon after, Rock remembered it was inside that same first winter, Cliff became fascinated with the real-estate section of the New York Times. Sitting at the kitchen table, Cliff would shake out the paper with a flourish, then trace his finger lovingly down the shaded gray boxed photos of houses almost too fantastic to contemplate. Eventually, taking pencil to onionskin typing paper, he began to press out the elegant lines of his own house designs.

PARIS IN CONN. LVLY FRNCH CNTRY HOME ON ¾ ACRE WDLOT. 3500 SQ. FT. 5 CAR GAR./FULL BSMNT. MSTR. BRM w/JAC. Cliff would write in the corners, in neat block letters, abbreviated descriptions of homes more luxurious than Rock had ever seen in real life. Rock watched, filled with suspicious awe that Cliff could mastermind buildings that looked way too sterile and luxurious to allow a Kindle to move in.

They’d all survived that first winter, of course, and by next spring the neighborhood was transformed from its boarded-up, going-out-of-business landscape. The pale grasses that pushed up through the new earth eventually had to be mowed, and soon Rock’s Saturdays were filled with lawn-mowing duties, the outdoor scents of lilacs and freshly poured tar making him forget the numbing cold of only a few weeks past.

It was that same spring that Timmy and Arlene and Liza and Trev arrived, moving down to the red cottage at the end of Linwood Drive.

The way Rock remembered it, Liza just appeared one day on the Kindles’ front stoop, holding a plate full of peanut butter no-bake cookies, explaining that they were leftovers from her stepfather’s birthday party.

“And it wasn’t his birthday till July,” she’d quacked the truth happily some weeks later. “I’d just watched you guys riding past on your blamed bikes all week, and I wanted to ride with you. I was fixing to bust a gut, wishing you guys’d come over and introduce.”

Rock remembered seeing the scrawny dark-haired girl standing on the edge of her porch the day he and Cliff had biked to Sheffield Sporting Goods, but who’d go out of his way to hang out with some girl? Liza’s cookie plan worked, though, and it didn’t hurt that she could ride no-handed and do bike-stands, even on a chintzy girl bike with a plastic basket in the front and unicorn decals plastered to the purple frame.

“Weren’t my bike original, it was my cousin Diane’s,” she’d declared hotly when they’d teased her. “And whoever says not’ll have to wrestle me for no-take-backs.” It took a while for Rock and Cliff to get an ear for Liza’s way of talking. Trash talk, their dad called it. Lazy white trash from East Hick, Maine, he said about all the Mobleys. Not to their faces, of course. To their faces he was just terse, silent in his disapproval.

The Mobleys were actually from Skowhegan, on the northernmost tip of the Maine coastline. They were a young family, rough and blunt with their language, lots of times spicing it up with curse words.

One of the first times Rock and Cliff went over to Liza’s house, they saw Arlene nursing Trev on the porch. Her turtleneck was bunched up under her neck and the baby’s mouth was stuck to her like a plunger. Rock and Cliff held a secret meeting later, under Cliff’s bed, because it had been so jolting, seeing all that secret pink skin exposed, right in the middle of the day.

“Trev’s only my half brother,” Liza was quick to tell them. “Timmy’s not my real dad neither, no suh. That’s why my last name ain’t Mobley, it’s Vincent. See, Timmy’s just a step; only twelve years older ’n me, anyways, so he couldn’t be a real dad of mine even if he’d’ve wanted. But my real daddy, Crow Vincent, he’s living up in Maine. He’s in a singing band. When I get older, I might sing backup for him, you just watch.”

“Timmy catch you fibbing like that, he’ll wash your mouth out with soap,” Arlene had remarked. She was a solid woman, with square shoulders and square fingers and a thick headful of curls like cedar shavings.

“Crow is so in a band! On the weekends! He is so!”

“I’m not sayin’ it’s all of it a fib, but where do you come off, girl, saying you’re gonna be singing backup, with your voice like a cat scritch and too short to reach a microphone?” Arlene sniffed over her dishwashing. “Crow, he ain’t in the kinda band needs backup girl singers, anyhow.”

It was one of the few conversations Rock remembered about Liza’s dad. No one seemed to know too much—or was willing to give away too much—about him. The best way to speculate on Crow Vincent, Rock always thought, was to look at Liza, since she sure didn’t seem like kin to Arlene.

The Mobleys were blond and sturdy, as if they’d been carved from the same heavy cut of butcher-block wood. Liza, in contrast, was pole skinny, with fingers and toes like hooks that could catch hold of anything: a tree, a roof siding, the school-yard wall. Rock’s class one year had studied animal bones in science, and Rock always imagined Liza’s insides being shaped from whalebone, bouncy and strong, bending any direction.

“I’m double-jointed,” she’d brag. “Everywhere.” And then she’d do a backflip or a headstand to prove it. “When I get older,” she told them, “I’m fixing to join the Cirque du Soleil. I think that’s what the French version is for Circus of the Stars. You watch. I’ll getcha free tickets. When I’m older.”

That was how Liza always talked. You watch, you just wait, you better believe. Like the whole reason for getting older was to make good on all the bets that no one had wagered against her to begin with.

Liza regularly shocked Sheffield with her brave acts. She could do anything: front and back wheely-pop her bike over the deepest pothole on Linwood Drive, dive from the roof of her house straight into the quivering upper branches of the maple tree that grew alongside it, chase down a bee and squish it to death in her bare hands to pay it back for a sting.

“They die anyway, you know. After they sting you,” Cliff said once as he and Rock watched her rub her hands on the grass, cleaning off the bee guts.

“Yeah, but not with the same amount of pain,” she’d answered.

Liza once had borrowed Timmy’s kayak and taken it into the ocean at high tide. Using a paddle she’d made from a broken broomstick and two scuba flippers, she plunged out to the point in the water where the waves had just played with her, rolling her over and over in the surf. Her legs had swollen up with pale jellyfish bites and her teeth had practically chattered off, but she’d dragged the kayak back on the sand of Blackfoot Beach and regarded the boys with a giant grin.

“Fun!” she’d chattered. “That was real fun.” It seemed as if she’d slowly sneaked up on becoming Cliff and Rock’s best friend, although it was hard for Rock to acknowledge being friends with a girl. While girls always thought Cliff’s elf nose and crooked smile were cute, and he’d been going to girl-hosted parties since fourth grade, the girls generally left Rock alone, which was fine by him, since they always acted too giggly and secretive for his taste. Liza was more like a boy, anyway, Rock always consoled himself. Even if she did prefer colors like pink and purple, and had all those Hollywood posters hanging in her room. Liza was tough.

“She just doesn’t care,” Cliff remarked once. “She doesn’t care about her own life. The stuff she does.” But Cliff was wrong, Rock thought. Liza had a giant appetite for her life, eating up everything in her path, like in that old video game Pac Man. If a tree or a pothole or a kayak was in front her, then gulp! Liza just swallowed it right up into a dare or a stunt. Rock didn’t think he knew anybody else who needed to jump so high, or swim so far, or make her heart beat so fast as Liza. On occasion, her appetite seemed show-offish, like a big burp in his face.

“Hey-a, Rock,” she’d taunted him just the other week. Rock had been walking down the road, uselessly searching for a half-used hot-lunch ticket pack he thought he might have dropped there some weeks ago. Liza’s voice had pitched out at him like a ghost from nowhere. “Hey-a, wimpus maximus. Can you do this?”

And then she’d appeared, bouncing down a scrubby little birch tree, mountain-rappeler style. She had made the harness using Arlene’s clothesline; one end was roped to a pillow she used as a seat, the other end was fastened to an uppermost tree branch. Rock watched, fascinated, as she’d bumped clumsily, her sneakers kicking off from the trunk to speed her progress. Midway down, the clothesline broke and she fell with a thunk to the dirt.

“Put it in one of them sailor knots of yours, and I’ll let you go next,” she’d wheezed, still sprawled on the ground on her stomach.

“You okay?” Rock stepped forward, but she had bounced to her feet and ignored his question.

“You fixing to do this or no?”

“Doesn’t look that great,” Rock said honestly.

“Chester,” she said, squinting up at the tree branches. She always used that version of Rock’s name when she thought he was being a chicken.

“You’re such a show-off.”

“And you’re such a phony. Boy, sure ain’t it funny how kids think you’re just so ba-ad, Chester, when you can’t even do this little baby ride.”

That got him, of course. Rock had climbed the stupid tree and tied the cord with a sailor knot, and then taken a dizzying spin down on Liza’s homemade rappel, feeling queasy at every bump. The scare outweighed the fun about two to one, he decided. When he got to the bottom, he’d had to put his head between his knees for a second to clear the buzz in his ears, and his stomach felt like someone had flipped it upside down.

“Fun, huh?” she’d asked him.

“Sure,” he coughed, swallowing hard.

Classic Eliza Beth Vincent, never knowing when a good time turned into a stomachache.



CHAPTER FOUR

WITHOUT REPRESENTATION

THE MORNING AFTER THE Detonator incident, Liza didn’t show up at the Kindle cottage.

“It’s almost 7:42,” Rock mentioned reluctantly, once again checking the oven clock.

“Call her.” Cliff glanced up from his second helping of scrambled eggs. He pointed a squiggle of bacon at Rock.

“Isn’t it too early?” Panicked, their mother looked up from her cookbook. “No one will be awake. Oh, no, what am I saying? Silly me, of course they’re all awake by now …” She sighed, her eyes drifting back to her recipes.

Rock studied his mother carefully. Lately she seemed even more scattered than usual, always twittering a million goofy questions and never quite listening to the answers. Tucked inside her soft flannel robe and slippers, she looked frumpy and floppy, like a once-cherished stuffed animal that’s both a comfort and shame to rediscover. It had been weeks since Rock had seen his mother in regular clothes. She’d given them up, he guessed, when she gave up going outside.

“Ma, what are you doing today?” he asked abruptly.

“Would you please just give Liza a call and stop worrying about what Mom’s doing today?” Cliff pitched the bacon at him. It clung to Rock’s sweater a moment before it slid a bumpy trail to the floor. Rock scooped it up and stuffed it into his mouth.

“No throwing food,” their mother implored. “Please, kids. Cliffy, come on. Please.” Rock turned away from her and picked up the phone, yawning. Two nights in a row without a good sleep was becoming a drain. He punched in the number. When he heard Timmy’s “Hello,” his breath choked into a coughing fit.

“Who’s this? This some kinda prank?” Timmy’s voice was so loud that Brontie, hearing it, started to whimper.

“There’s a scary man in the phone!” she said, looking at Cliff, who put his finger to his lips. Rock turned and felt his brother’s stare intent on the back of his neck.

“No, it’s me, it’s Rock Kindle.” He coughed into the phone and bacon bits spewed everywhere. “Sorry about that. It’s just I thought you were away until next week.”

“No suh, no suh. Turned out they didn’t need me so long.”

“Oh. Uh, so, has Liza left to come over here yet?”

“Liza? Naw, Liza’s not feeling so good today,” Timmy answered. “She got a sore head. She’s not up to school today.”

“Okay, thanks.”

But the click had already sounded in Rock’s ear.

Rock replaced the receiver. “Timmy’s home and Liza’s got a headache,” he said. Suddenly the smell and taste of food made him sick, and he spit the rest of his bacon into the trash.

“What’s he doing home? You told me last night he was away.” Cliff’s voice was blaming.

“Don’t talk like it’s my fault that he’s there. Liza told me he was gone till Monday. So, anyhow, she’s not coming and we better push off.”

“You sure she’s not going to school?” Cliff looked at the phone as if it had more answers for him. “What did Timmy say?”

“You heard what—look, you wanna call yourself?”

“Let’s go.” Cliff was not smiling, even when Brontie reached her arms toward him for her customary good-bye kiss.

They sat together on the bus that morning, which they almost never did anymore, since Cliff liked Natalie Abersese. But now they sat together and Cliff doodled a new house on his brown-paper book cover and Rock finished up his history ditto. They didn’t talk about Liza. They talked about other stuff: who was going to win the NCAAs this year, which kids they could get to play on a weekend Rollerblade hockey team, how they could raise enough money to buy themselves some used Rollerblades. It was as if they both decided that the sound of their own voices could pinch out the shivery thoughts that slid underneath the aimless chatter.

“It’s weird how you always get top grades in history when you rot at everything else,” Cliff commented brightly, glancing over at Rock’s ditto.

“Comes natural to me.” Rock shrugged. “Photogenic mind, like Dad.”

“Photo-graphic. And you do not, either. You both just wish you did. Anyway, I know you study. You have about fifty index cards stacked up on your bookshelf about the frigging Revolutionary War. I remember having to do that paper. Mrs. Lewin. She was Miss Duncan when I had her. What a hottie.”

“I’m getting an A in gym, too.”

“A in history, A in gym, D-pluses in everything else.” Cliff laughed.

“Dad’s teaching helps more ’n what most bird-brain teachers at Sheffield could tell me.”

“Dad’s teaching,” Cliff scoffed. He eased himself low in his seat and traced his pencil over the outline of a sketch he’d made—a church, it looked like to Rock, with a domed roof and stairs leading up to two arched doors. “Sometimes I don’t think I’m up for taking any more from him, Rock.” Cliff spoke through his teeth as he shaded in one of the columns. “There’s times I don’t know what’s stopping me from jumping on my bike and taking off to anywhere, to get away from all that … ruling over us, you know what I mean? All that bossing us around. And even when he leaves, when he gets fed up with us and goes to Maguire’s, even then it’s like he’s still in the house, pushing us around with his nasty mood, ’cause all the rest of us are left feeling so bad.”

“Dad’s really smart, Cliff.” Rock hated these talks with his brother. Cliff’s words smacked of disloyalty. “He only wants to make sure that we learn everything he knows,” Rock continued. “Sometimes he gets riled up when we don’t learn stuff as fast as him, but all he’s doing is trying to improve us, as a family. And I think that’s wicked decent, actually.”

“Uh-huh.” But Cliff’s mind had retreated to a place where Rock’s argument couldn’t reach him. Rock turned and stared glumly out the window. A day that started with the sound of Timmy’s snide voice in his ear and no Liza was bound to be a bad day. Whenever Liza had a no-school day, an old, sore memory burst through the same door in Rock’s brain that he’d tried to seal shut ever since it happened.

It must have been a little over a year ago, another day when Liza had missed school. That afternoon Rock had ambled from the bus stop down to the little red house without a call or invitation. He’d knocked once and then strolled on through the door, Liza’s homework assignments tucked under his arm. He’d thought nothing of it. There was nothing to think.

Liza had been lounging in the front room, sunk deep into the recliner and wearing her undershirt and gym shorts. A heating pad rested like a parrot on her bare shoulder and a bowl of Arlene’s homemade soup was balanced between the bony spokes of her knees. When she saw Rock she raised one eyebrow, looking so casual and Liza-ish—how could he have known? Why would he have known?

“What’s with the heat pad?” he asked. He stepped into the room. “Hurt yourself? Lemme see.”

“Go ahead.” She even dropped her shoulder, letting the heating pad slide off into the chair cushion.

But when he’d stepped closer, bent nearer, the first thing he’d thought of, crazily enough, was the TV commercial for that cereal. Lucky Charms, it was called, with the little leprechaun chanting, “Pink hearts, yellow moons, green clovers, blue diamonds.” Magically delicious. All those colors.

“Wow. Did a meteor fall on you or something?” He itched to touch her, to run his finger along that bright warped skin. Purple stars, blue moons, green flowers.

“Fell outa the maple tree,” she said, lifting the bowl of soup to her mouth and blowing on it.

“But Timmy said you had a flu.” Rock still could get warm in the face, thinking of that stupid remark. “Must have been a bad fall.”

“Pretty bad. It don’t hurt, though.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

“It don’t.”

“Who are you, the Terminator? I bet you can’t use your arm for two weeks.”

He’d been such a meathead, arguing like that. Looking like a codfish with his mouth gaped open, trying to figure out how falling out of a tree would put those Lucky Charms prints all over her.

He knew better now.

After school Rock holed himself up in his room, his door halfway closed so that he could keep an ear tuned for Liza’s phone call. He pulled out his index cards. Staring at the cards was the only time he ever wished he had better handwriting. Being a lefty, he tended to smear the ink. The sounds of Mom and Brontie in the kitchen, working on another of Mom’s endless perfect dinners, faded away as he lost himself inside his thoughts.

He opened his mind to the olden days, when America was like a kid, ready to fight, ready for anything. He pictured Great Britain as some turkey-necked old codger, holding a pipe and talking in a puffed-out accent. The American colonists were young and sharp and mean, always ready to tar and feather some poor British slob. A professional tar and feather would kill you, too, since your skin couldn’t get enough oxygen through the tar. Your body just suffocated to death.

Rock wished he could write some of his paper about the punishments the British and Americans used against each other, starting with a couple paragraphs on tarring and feathering. It wouldn’t go over in Mrs. Lewin’s class, that was for sure. Ms. Manzuli said once you got to college, classes were way different. When you got to college, you could write a paper called, say, “The Best and Worst Weapons in the Revolutionary War,” or “Top Spies of the Revolution.” Those would be two really amazing papers. It was at least one good reason to go to college, although Rock couldn’t think of any other reasons right off the top of his head.

“Rock, come down for dinner,” his mother called. “And Daddy wants to talk to you about a few things, after.”

Rock pushed away the cards. He was finished studying for tonight.

“Oil and water are the two most important liquids that feed a car, but their functions are different as night and day. Cliff, if your engine wasn’t turning over, what would be the first thing you’d recommend looking at?”

“Check the oil?”

“Right.”

Rock squinted down the road, to where the outline of the Mobleys’ cottage roof was just visible through the bare, black tangle of trees and telephone wire. Liza hadn’t called. He would go see her tomorrow, drop off her homework, maybe bring her some of his back issues of Rolling Stone that she’d been bugging him about. He stared up at the black sky and wondered how many weeks were left until daylight savings. At least twelve, maybe thirteen. Then it would be only a few more weeks until summer. Finally.

“Are you with us, Rock? Earth to Rock.”

“Sorry.”

His father pointed to the jungly depths of station-wagon engine, which the three of them were now grouped around. “How do you expect to see what’s going on with this engine if you’re lost in your own fool thoughts?”

Rock moved closer to Cliff and peered at the engine’s dark intestines of wires and tubes. “Sorry,” he mumbled again. At his side, Cliff moved impatiently.

“Get it together,” he growled under his breath. “Or we’ll be out here all night.”

Right now, the pork chops and mashed potatoes filling Rock’s stomach were keeping him fairly warm, but the prospect of having to stand outside and listen to their father talk about car trouble all night sent a shiver like an ache through Rock’s body.

“And so, Rock, if you saw that the engine block had got cracked, what do you think the problem’d be?”

“The fan belt!” Rock spoke loud, which he hoped would distract from the fact that he was bluffing.

His father crossed his arms, and in the soft-edged darkness he became a tense and disapproving shape. Rock was happy for once that he wasn’t wearing his glasses, so that he couldn’t see the frown cut into his father’s face.

“We’ve been talking about oil and water all night, sailor. I’ve been giving you a fifty percent chance on the guess either way. Are you only pretending to be a complete and total imbecile, Rock, or are you the real item?”

Rock felt the back of his throat itch, but his muscles were too clenched to cough it out. He didn’t answer. His brain felt soft and empty of words. Soft and empty and dull. When their father spoke again, his voice was barely audible. “Rock, I need to tell you this for your own good.” He paused and exhaled a weary sigh. “See, buddy, the problem is, you’re a lot slower than your brother. Cliff lucked out and got more natural intelligence than you, but that’s just the hand he got dealt. No one said life was fair. So I think if I was you, I’d be trying extra hard to understand what was getting taught out here tonight. Look at your brother. He looks bored, eh? ’Cause he knows all this stuff. We’re pacing down for you, ’cause it’s you who’s always slow on the take. And if you don’t do us the favor of trying to understand, well, I must say I think that’s fairly inconsiderate of you, son.”

Rock had heard his father make this comparison before, but the comment still stung. He felt himself redden, turning thick and clumsy with his own dumbness.

“We’ve been outside for over an hour, Dad.” Cliff cleared his throat. “Don’t you have a lot of homework, Rock?”

“No.” Rock realized his back teeth had been clamped over his tongue and he tasted blood. If Cliff was bent on being whiny, Rock wanted no part of it.

“I’m kind of tired. I want to study,” Cliff said. “And Rock’s got his social-studies paper—”

“I don’t need to work on it anymore tonight,” Rock broke in.

“George, let them go.” His mother appeared in the doorway of the mudroom. Her fingers held the edges of her bathrobe tight together in front of her chest. “It’s freezing and it’s late.”

“Don’t tell me how to raise my sons, Katherine,” their father answered, so quietly that Rock doubted she heard him.

“I’ve made apple brown betty for dessert. It doesn’t taste as good cold.”

“We’ll be in later, Katherine.” Impatiently he waved her back inside the house.

“We’ve been out here awhile,” Cliff said.

“Fine, fine.” Their father slammed down the engine hood. “Laziness rims through this household like a disease. Family’s full of wimps and wusses. Hope I’d never have to be stuck on a mountain or a desert island with someone out of this lazy family.”

“Yeah and I hope I never …” Cliff started, then seemed to think better of finishing his sentence.

“What was that, sailor?”

“Nothing.” Cliff’s shadowed face was sullen. Rock could feel the sweat beneath his clothes, coating his skin. His heart beat an irregular high-speed rhythm. Shut up, Cliff, shut up. The words lifted in his throat and died there.

Their father studied Cliff, then Rock, then turned to address their mother.

“I’m going out, get a break from this abuse. You people”—he swept open his arms to include all of them in his statement—“you people make me sick sometimes.” They all watched, silent and unmoving, as he clomped around to the driver’s side and opened the door. Without another look toward the boys, he slid into the car and started the engine. They continued to watch until the car had rattled out the driveway and disappeared down the unlit road.

“Come inside, kids. I can’t keep this door open all night.” Their mother sounded weary, even in her victory.

“You shouldn’t bring up studying and my paper and stuff to him, Cliff,” Rock warned as they walked to the house. “It only makes Dad madder, you talking about school stuff. Can’t you see that?”

“I was only trying to help you out, you loser. You act like such a clunkhead sometimes, Rock.”

“I don’t need your help, okay? It’s not my fault Dad thinks you’re a lazy wimp and gets along better with me.”

“If you believe that, then you’re even stupider than Dad thinks,” Cliff retorted. He brushed past Rock through the open door and then, before Rock could slide in behind him, pulled it shut in Rock’s face.



CHAPTER FIVE

TEA PARTY

THE NEXT DAY WAS Saturday. Rock woke up late to the smell of gingerbread. His mother smiled as he shuffled into the kitchen.

“Hungry? French toast sound good? I’ve got homemade gingerbread in the oven. If you want to wait another twenty minutes, you can have some of that, too.”

Rock’s stomach grumbled but he didn’t want to sit down and wait for a huge meal while his mother read recipe ingredients out loud, choosing the Saturday dinner. Reading from cookbooks was what his mother mostly offered in place of conversation.

“I’m just gonna grab this banana.”

“Toast at least. You need toast. You should eat more for breakfast. A banana isn’t enough.” His mother’s words about food were always sure and purposeful. Already she was unwrapping the bread, plunking the slices into the toaster oven. Rock sat down, defeated, and propped his chin in his hands.

“Where’s everyone?”

“Your dad’s swimming at the gym. Cliff took Brontie to the puppet theater at the library; they’ll be back any minute. Oh, and Timmy called asking for you to help put up a swing set for Trev.”

“In the middle of January? The ground’s frozen.”

“Oh, you know how Timmy’ll do anything for that boy of his. Like your dad. When you were born, I remember he built that giant bookshelf, he just knew you were going to need it, and you did. All those soccer trophies, you and Cliffy both. Though I do wish there were more books in those shelves now. You loved books. We used to read together, Rock, remember? When you were little?” His mother’s voice sounded desperate. She reached out and folded her fingers over his own. Her skin was silky white, soft and dry as a tissue. “When you were little?” Her voice implored him to answer.

“I don’t know. I like my toast done real light.” Rock sprang up, shaking his hand free. He remembered.

There was a time he thought his mom was just about the smartest lady in the universe, with all those books she read. The year he’d stayed back, in second grade, she had read him stories that to this day could drown his brain in sparkling images. The Brontes’ books were her favorites, of course—Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights. He’d loved them, too, before he realized they were ladies’ books. He’d enjoyed Jane Eyre especially, probably because of that smooth operator Mr. Rochester, the guy he was named after, and those spooky parts about Mr. Rochester’s mad arsonist first wife who was locked away in the attic.

As he got older, though, Rock grew restless with the endless reading. He wished his mom could do more, like take him to the park or the beach, or on nature hikes or sailing. But his mother had never been an outdoorsy mom. She was a quiet, cooking-and-reading, close-to-home mom—kind of fragile, in his opinion. Lately, though, it seemed that home was turning into his mother’s own personal biosphere. Both seventh grades were studying biospheres this year, and while Rock thought it was kind of cool to live in a place where everything you needed was right at your fingertips, it also didn’t seem that anyone could feel totally, completely alive there.

“Listen to this for a second, Rochester.” His mother flipped to a page in her cookbook. “It’s for Blackened Chicken Santa Fe. I think I could do it, except I need the chicken, obviously, and some other things. ‘Preheat oven to 425. You will need chicken bouillon’—okay, I have that—‘and two cups of—’ ”

“Sounds good, Mom. Maybe you should go to the store and pick up the ingredients.”

“Oh, I thought if you were going out you could ride your bike to the milk store and get me some of these things. I made a list.”

“I’m heading to the Mobleys’,” Rock said determinedly. “Opposite way. Sorry, Mom.”

Lately, now that their mother didn’t stray from home, their father was having to do all the grocery shopping and school shopping and clothes shopping, even for Brontie. He would arrive home from work at night with armfuls of packages, like Santa Claus.

“You’d think Mom could help out a little,” Rock complained once to Cliff. “I know we only have the station wagon, but remember how she used to drive him to work so she could keep the car? Why doesn’t she do that anymore? It must make Dad annoyed, all the extra work.”

“He likes it.” Cliff had flicked Rock in the forehead, hard. “Dad likes for Mom to be all dependent on him. Cowboy George wants to control the whole corral. Don’t you get it?”

“Shut up, spudface,” Rock had growled. He hadn’t thought about it that way before, that their father actually liked doing all the shopping. The flick left a mark, too, a little red circle like a bull’s-eye. Don’t you get it? the mark seemed to laugh. Rock had covered it up with some of Cliff’s acne cream.

His mother was slowly sinking back into the delights of her cookbook, her flowery script neatly adding one thing, then another, to the growing list.

“Bye, Mom,” Rock called. She blinked up at him, surprised, and smiled. Rock felt a tug of wishing for the old days, for the softly read books and the soothing feeling that his mom knew everything and could protect him from everything. Now she was like Mr. Faella’s snowflake sweater, a memory of something that used to be good but now was getting all worn out and unravely.

Liza lounged on her side in front of the couch, wearing her red thermal pajamas and watching cartoons. She’d curled Trev into the bend she’d made of her body and was absently dragging her fingers through his curly hair. Both their mouths drooped open and the images on the TV screen flickered dully in their eyes.

“Hey-a, Liza.” Rock waved. Liza looked up.

“Hi.”

“I got your homework assignments from Mrs. Zukoff from yesterday. I put ’em on the front table, along with some of my old Rolling Stones that you wanted.”

“Thanks.” Liza nodded distractedly, her eyes glazing over as they fixed back on the cartoon.

“How’s your head?”

“Better, a little. You see Trev’s new swing set Timmy’s putting up? Slide and everything.”

“Yeah, I’m going out there in a minute.” Their sentences trickled as thinly as water poured back and forth from doll teacups. The conversation made him restless.

“I’ll go out and help, then.”

“That’s a good idea, there, Rock.” Arlene strode into the living room, her watering can in hand, armed to nourish her spider plants. “Go make yourself useful. Liza’s resting now.”

“How you, rapscallion?” Timmy whistled at Rock between his teeth. “You need a haircut there, buddy. Starting to look like a woman.”

“Naw.” Rock flipped his hair out of his eyes.

“Well, seeing I’m most about done here”—Timmy tapped the top of the monkey bars with his hammer—“I don’t need your help. No woman’s work needed out here, no suh.”

“All right. I’m going, then.”

“See you round like a record.” Timmy waved. They both laughed at his dumb joke. So much fakeness. The fakeness at the Mobleys’ house could really bother Rock. It was tough to scrape up so many phony smiles and hollow laughs without feeling tired out from the effort.

Rock took off on his BMX, heading for a place where he knew he could be left alone. At the edge of the pond he dropped his bike on the grass and heaved the banked JennAir over onto its belly, then dragged it down to the water’s edge, where he launched it and himself out into the pond. Slush and icy water licked the edge of his jeans and soaked his sneakers, but he didn’t care. The winter at Valley Forge had frozen off soldiers’ fingers and toes, and then they’d gone ahead and eaten the fallen-off parts just to stay alive. That was bravery. Whenever Rock felt cold, all he had to do was think of biting into his own toes and immediately he felt a little tougher. Cold water, in comparison, was nothing.

No one living around Moose Hill Pond knew what the JennAir was exactly. It was named for the words that appeared in lacquered script along its side. Most guesses were that it was some kind of giant washtub, a fancy Jacuzzi-style tub that one of the summer families must have discarded. Now it belonged to everybody. The JennAir could hold four, sometimes five kids at a time, although five was a squeeze, and it could spin you all around the pond, safe and lazy as a donkey ride. Which was just the pace Rock wanted.

On the other side of the pond was the milk store, which Rock started paddling to for a candy bar, until he got halfway across the pond and realized that he didn’t have any money. So he let the JennAir drift him in lazy circles while he stretched out on his back and looked at the sky. The aloneness of lying in a tub in the middle of a pond of half-frozen water began to steep a calm inside him. He pictured his mind like a glass of soda set in the sun, and he felt the pops and fizzes of his thoughts and concerns slowly escape him, leaving him flat and still.

He began to sing, something he liked to do when he was all by himself. The vibrations in his vocal cords were more pleasing to him than the sounds of his actual voice. Then his singing just turned into weird noises, sounds that would have freaked him out if he didn’t know where they came from. It was astounding, the range that hummed and piped inside one person.

“Hey, yooouuu.”

Rock lifted his head. Liza, in a blur of pajama bottoms that now were paired with her purple ski parka, was waving at him from the rickety dock.

“Want me to row in?” he shouted. He wondered if she’d heard him making those dorky noises, and he flushed. The purple blur on the dock jumped up and down. Rock grabbed the paddle and began steering himself inland. The early afternoon had darkened, lumpy clouds hiding the little bit of sun the day had decided to offer, and daytime seemed finished before it had ever really begun, which happened a lot in January.

“Thanky, sir.” Liza saluted, grabbing at the tub prow and spidering herself into the JennAir once it slid within her reach. “Brrr—it’s so cold. Cliff came by. He knew you’d be out here. Cliff can always predict what you and Brontie are up to.”

“No, he can’t,” Rock answered quickly. He didn’t like the idea of Cliff having some kind of magic eye trained on him. Liza smirked. She lifted the paddle and began to row with sure, long strokes, out to the middle of the pond.

“Don’t you wish it was always so quiet?” she asked with a sigh, once the JennAir was twirling in the middle of the water again. “I think it rots when the snobby summer people come and fill up the houses around our pond and Linwood Drive and Sheffield.” She paused and nodded in the general direction of the summer cottages tucked around the bank. “Look how empty. It belongs to us all year, and then for three months all those people—‘Hey, hon, can you tell me how to get to Masonfield, can you tell me how to get to the Fiddlehead Inn, duh, can you tell me where the farmers’ market is?’ ”

“Or how about, ‘Duh, you kids, don’t moor your boat on our dock, don’t pick those raspberries on our property.’ ”

“Yeah—‘Don’t put your beach towels over our fence, get off our land.’ They rot, summer snobs.” Liza set aside the paddle and braided her fingers together against her mouth, breathing warm air over them. “There was summer snobs in Skowhegan, but not this bad. It was more spread apart, up there.”

“Rich people fork out megadollars to have a summer place near water.”

“Water’s a good thing any time of the year.” Liza looked over the side of the JennAir, into the pond’s deep bruise-colored murk. “I bet there’s cave treasures down there,” she remarked, pushing at an ice chunk with the tip of her finger. “When I get older, I’m fixing to go cave diving, you just watch. If you get spooked when you’re cave diving, your feet kick up all the dirt and sediments on the bottom of the ocean, then you can’t see, and you die slow and painful. You gotta be pure calm, like James Bond. Ever hear of cave diving?”

“Yeah, sure,” Rock lied. How did Liza always hear about guy things before most guys did? He hoped she wouldn’t press him for any more information.

“Hey, Rock, you know, I’m thinking of cutting loose, maybe head to California.”

“Oh yeah?” Rock looked up sharply. He hadn’t expected those words. Liza nodded.

“All you guys thinking that? Of moving away?”

“Just me. Nobody else.”

“You think you’d be okay on your own?”

Liza looked down at the water and said that she did.

“Well.” Rock pinched his lips together. “You’d know best.” He took a breath and plunged ahead. “I don’t think it’s such a bad idea, maybe, if Timmy keeps you missing school like you do.” Even as he spoke, he felt a prickle of sweat break out in his armpits. He hoped his words didn’t get Liza all mad, or drive him out to somewhere in the conversation he didn’t want to be.

“Uh-huh.” Liza pushed out her mouth like a kiss, thinking. “Anyhow, Cliff says it’s a good idea, too.”

Cliff. Rock didn’t know why, but a fierce flame of anger suddenly lit up inside him. Liza was talking privately to Cliff. They’d spoken together about Timmy, about California. Important conversations had already happened, without Rock.

Oblivious, Liza continued, “Cliff says maybe there’s not enough room for me in Timmy’s family. Could be he’s right. Cliff says I probably remind Timmy about how Ma used to be together with my dad and not him.”

“Maybe your mom could talk to Timmy. Tell him to quit being so rough, you know?” Rock felt the pointlessness of his words, but it sounded like the mature thing to say. The whole plan made Rock feel slightly hot-tempered anyway—thinking of Cliff talking, Cliff observing, Cliff noticing stuff that Rock didn’t see. Cliff was always trying to be the big Superman, ever since that first time a couple years ago.

Cliff could never let that day go, even after they’d met under Cliff’s bed that night to hash through the details. Cliff scratched at that day like a permanent mosquito bite that even now could always twitch Rock into a bad mood.

That day, he and Rock had been hanging out at the Mobleys’, working at the table in the front room. Earlier, Arlene had made homemade Play-Doh for Trev, dyeing it red and yellow and blue with food coloring, but then Trev went down for a nap, so Cliff and Rock and Liza decided to surprise Trev by building him a giant Play-Doh spaceland for his Power Rangers. They were drinking iced tea and eating Chex mix and listening to the Casey Kasem Top 40, laughing over the dumb, lovesick long-distance dedications. It was just a regular, after-school day. Rock would probably have forgotten all about it if the next thing hadn’t happened.

Rock couldn’t remember if he’d even heard the grind of the truck on the gravel. Maybe first Arlene had looked out the window and said, “Timmy’s home,” or maybe they’d all listened to the stomp of his work boots on the welcome mat. What Rock did remember was his voice, words that had weighted Rock to his seat and run a chill through him, like the tip of a knife skimming from the base of his spine up to his neck.

“Who left my tools out in the rain?” The voice had paused, waiting, maybe, for an answer, then continued. “What dumb little bastard was trying to build some stupid piece of junk and left my tools out in the rain? Is there a dumb little bastard in this house who wants to come here and tell me why my hand saw and my hammer and my drill bit are rusting wet on this lawn?”

“Maybe you boys should go. It’s almost dinnertime,” Arlene said crisply. She began to pluck up bits of loose Play-Doh, mashing all the colors together into an empty margarine tub.

Liza kept working, rolling her Play-Doh into a tube that lengthened and thinned in the blur of movement between her hands. But Rock and Cliff were both stuck in their seats, their gazes fixed on the doorway, watching for the face that belonged to a voice so low and tough that it sounded only a little bit like Timmy’s.

But then Timmy appeared; suddenly just regular old Timmy was standing in the kitchen archway, wearing his same faded jeans and battered baseball cap, but under the shadow of the brim his face was hard.

“That you, Liza?” he said.

“What if it was?” she asked. In the silence that followed, the Play-Doh tube became a cigar, then a soda straw, then no thicker than a loop of red yarn that drooped over Liza’s hands. She didn’t look up.

Slowly Timmy clomped over the table and reached for Liza like he was lifting a pot of hot water—two-handed, a balanced and careful grip under her arms. He lifted her right up so that her face was level with his face and her eyes had to look into his eyes, and her legs in their gray sweatpants twisted and kicked at the air like an upside-down beetle.

And then he tossed her, just like that, straight across the room.

It almost looked graceful, the way it happened, a gasp of movement shared between two dancers. Liza’s whalebone body sprang up so high, vaulted so weightlessly across the space; if the door had been open, she might have sailed right out and flown into the sky like Peter Pan. But the door was closed and it stopped her. She hit the wood and dropped like a sack and made a funny noise as the breath popped out of her.

Cliff jumped up, banging the table. A glass of iced tea fell over with a bump and splash, its loose, liquid tentacles spreading wide. The tea made islands of the Play-Doh lumps, dribbling over the edge of the table and dripping onto the carpet.

“Hey Timmy, hey Timmy,” Cliff kept repeating. His voice was loud, confident like when he practiced reciting his Boy Scout vows. And Liza had been sort of laughing, Rock remembered. The stupid, insane cheeriness of the two of them.

“Aw, I’m not hurt.” Liza was laughing, but her laugh was stuck inside her; it was just a smile and a choking in her shoulders. Arlene kept perfectly silent. She’d dashed off to the closet when Cliff knocked the tea, bringing back a pile of dish towels, which she began stuffing everywhere, patting them over the rug, over the Play-Doh—suddenly rags were everywhere to catch the drips.

“Hey Timmy, it was my fault. We were both making that go-cart and then this song came on Casey Kasem.” Cliff spoke with smiling intensity. He reminded Rock of a game-show player trying his jaunty best to guess the right answer for ten thousand dollars. “It came on and we forgot and we went inside, we forgot. I forgot.”

“What are you there, Cliffy, her boyfriend?”

“Don’t hurt.” Liza was still laughing, staggering to her feet. “No, suh.” Rock twisted a rag in his hands, trying to soak up the iced tea that streaked the edge of the table.

“Glad it don’t, seeing as I’m not through,” said Timmy.

“You boys get along home,” Arlene whispered.

“I’m not leaving,” Cliff shouted cheerfully.

“Yeah, you are. Get going.” Timmy clapped his hand around the back of Cliff’s neck. “And put my tools away, boyfriend, ’fore you leave.” With his free hand he opened the door, the one that had stopped Liza. Rock leaped out of his chair and dashed through it.

“Come on, Cliff,” he called from the lawn. “It’s late.” Cliff stumbled out a few moments later, as if he’d been pushed. He looked at Rock and then back over his shoulder.

“Come on,” Rock hissed.

“We can’t.” Cliff shook his head.

“We gotta.” And Rock said something he’d meant to be a comfort but had only seemed to tear Cliff up worse inside. “It isn’t our business anyway,” Rock said. “I mean, it’s not like those people are in our family.” Cliff turned on him.

“Liza,” he said. His eyes were wild with anger. “Liza’s not those people.” Then he’d pushed Rock hard, two-fisted, square in the small of his back, so that Rock didn’t have a choice except to sidestep him, taking a heated joy in watching Cliff stumble and fall on the damp grass.

“I know who Liza is,” Rock muttered, dropping to his knees beside his brother.

“Help me clean up the tools,” Cliff said.

They had gathered up the tools, carefully drying and replacing them in Timmy’s toolbox. Then Cliff had whispered that the toolbox was looking pretty junky, so they’d dumped everything out and replaced the screws and washers and bolts all in their correct compartments. Rock remembered how they’d lingered, casting sidelong glances at the windows, straining for a hint of sound or movement. But the house kept its secrets from them.

Except that the next day, Liza hadn’t been in school.

“How’re you feeling?” Rock now asked her abruptly. Nothing looked wrong with Liza now as she sat opposite him in the JennAir, her cheeks peppermint pink from the cold. But at his question, Liza’s smile emptied and she crossed her arms over her chest.

“Rock, I came out here for a reason, ’cause I wanna show you something, I wanna show you this, what I got here,” Liza said, patting the side of her parka. “So pay attention since this is important.” She groped at her jacket’s inside pocket and pulled out a greasy piece of paper, which she shook at Rock. “Look with your eyes, not with your hands.”

“Shut up.” Rock leaned over and squinted at the smudged pencil script.

Seamas Barnes

Manahasick road

Third house left side facing the dead end

Knock three times fast, two times slow

Ask for Seamus

“Seamus Barnes? Who’s that?” Rock pronounced the name “Seem-us.”

“No, it’s Shame-us. That’s how you say his name.”

“Well, I don’t know him. Who is he? He’s from Sheffield?”

“Uh-uh.” Liza smiled gravely. “He’s from …” She stretched her hands in front of Rock’s face and snapped her fingers, pop-pop-pop. “He’s from—remember the time a few months ago when I pretended like I got lost from our field trip? The time we went to the New Haven Cane and Hickory Museum?”

Rock nodded. He remembered.

“Well, that was the same day when I met Seamus. He was just hanging out in the train station. He’s a pretty cool guy, should be in high school, but he don’t go to school, he just hangs out and takes trains all around.”

“A bum,” Rock said. Liza frowned.

“Not a bum. Not like some geezer who sleeps on a grate and stinks. Seamus is cool, he has a cool tattoo of a chain-link fence around his ankle, and another one of a shamrock on his back, close to here, about.” Liza twisted to one side and tapped the small of her back. “We hung out a long time, he’s wicked mellow—he even bought me some French fries at the Burger King. And at the end of the day, he gave me this.” She waved the paper.

“He gave me it, and he told me if things ever got tough all around—that’s how he put it, tough all around—then I should come hang out with him and his friends at this house. Just kids live there. Cool ones. I had to promise, may I be hit by a truck if I reneged, that I’d never tell no one about the place, except for a kid who needed to go there. So technically, I already broke my promise. Except I know you won’t tell.”

Liza tipped her head to one side and slumped down so that her jacket walled up around her chin. She looked very small. Small and watchful, like a turtle.

“You never told us about that kid Seamus. You said you just hung out in the mall all day.” Rock felt resentful. He hated secrets being kept from him.

“I did—we did. But it felt like a hidden thing. Private. Which it still is,” Liza asserted quickly. “It’s a secret hideout, see. That’s what Seamus is talking about.”

“But now you want to go there. To New Haven?”

“Yep. Till I get my plan fixed. I’ll lay low awhile, try and get some money together. So that I’m in good shape financial-wise, when I pick a new spot to live.”

Rock began to mentally unfold this plan, trying to shake out its strangeness and daring.

“You’d leave without telling Arlene and Timmy, right?”

“I gotta.” Liza’s October eyes held his for long enough for him to know she meant what she said.

“And this house is a place for kids?”

“For kids like me. And I’m set on it. I’ll hang out there, for a while. So I need you and Cliff to help me out a little, to get me where I’m going. I asked Cliff already. He’s in, but now I thought I’d tell you, too. You’ll help me out, won’tcha, Rock? Huh?” Her words were light, but she sat motionless, waiting for his answer.

“Course.” Rock snapped his head up and down. “Course I’ll help.”



CHAPTER SIX

MIDNIGHT RIDE

THEY WERE TOO OLD to roll underneath Cliff’s bed for a secret meeting, but the late-night meeting would definitely happen, an event they scheduled without need for words.

“We have to go with her, of course,” Cliff whispered. They were in his room, wrapped in blankets and facing each other like two tribal chiefs. “In case this house is bogus. In case the place is full of gangs or junkies or something.”

“Out to New Haven? All of us?”

“It’s not like it’s California, meat-ax. It’s New Haven. I got money, if you need to borrow for the ticket.”

“Naw, I got my own money.” Which wasn’t true, but Rock would somehow manage to find some money for his own ticket. It would be lame for him to help Liza make her escape on a Cliff-funded ticket.

“I feel kinda sorry for Arlene,” Cliff commented. “Although I hope she feels cruddy after. Serves her right, being so chicken of Timmy.”

“Me, too.” Rock scowled. “I hope it’ll teach her a lesson.”

“Except you hear all that stuff, of what happens to kids who hit the road. How they turn into, you know, drug addicts and panhandlers and stuff. How it’s not, uh …” Cliff pressed his top teeth against his bottom lip, thinking. “How it’s not really the greatest life for a kid.”

“Liza’s tough,” Rock said. “She’ll be okay.”

“Shame she’s so puny.” Cliff spaced his thumb and finger about six inches apart. “She were like this much taller, she’d be more threatening against all those thugs and scumbags.”

“She’ll be okay,” Rock repeated.

“We’ll get train schedules and maps and figure out finances tomorrow,” Cliff said, twisting around to scribble on his typing paper. “Now beat it, I’m tired. I got an oral report in English tomorrow.”

Later that night, Brontie wet the bed again. Rock woke up to the usual noises: thumping footsteps, his father’s voice, his mother’s “Shhh, shhh, shhh,” the incriminating squeak of the washing-machine door, and the distant spray of the bathroom shower.

“To discipline … Absolutely … Teach more about … How much older to get before you decide? … Is a problem, yes it is a problem.”

Rock listened to the shreds of his father’s sentences, dark and rebuking. His mother’s whisper was too high and wavery for him to pick up. The front door opened and slammed shut, and Rock heard the station wagon’s engine turn over and then slowly back out of the driveway. He smushed his pillow around his head, just in case he might overhear his mom sniffling down in the living room.

“Rock?”

“Bront?” Rock pulled himself up in the bed. The shadowy outline of his sister bobbled in the doorway. “You need something?”

“Cliffy’s asleep.” Brontie hopped deeper into the room. Rock patted the bed and his sister leaped the rest of the way, hoisting herself up and curling into a ball at his feet. Rock sat all the way up now. Brontie’s hair was wet and she wore a pair of Rock’s old footed pajamas; their mother most likely had dug them up from the back of the towel closet, to replace Brontie’s soiled nightgown.

“Bront, are you okay to sleep with wet hair?” Rock asked. “You might get sick, catch a cold.”

“Like from giraffe teeth?”

“No, from wet hair.” Giraffe teeth? Rock mulled this over. How did it come so easily to Cliff, slotting their sister’s words into an exact significance? Giraffe teeth, giraffe teeth. “You sure you want to sleep here?” he asked.

“I already had an accident,” Brontie answered. “I won’t do it again. Dad told Mommy I should sleep in the mudroom until I don’t mess up the bed, since I’m wrecking it.”

“You can’t wreck a bed that way.”

“Dad said I could.”

“Well, he’s wrong. You can’t help your accidents, and besides, you’ll grow out of them soon enough.”

“Dad says I can stop anytime I want,” Brontie stated matter-of-factly. “He says I do it on purpose for attention. He says he’s going to take away Wynona because I’m mean to her, I make her get all smelled up.” She lifted the doll to her face, smacking Wynona’s head against her own. “The mud-room’s cold,” she said.

“He just says stuff when he’s angry. He’s not gonna take away Wynona.” Rock yawned. “You’ve heard him say all those same things before. Don’t worry about it and go to sleep.”

“I told Dad I have accidents because sometimes my dreams and nightmares hurt too much.”

“Well, I won’t let your dreams and nightmares hurt you, okay? Get some sleep. And if you wet the bed, all we have to do is wake up and change the sheets. Okay? That okay with you, Bront?”

At his feet, Rock heard a faint and sleepy “Yes.” He reached down and flipped the end of his comforter up over his sister’s balled body. He didn’t think he’d ever held such a long conversation with Brontie, and it made him feel kind of protective and older-brotherish. Then suddenly it hit him. Giraffe teeth—that was what Brontie called candy corn. Last Halloween she’d eaten a ton of candy corn and been violently ill, throwing up all night. Giraffe teeth—they made you sick, and so did wet hair? That must be the connection. Rock smiled to himself in the darkness. It felt good to figure out Brontie, especially without Cliff’s help.

With each new day, Cliff seemed to fuel up on ideas and details about the New Haven plan. It was like he’d been waiting for it all his life, Rock thought. He hashed through it endlessly, holding secret meetings in the JennAir or up in the ramshackle tree house the three of them had built a couple years ago but barely ever used in winter.

“We go next Saturday morning,” Cliff explained during one of the tree-house meetings. “We’ll ride bikes to the Sheffield train station and lock ’em in that crawl space underneath the platform. Then we’ll take the very first train, the, ah …” He scrutinized the train schedule. “The five thirteen, which puts us in New Haven at five forty-seven.”

“Saturday morning? I got to baby-sit Trev in the afternoon. Ma’s working at the botanical gardens. She’ll be wicked mad.”

“Liza.” Cliff made her name into a sound of exasperation. “Listen to how dumb you sound.”

“It’s just that …” Liza reached in her jacket pocket and pulled out a sandwich baggie full of cheese curls.

“What?”

But Liza didn’t have an answer ready. She snapped off half a cheese curl and shrugged. Cliff cut his eyes at her.

“Come on, Liza,” he said encouragingly, like you would to a dog, Rock thought. “You can do it. I’ll be with you, Rock’ll be there, too. We’ll all go together.”

“Yeah,” Rock agreed.

But as the week progressed, Rock gradually began to feel like the sound of his own voice and his own presence had to work hard to mix in with a plan that belonged to Cliff alone.

The only thing Rock liked envisioning was his role in the cover-up, after Liza was safely gone. In his mind’s eye he pictured a lineup of adults—Mrs. Zukoff, Mr. Faella, Timmy and Arlene, even his own parents—all pumping him with questions. Then he saw himself, secret as a stone, but inside he would be laughing, thinking of how easily he’d sneaked Liza across the battlefields of grown-up rules and regulations and straight into freedom.

Meanwhile, Cliff wanted to hog all the glory. He was being exactly like the British, Rock thought, having to put his own stupid stamp on every single suggestion. What was worse, Liza didn’t really seem to mind. “Good smarts,” she would say to him in response to each new idea. Maybe she’d gone all soft and had a crush on Cliff now. This thought, once it had planted itself into Rock’s brain, began to sour there.

Friday evening, when he set his alarm for 4:30 A.M., Rock wondered why he was even bothering to come on the trip at all.

“You guys should go ahead without me tomorrow,” he said stiffly when Cliff came in to say good night.

“Aw, no way, Rock. Come on, big guy. I need you.” Cliff scratched his head and stared at his brother with an earnestness that embarrassed Rock. “You might not see it, but you’re pretty much the whole entire reason that Liza’s keeping so calm these days. Because she knows how tough you are, how you’d totally maul anyone who tried to come up against her. How’ll she feel safe if it’s only me looking out for her?”

Was that true? Rock wondered. Cliff had a weird way of sometimes being able to get just what he wanted by saying exactly what someone wanted to hear. And Rock did like to believe himself the better fighter, the truer Kindle. Still, Liza must think of Rock as being pretty tough. She saw him beat Cliff in an arm wrestle a couple months ago.

“Yeah, okay. I’ll think about it. I’ll see how I feel tomorrow.”

“Do it for Liza,” Cliff said.

When his watch alarm beeped at 4:30 the next morning, Rock clicked it off and stared at the ceiling for a long time. He felt numb, like the last time he went to the dentist and got an extra shot of Novocain, except now the thick, deadening sensation rolled through his entire body, not just his inside his lips and jaw. Nothing had seemed real until this moment, but time had turned him numb, unnatural in his daring.

Today Liza would escape. Even as the thought passed through his mind, he had a hard time believing it. He had made up his mind that he had to help, even if Liza did give Cliff all the credit. It was just like in this book Ms. Manzuli lent him about Samuel Adams. That guy was a true original, a real behind-the-scenes force that got the Revolution off the ground. Samuel Adams was always lurking around, writing angry letters about the British to the newspapers and signing them with different phony names like “Populus” or “A Bostonian,” so that the people thought that there were hundreds of angry citizens begging for war, when actually it was just this one sneaky guy.

Cliff could go ahead and be like Thomas Jefferson, hogging the glory if he needed it so bad. After all, it was Adams whom the British called “the most dangerous man in Massachusetts.” And Rock knew he’d rather be dangerous than glorified.

Quietly he heaved himself out of bed and pulled on his winter clothes, then stood and looked out the window, chewing the granola bar Cliff had bought him for the trip. Waiting.

“All set?” Cliff whispered from the door.

Rock turned. “Ready.”

They tiptoed downstairs, carrying their work boots in their hands, and waited until they’d softly shut the front door behind them before lacing the boots on their feet. A nip of early-morning cold sank a deep chill through Rock’s entire body and refused to budge.

“Here.” Cliff thrust something into Rock’s hands. His glasses, Rock realized with a frown.

“I don’t need those. My eyes are fine.”

“Save it for Dad. We all need to be eagle-eyed this morning, and that means you, too. Come on. For Liza.”

Rock hesitated and then pushed the glasses up over his nose. He always forgot how much cleaner the world looked when it was focused. Besides, he figured, it was too dark and too early in the morning for anyone to see him.

“Let’s go,” Cliff commanded, and then shot off over the front lawn.

It felt like an Interrupted night, Rock realized, even down to the raw churning in his stomach and the separateness he felt from the dreaming neighborhood. This must also be what soldiers feel like right before battle, Rock decided, all their senses at razor’s edge, every hair of their skin pricked with energy.

Liza was waiting for them at the end of Linwood, as planned. Her bike rested on its side and she was sitting by the road in a shadowy lump next to the smaller lump of her duffel bag.

“You ready?” Cliff hauled the duffel on his shoulder. “Pretty light, that’s good.”

“Careful,” she warned. “I got all my worldliest possessions in there.”

Cliff nodded, and adjusted the duffel to distribute its weight more evenly across his back.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Sure.” She grinned and stuck her tongue out at him. They both laughed, although it wasn’t really very funny, Rock thought. He flipped up his kick-stand with the blunt toe of his boot and pushed his bike between them.

“Can we go?” he asked.

They coasted through the silky cold darkness. Along the way they passed off soft warnings to each other.

“Pothole ahead.”

“It’s just this next turn.”

“Car coming.” An approaching car meant that they pulled their bikes off the road and crouched to hide behind the trees that banked Carpenter Avenue.

“ ’Cause you never know if it’s someone who’d recognize us and call our parents,” Cliff said. Cliff had thought up a lot of spy stuff; like when they got to the Sheffield train station, it was Cliff who went to the window to get all the tickets, so that the ticket person wouldn’t be an eyewitness to spot Liza.

“You leave a note?” Rock asked as the two of them waited.

“A note?” Liza squeezed her handlebar grips and for the first time Rock noticed that she wore Timmy’s brittle leather work gloves instead of her customary unmatched mittens.

“Like a good-bye note.”

“Oh, yeah, just for my ma. I told her a whole heap of stuff … What’s Cliff making that face for?”

Rock craned his neck. “Train!” he yelped, leaping off his seat, fumbling for the lock, and pushing the bike into the crawl space all at once. “Hurry, give me your bike, go, go—get the train, I’ll lock your bike and mine together. Go!” His last word finally jumped Liza off her bike. Carefully she squeaked it toward him.

“Hurry!” he shouted.

At the sound of the train whistle, Liza looked up at the tracks. “But you need help,” she said. Her face puckered with worry. “Cliff’ll wait. It’s either all of us or none.”

“Liza, just shut up and go!” he commanded. “It doesn’t matter if I don’t get on the stupid train. You got Cliff, just go.” Still she’d wavered, hopping from one foot to the next and chewing a piece of her hair.

“Okay, but hurry,” she pleaded, and then she shot off, her corduroy pants making a slithering sound as she dashed up the platform.

Alone inside the crawl space, Rock worked quickly, lining up all three bikes and tilting them neatly against each other, making sure the chains looped through each frame and not just through the handlebars.

The train hissed into the station and stopped. Liza and Cliff probably wanted to hang out with just each other anyway, Rock thought. He was a third wheel, no matter what either of them said. Maybe he should miss the train on purpose.

Rock could already picture himself, sitting on the wooden bench in the empty station, using the change that lumped his jeans pocket to buy a packaged coffee cake and an orange soda from the vending machine that stood inside the ticket office. He might even manage to feel ticked off that Cliff and Liza hadn’t jumped off the train and waited until they all could take the five thirty-nine together.

But the train didn’t budge. Rock ducked out of the crawl space and mounted the platform steps.

“Come on, dumb butt.” Cliff stuck his head out the window and rapped the glass. “We’d have left you behind if this train wasn’t three million years old.”

“Keep your shirt on,” Rock mumbled.

He slipped inside the train car and sprawled in the seat facing Liza and Cliff. He glared at them.

“If you don’t want to come with, then go.” Liza reached over and batted a gloved finger against his nose. “But don’t do me any favors.”

“I’m here because I wanna be, not because anyone’s making me be.” Rock slid closer to the window and looked out as the train began to wheeze out of the station. He felt Liza and Cliff exchange a glance. “Whatcha got in there, anyway?” he asked, to change the subject. He gave a gentle kick to the duffel bag Liza had wedged into the space beneath where she sat.

“Mostly clothes.” She pulled out the bag and tugged its zipper, then began poking at the contents of the bag. “I been packing and repacking all week. I don’t think I forgot nothing important. Underwear and jeans, toothbrush, washcloth, maps. And a six pack of Certs, in case I can’t take a shower for a while. Ever notice how clean Certs can make you feel, even if the rest of you feels kind of grungy? Oh, and my autograph book, so in case I go to Los Angeles, I’m prepared for the stars.”

“Lemme see that.” Cliff dove a hand into Liza’s bag and pulled up a square green plastic book, then tossed it across the seat into Rock’s eager hands.

“ ‘My Autographs,’ ” Rock read the gold embossed script in a squeaky girl voice.

“Hey, don’t open that—it’s private.” Liza half stood, making a grab for the book.

Rock began flipping through the gilt-edged pages. “Whoa, Liza, this is amazing.” He whistled after a moment. “You got everyone—Tom Cruise, Michael Jordan, Cindy Crawford. And look, Cliff, even though they all signed it in different pens, they all kind of have the same-style handwriting. It’s wicked weird.”

“Give that back,” Liza squealed. Her face was the color of a summer crab apple. Rock held the book high over his head, its pages spread open for Cliff to see. “I got most of ’em when I lived in Skowhegan, anyhow,” she protested weakly.

“Gee.” Cliff began laughing. “Liza sure does hang out with a lot of interesting people, don’tcha Liza? Who’d think that good ol’ Michael Jordan would of been passing through Skowhegan, Maine? I guess that is a pretty big basketball town, though. What’s Maine’s team again?”

“The Skowhegan Skunks?” Rock laughed.

“Shut up!”

“The Skowhegan Saps?” Cliff added. He nudged Liza in the elbow and she squirmed away from him. “We’re just busting on you, Lizy. Once, and I mean this was a long time ago, but once I fake-autographed all my baseball cards and tried to sell them down at the Sheffield flea market.”

“Or, look, Hillary Clinton.” Rock flipped a page. “You remember, Cliff, that time the Clintons rented the house next to the milk store for the summer? When they let Liza come over and borrow their sloop?”

“C’mon, Rock.” And suddenly, quick as shutting off a faucet, Cliff wasn’t laughing but frowning at him.

“I’ll take that.” Liza dived out of her seat, grabbed Rock’s arm with both hands, and bit him.

“Oww—fine, I was giving it back anyway.” Rock tossed the book and examined the circle of Chiclet square teeth dents in his arm. “You don’t hafta be a cannibal about it.”

Liza was zipping her duffel bag, and when she finished, she turned and stared out the window, her legs crossed prissily and her chin raised so high that all her hair fell back behind her shoulders.

“Great, so now you’re gonna be mad the whole trip?” Rock asked, half remorseful, half defiant. He looked to Cliff for help. “What’s the big deal?”

Cliff made a “don’t ask me” face and closed his eyes so he could drop out of the argument. They rode in silence until the conductor stepped into their car.

“You three kids’re up early.” The conductor was youngish, with a smooth round face like an onion. Sprouts of pale hair curled up under his hat. Rock, who usually divided anyone over age eighteen into two categories, Safe Adult or Creepy Adult, couldn’t figure on this one’s age or creep level. “What brings you-all to be going to New Haven this early in the morning?”

“Ticket Factory Outlet,” Cliff answered promptly. “Hafta beat the crowd if you want good seats.”

“What group?”

“The Knockout Drops. They’re new.” Cliff rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “They’re awesome.” He must have thought out this lie before, Rock realized. Probably even checked the entertainment section of the paper, to get the group right.

“Good smarts,” Liza whispered admiringly, and tapped the side of her head once the conductor had punched their tickets and shuffled on.

“Idiot,” Rock retorted. “Now you’ve made us stick out in his mind, Cliffnerd. He’ll remember us, he’ll remember us along with show-off words like the Knockout Drops when he sees Liza’s picture up on every telephone pole in Connecticut.”

“Do you think so?” Cliff’s easy smile left him and he cast a worried look down the aisle.

“Well, yeah. Sure I think so.”

“You’re the idiot, Rock, because he didn’t once look at me,” Liza scoffed. “Cliff took away all the attention, so the guy wouldn’t even know he’d seen my face, if they do show it on telephone poles.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was trying to do in the first place,” Cliff asserted.

“Time’ll tell,” Rock said dourly. “That guy seemed kind of suspicious, asking where we were going and all. All’s I would’ve said would’ve been, just like … Well, I don’t know right off the top of my head. Just something less noticeable.” He checked his wristwatch. “We’re off this train in ten minutes.”

“Then we take a cab to Manahasick Road. From the map, it should run us another five minutes.”

“I never been in a cab before,” Liza said. “Say we can’t find one?”

“We’ll find one,” Cliff assured her. “And we can always call for one.”

The Thomas Jefferson routine was becoming a little too much, Rock decided. And it seemed like, as usual, Liza was just eating it up. Maybe once they pulled into New Haven, Rock would just hop the next train and go home.



CHAPTER SEVEN

FIRST SHOTS

“YOU BELIEVE IN THE devil?” Liza had asked Rock, a long time ago. “ ’Cause I do.” She hadn’t seemed to care about his answer; she’d just launched into her own ideas. “The way I figure on it, the devil’s disguised in a ton of people, and I bet if the devil knew you’d found him out, he’d just acid off your face so you couldn’t tell anyone else. But there are clues, if you really want to know. Smell is a clue. Maybe you’d smell violets or oranges or something, but the main, devil smell would be underneath. And I bet it’s kind of like burnt sugar. A good smell gone bad, since the Bible says the devil used to be an angel till he fell from grace.”

“Or rotten eggs,” Rock had offered. “That’s a good smell turned garbage-ish.”

“Too obvious.” Liza had plugged her nose and waved away pretend bad air. “Plus, a good egg smells like nothing.”

But now, standing outside the train station, waiting for the cab to pick them up, Rock decided that the devil smelled like the New Haven train station. First you inhaled blank air but then curling against the outer limits of your nose wafted the putrid odor of spoiled food and b.o. and gasoline. A tricky smell that crept up on you.

“There’s the cab.” Cliff pointed. Rock could hear the relief in his voice. Cliff had been skittery ever since he’d made the phone call to the cab company that this break with the smooth line of his plan would end up fracturing the whole day.

The cab didn’t smell all that great, either. Rock cracked the window, undecided which smell was worse, inside or outside.

“How long do you think it’ll take—,” Liza began, but then Cliff pressed his fingers against his lips and indicated the cabby with the barest tilt of his head, reminding them not to speak about the plan. Liza clapped her hand over her mouth, even though she hadn’t said anything incriminating, and her eyes rounded in semi-mock horror.

But their driver didn’t appear to care about anything except getting them where they wanted to go, and quickly. The cab wheeled around corners and leaped down empty roads with a carnival recklessness before dropping them off at the end of a narrow unmarked street.

“Let me take the duffel awhile,” Rock said, pulling the bag off Cliff’s reluctant shoulder as they began walking down the shadowed street. The smell of New Haven still hung strong and bleak in the air.

“You think we’re in any danger?” Liza asked, scrunching her face and trying to judge the compressed townhouses and broken sidewalks that banked the narrow road.

“We’re fine,” Rock answered before Cliff could make another Thomas Jefferson comment. “No danger at all. Imagine how bad it would be to live here, all smashed up together like this. You could hear someone flush the toilet all the way down the block.”

“Makes you appreciate Sheffield,” Liza said softly.

“Country living in general,” Cliff put in. “Lemme see that Seamus paper again, Liza.” They all had memorized it; it was mostly for ceremony that Cliff unfolded the paper as they approached the end of the block, facing the dead end. They looked to the left and counted off three houses from the end.

“It’s a real house,” Liza ventured hopefully.

“Sure is dark,” Rock said. “Maybe everyone’s sleeping.”

“One way to tell.” Cliff poked the Seamus paper into his front pocket. “You guys keep back a little and just let me scope it out first,” he ordered. He began walking briskly ahead of the other two.

Liza jogged right at Rock’s elbow, closer to him than she’d been all morning. She smelled like a mixture of Certs and apple shampoo and the Linwood Drive tar that always stuck to her sneakers. And underneath all those smells was her just plain, good Liza-skin smell.

“Hey, I just thought—you’re gonna miss the Easter hunt,” Rock mentioned. “With Mrs. Fjorsgaard doing her Easter goose calls.”

“Ha,” Liza answered without listening. She was watching Cliff’s back, waiting for a signal.

“And the quahogging contest at Moose Hill Pond, and the preliminary heats at the yacht club,” Rock continued recklessly. “Didn’t Indio Whepple say you could crew for him this year?” Now a good couple of yards ahead of them, Cliff jumped from the road to the sidewalk and then up the steps leading to the nondescript row house. Rock and Liza stopped on the curb, watching.

“Indio … Rock, shut up, why you trying to get me feeling all homesicky?” Liza made a face, dismissing him, and then stood on tiptoes, her eyes keeping careful watch on Cliff’s movement.

“Okay, come on, you two,” he whispered, glancing around and then waving them in with cautious hand signals, the way you’d help someone to park a car.

“We can’t, we’re on lookout,” Rock hissed back, but Liza leaped toward Cliff, taking her apple smell with her and leaving Rock with no choice but to follow.

The stairs ended with a square porch, which Rock, Cliff, and Liza gathered on, standing in a troubled clump to face the closed front door and pulled-down window shades.

“You better do the knocks, Liza.” Cliff stroked his hand along the door.

Liza didn’t have to consult the Seamus paper. Her knocking was brisk, like Mr. Faella’s knocks just before he opened a classroom door—more like a warning than a request. Rock could imagine her secretly practicing on her desk at school, her bedroom wall, maybe even on the table in front of Arlene and Timmy during supper time, preparing for this moment.

She took a step back and they all stared at the door. One, two, three seconds. No answer.

“Louder, you think?” Cliff ventured.

“Let me do it.” Rock raised his fist but Cliff’s own hand leaped to cover it, using it as leverage to push Rock backward.

“She knows how to knock on the stupid door herself, okay?”

Liza knocked again, much louder this time, then clamped her hands together like a prayer.

“I see a sofa,” Rock said, squatting low to peek through the ruler-thin space where the window shade stopped. “And a lamp, I think. It’s kind of dark.”

“You see anything looks like somebody’s even living there?” Liza asked. She crouched at the next window. “Like if there’s a dog or a cat, or some food out on the table maybe?”

Cliff knocked the code now, his fists slamming so hard against the wood that Rock’s own knuckles tingled. Rock started pounding on the window.

“Hey, Seamus!” he hollered. “Hey, anyone! Anybody home?”

“Rock, what is with you?” Cliff fumed, checking Rock with a jab in his shoulder. “You want to wake up the whole neighborhood, get us all in trouble?”

“Nobody’s there, kids.”

They whipped around at the sound of the voice from the street. An old, folksy-looking man with a softly wrinkled face shaded by a battered fishing hat stood on the sidewalk, watching them. His hand was attached by a leash to a wet-eyed dog, but now both man and dog had stopped their walk and were regarding Cliff, Rock, and Liza with mild curiosity.

“Oh yeah?” Liza asked. “How do you know?”

“Police car was here a couple weeks back, looking for runaways and dope sellers. Loaded up a paddy wagon full of youngsters. Like a big old dog catcher, eh boy?” The man gave a friendly smack to his dog’s backside.

“So who used to live here?” Cliff stepped away from the door and looked up at its paint-chipped walls.

“Used to be the old Gruskin place, till Freida passed. Now they’re waiting for her son to sell it, but he’s all the way down in Palm Springs. You kids looking for anyone in particular?” The old man tugged back his hat to get a better view of them.

“Kid named Seamus,” Liza said. The man twisted his mouth in thought, then shook his head.

“Nope, nope, never heard that name,” he replied. “And if you-all kids’re runaways, you better run along back home.” He slapped his palms together emphatically, as if he were starting them on a race. “ ’Cause just about everyone from New Haven to Stamford knows that the old Gruskin place used to be a hideaway house for youngsters. They been talking about it again in the paper, must have been only a week back. A letter to the editor about how we need to crack down on our kids, teach ’em how to be responsible, accountable. Miriam Shaw’s the one who wrote it; I figure she’s been trying to get a letter to the editor printed in the Shoreline Tribune roundabout twenty years now.”

He glanced down at his dog. “Ain’t that right, Bailey? So my advice is—go on back home. Make up to your folks, stop buying and selling dope, eh? Your folks’ll give you another chance. Parents’s like that. Full of chances. I got four boys myself, so I know.” He gave a gentle pull at Bailey’s leash. “You-all have a good morning.” He waved and they waved back, watching him amble down the street now steeped in the milky light of morning.

“Wicked weird guy, right out of The Wizard of 0z.” Liza sniffed. She turned to Cliff. “What do we do now?” Her voice sounded helpless. Babyish, Rock thought. Not the usual Liza voice at all.

“We should head back to New Haven,” Cliff said, shoving his hands in his pockets. “It’s gonna be a kind of a long walk, almost three miles. But maybe we’ll see a cab.” He lifted his face to squint and frown at the rooftops. Rock knew Cliff well enough to understand his disappointment that their plan had failed. Cliff hated to fail at anything, which was another way he was like Thomas Jefferson. A real perfectionist. Seeing his brother look so miserable made something shift and soften inside Rock.

“Good idea. We get back to New Haven and then we’ll decide what we’re gonna do from there,” Rock said. “Good plan, Cliff.” Even though it wasn’t really a plan at all. But there was nothing else to do. Nowhere else to go but in reverse.

Liza had brought along some fireball candies, which helped them keep their mind off the long walk and their empty stomachs as they began the trudge back to New Haven. They played the same game they always did: who could stand the hot-spice flavoring longest without spitting out the candy.

Cliff lost easily. “Got no need for any extra pain,” he joked, studying the fireball pronged between his thumb and index finger. Liza looked pretty determined, Rock thought, checking her out of the corner of his eye. Her nostrils were flared and her eyes watered, but then she spat the candy into her hand with a breathless cry of “How can you stand it, Rock?”

“ ’Cause I can take anything,” Rock said simply.

“Round two after we finish these. And no rolling it inside your cheek,” Liza added, a new rule that made the next game even tougher, but Rock won it again.

“My brother’s a sucker for pain,” Cliff said cheerfully.

“I can take anything,” Rock repeated. “It’s not about being a sucker.” He tried to sound casual, to keep the defensiveness from his voice. “It’s because I have more tolerance and more discipline,” he said. Cliff laughed.

“So I guess that makes you a big prizewinner, hey? You get to turn out just like Cowboy George.”

“Who’s Cowboy George?” Liza asked.

“He’s home on the range.” Rock wriggled his eyebrows to make. Cliff laugh, which he did, but then Rock felt strange; to joke with Cliff seemed like a betrayal of their father. “Are you a betrayer of this family?” their father had asked Cliff that long-ago evening, when Cliff had wanted to telephone Aunt Louisa.

“No, I’m not,” Cliff had answered.

Rock kicked at a hunk of brown ice. Maybe Cliff had lied; maybe he was a betrayer. Maybe he was trying to make Rock a betrayer, too.

“Home on the range?” Liza’s quizzical look brought her nothing more than silence from both of them. “Fine, be that way,” she said. She then darted ahead and began turning a series of elastic backflips. It was incredible to watch, just like a gymnastics special. She flipped her body over and over, picking up speed, her outline burnt black against the morning sun. Her limbs spiraled like a pinwheel, not quite human, slowly twisting her farther and farther away.

The boys’ applause and whistles became the only communication for the rest of the walk back.

“Let’s hang out in New Haven for a little while before heading back home,” Liza said when they reached University Avenue. “Walk around. Do stuff. It’s still early.”

Cliff and Rock exchanged a glance. “You’re okay to head back to Sheffield?” Cliff asked.

“I got to be,” Liza said. “But not just yet.” She was quiet for a moment, looking down at her sneakers as she walked. “I say we stash my duffel in one of these safe-deposit boxes we saw at the train station, and then we get breakfast, maybe check out a CD store, see a movie or something. We got a little time and some money, right, Cliff?”

Rock’s legs felt limp as overcooked noodles but Cliff was already steering them in the direction of the train station.

“Yeah, cool idea,” Cliff answered.

“It’ll be like the school field trip you missed out on,” Rock grumbled, but Liza seemed not to notice and she squeezed his elbow.

“Only more fun,” she said.

They ate breakfast at a restaurant called Toot Sweet, Liza’s choice, where the bread came in a basket with a plate of butter roses and free mini-jars of jelly, and the cloth napkins had been folded into shapes of spiky white plants blooming out of their empty water glasses.

“Eat whatever you want,” Cliff commanded. “Even the eggs Benedict. My treat.”

Rock ordered steak and eggs. Liza ordered Belgian waffles. Cliff asked for a double order of eggs Benedict and a cappuccino, which arrived in a froth of whipped milk and cinnamon sprinkles. Then Rock and Liza each wanted their own cappuccino, although its bitter taste disappointed Rock in the same way as the first time he and Cliff had split a six pack of beer last year. He drank until it was all gone, though, same as with the beer.

“What kind of life do you think you guys’d want after, like, school and stuff?” Rock asked. He felt like he should say something mature while he sipped his cappuccino, even if it tasted bad. Cliff’s eyebrows shot up at the question and he leaned forward conspiratorially, his chest pressing against the table.

“I know what,” he said in a grave fortuneteller’s voice. “I’m moving back to San Diego, where it’s always warm, and I’m gonna get a job working for an architectural firm. I’ll buy an Austin-Healey and I’ll live by myself, in a custom-designed, air-conditioned mansion that smells real clean, like the inside of a Superfresh. Know what I mean? That cold lettuce smell.”

Rock felt himself staring at his brother, not quite sure whether to enjoy Cliff’s confidences or to feel angry that Cliff’s future life involved running so far away from the rest of the family.

“My turn.” Liza sat up straight and folded her hands in front of her. “My plan’s fixed. I’m going to Los Angeles and work for a catering company, so I can get into those parties thrown by the big movie producers. Then, once I get friendly with ’em, they’ll give me movie parts, first as one of those extras, but then it’s only a matter of time before I land my big break, you just watch. I bet I could play a blind person real good. Look at me, don’t I look blind?” She unfocused her eyes to gaze emptily at Rock.

“I guess,” he said. He felt uncomfortable. It seemed as though Liza and Cliff had real ideas, plans they’d worked out way before Rock had asked his question. Now they both were looking at him expectantly.

“Well, I’m joining the Marines.” The thought burst from his mind and mouth at the same time. “To fight for my country.” And although both Cliff and Liza nodded approvingly, Rock didn’t feel settled by his own plan. The Marines sort of fit Rock’s personality, but seemed to leave out a chunk of him, too. He stared down at his cappuccino and hoped someone would say something about how the Marines wasn’t quite the right fit for him, but no one did.

They finished their breakfasts, pocketing the extra jelly jars, and after the check was paid, they explored New Haven. Cliff bought a Knockout Drops T-shirt for himself and a pack of cigarettes for everyone to split. They moved without direction, watching the stores open for business, their casual wanderings out of step with other people now striding purposefully through their Saturday morning.

“It’s only a quarter of eleven,” Liza said. “And I feel like the whole day should be over already. I’m beat enough, that’s for sure.”

Nobody made the decision out loud to head back toward the train station, but eventually their footsteps turned and led them there. Cliff bought the tickets back to Sheffield while Rock retrieved the duffel bag. Liza sat on the wooden bench and stared up at the schedule board, watching its shuffle of arrivals and departures, her feet swinging out and heels hitting the back of the bench in a slow tempo that Rock could hear all the way from the other end of the station.

“I decided something,” she announced as he approached. She dropped the butt of her last cigarette and twisted it flat with the toe of her sneaker. Cliff was handing out tickets; his fingers froze in midair.

“No way. It’s not like I don’t know what you’re thinking, Liza. But you can’t stay behind. You don’t have a plan.”

“Just for a little while,” Liza answered.

“Huh?” Rock looked from Cliff to Liza, incredulous. How did Cliff know Liza was thinking about staying behind?

“You can’t,” Cliff insisted. He pressed the ticket into her palm and roughly folded her fingers over it. “You got nowhere to go.”

“I might have another plan, I think,” Liza said.

“Another plan’s too dangerous.” Cliff cast his eyes around the train station, which in the buttery noon light looked harmless. “You hafta come back for now. We’ll think up another plan together. A better one.”

“You seen enough to know you gotta let me take off, okay?” Liza stuffed her ticket in her pants pocket and looped the strap of her duffel bag tight around her hand. She stood. “You guys’re the best, helping me out like this. And if my ma gets on your case of where I am, don’t worry about keeping it all secret like we’d decided. Just tell her we went to the city, and I stayed behind. Tell her I got some thinking to do, and I’ll be home soon, only not right now.” She nodded with her whole body, as if just that moment she’d landed on exactly how she felt. “And keep quiet about Seamus, seeing as I wouldn’t want to snitch on him, even if his hideout was a bust. I’ll be back, just not right now. I got a return ticket, too, don’t forget.” She patted her pocket.

“This is a wicked bad idea,” Rock said. I’ll go with you let me go let me leave let me start all over somewhere new, nudged the voice inside his head. It caught him by surprise, the loudness of his inside voice, all that longing.

“Maybe so. But right now, I figure I’d rather be anywhere than where I been.”

Everybody was quiet. Liza looked down at her lap while her fingers worked to smooth strands of her dark hair behind her ears. Rock stared at the top of her head, noticing how her hair parted, thin and crooked as a line on his palm. Somehow it made her seem younger than she was, like she couldn’t quite take care of herself. If only he had a car, or some cash—real cash, not just lawn-mowing or quahogging money—then he’d take Liza far away, to Hollywood. To a house that smelled like lettuce, with its own movie theater.

“You need money.” Cliff’s voice was certain, a rope of logic that pulled Rock out of his daydream. He watched as Cliff tugged some loose bills from his jacket pocket and shoved them into Liza’s hand. “It’s still a dumb idea, but it’s dumber without enough cash. You can pay me back whenever.”

“And send us a postcard or call us or something, if you aren’t back in a week. Just to let us know you’re …” Rock shrugged.

“I will. Thanks.” In the next moment, Liza leaned over and wrapped an arm tight around Cliff’s neck, bumping her forehead against his, but before Rock had any time to feel left out, she turned and then folded her arm around Rock’s neck, too, and he breathed in deep her Certs and apple smell, her Lizaness. His eyes prickled and he lifted his head, staring straight into a shaft of sunlight that fell though one of the station windows. The brightness nearly blinded him, and when he blinked, his vision filled with a distracting swarm of fiery red-and-yellow dots.

“You wait. I’ll be back soon. I just need to shake ’em up a little, huh? Show ’em I got other alternatives. I’ll probably be back home before you get my first postcard.” Liza snapped the return ticket in the air. And then she turned away from them, shouldering her duffel bag and first walking, then half-running through the station, skimming across its marble floor, out the battered brass-worked double doors, and then disappearing on the street.

On the last quarter mile back to Linwood Drive, Rock’s bones felt dense with fatigue. The gush of melting snow that dripped off roofs and trees and whirled through the gutters sounded soothing as sleep. The sun was warm on his face, heating him up under his jacket and causing his glasses to slip down to the edge of his nose, reminding him for the first time that day that he’d been wearing them at all. It always surprised him how quickly he took his clear eyesight for granted.

“Cops have all kinds of ways of twisting words around,” Cliff remarked suddenly, shifting gears as they hit a flat stretch of road. “And they might arrest us for being accomplices.” His words froze Rock to the core. “But before the time comes we need to start explaining, I’m hoping Liza’ll’ve come back home.”

“Yeah,” Rock agreed. He couldn’t imagine what Liza’d be doing, anyway, out in a city like New Haven with no money and no place to stay. “We left her,” he said, his voice tight with dismay. “That was a real bad idea. Anything happens to her is our fault.”

Cliff frowned. “But when you look at the whole picture, with Timmy and everything, it doesn’t matter so much whose fault so much as the fact that she got away, right?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Rock said. “Kind of like at the battle at Lexington—no one knew who fired first, the British or the colonists. But in the end, it didn’t really matter. It wasn’t about whose fault, right? ’Cause a war’s a war.”

“Uh-huh.” Rock knew that Cliff wasn’t really listening, which annoyed him, since Rock thought he’d made a pretty solid point.

“Hey, Cliff, I been thinking.” Rock could hear the forced casualness in his voice and he hoped Cliff didn’t notice. “I’m not sure I’m exactly right for the Marines.”

“Oh, no? Why’s that?” Cliff asked uninterestedly.

“Just because I think what I’m really good at, you know, is writing facts, like history facts. You know what I mean? Like for books, maybe?” His words sounded awkwardly childish in the phrasing. “Don’t you think?”

“Didn’t you get a C-minus in English last quarter, sailor?”

Rock went silent, mortified. It was true, but he hadn’t expected Cliff to bring it up, especially in such a Dad voice, and especially when Rock had been trying to tell his brother something real. He struggled to pick out the best insult to slam back at Cliff, but just then Cliff braked his bike, causing Rock to veer sharply at his side.

“Sorry, Rock.” Cliff’s eyes were steadied ahead in the distance. “I don’t know why I said that. ’Cause I think you’d be excellent doing history research stuff, especially for those kinds of books like what Mom’s got all piled up in her bookshelves, right?”

Rock nodded, embarrassed. He didn’t trust his voice to speak, but he managed a cough that sounded close to the word yes. “Yeah, that’s a way better plan for you than the Marines,” Cliff said. “Way better.” Then he pushed off on his bike, double speed, his body crouched over the handlebars like a racer in the Tour de France. Rock followed.

Arlene was waiting for them. She’d been sitting with Trev on the covered well at the end of Linwood Drive, and she jumped when she heard them coming, slapping shut the picture book she’d been reading. Her brown eyes looked like wet almonds sunk deep in the puffy dough of her skin. Her hair, usually combed into a headband or bandanna, stuck out on all angles. She slid off the well and stood facing them, her hands on her hips, and for the first time ever Rock saw a piece of Liza in the stubborn stance of Arlene’s compact body. He and Cliff slammed to a stop in front of her.

“Hey, Arlene,” Cliff said. “Weather’s warmer’n usual for January, huh? Nice change.”

“You boys seen my girl?” Arlene asked, wrinkling her forehead. “I been waiting for you-all awhile, thinking you might’ve. She’s been gone all morning. Your ma says you kids been gone all day, too. She’s worrying.” Arlene’s voice strained with the effort at civility. She looked past them, her eyes wildly searching the road.

Cliff perked up his mouth and eyebrows, lifted his palms to Arlene and opened them, all innocence. “We were in New Haven. Liza’s taking a later train home.”

“New Haven? What you been doing—how much later?” Arlene twisted her fingers inside her jacket and drew out a packet of lavender paper. “I found her room all tidied and Pearl’s pellets and water bottle filled. This letter she wrote me was lying on her bed … and I just can’t tell from it … if it sounds like she’s ever fixing to come home. How much later?” She rubbed the paper between her fingers. “She say anything to you? How much later, you say? I—I don’t know what to do. I gotta call the police, maybe. I gotta tell neighbors, people …”

“She said she’ll be back,” Cliff said.

Arlene searched Cliff’s face and moved a step closer to him. “You know about this.” She spoke softly and only to Cliff. Rock strained to listen. “I don’t think this letter’s for real. She wouldn’t just leave me, but then if she did … I know you’d be the one.” She pointed a finger at Cliff and her voice dropped to a singsong, whispery pitch. It would have sounded almost friendly if you couldn’t see her face, puffed and blanched with anxiety. “You’d be the one, Cliff. You’d be who she’d turn to.”

What about me? Rock frowned, Liza turns to me just as much, he wanted to say.

“All I know is, she said she’ll be back,” Cliff answered. He squared Arlene in his gaze. “She’s likely gone off to do some thinking,” he said.

“You’re weighing on my patience with those words, Heathcliff Kindle.” Arlene raised her chin and placed her hands over Trev’s shoulders, drawing him close against herself, as if to guard him from Cliff. “You can’t be holding nothing from me, hear? Now, where’d you take my girl? Where’d she run off to?”

“I don’t know.” Cliff slid off his bike and let it crash to the ground. He stuck his hands in his front pockets. “Three of us went into New Haven together, just to hang out. But I don’t know where she’s gone off to now. She had her duffel. She’s even got a return ticket, right, Rock?”

“Yep.” Rock’s stomach felt wavy and he hoped Arlene wouldn’t try grilling him next. The cover-up wasn’t half as much fun as he’d imagined. Arlene looked like she was about to buckle into a heap of nerves.

“I gotta phone the police is all I know,” Arlene said. Her voice shook. “You shoulda brought her home when you had the chance. You shouldn’ta just left her in that god-awful city. Lord only knows what’ll happen to her. I can’t even think straight.” She pressed her fingers against her temples. “What’m I supposed to do? I gotta call the police. That’s what I need …” She bent and swept Trev up her arms, then turned, tripping over gravel as she began clumsily jogging back to the red cottage, the blanket and picture books abandoned on the well like the remains of a picnic in a rainstorm.

Timmy and Arlene and Trev descended on the Kindle house that evening, when Liza still hadn’t returned home.

“We went to New Haven,” Rock took up the story. Cliff had become silent as soon as he saw Timmy. Instead, he sprawled on the couch, taking up too much of its space, especially considering there was company. Cliff’s arms were crossed in front of his chest and one foot tapped out a quirky rhythm while his lips moved occasionally to a song that played in his head as he stared at the wall, at nobody. He only got away with this rudeness, Rock knew, because their father would rather see the Mobleys standing, awkward and unwelcome, than taking up space on Kindle furniture.

“Why? Why’d you go so early?” Arlene shrilled. “What kind of hanging around can you do before sunrise?”

“It was just a plan, just to go and see New Haven. We didn’t know Liza was planning on staying. She has a return ticket, anyway. Cliff bought it for her, I saw it myself.”

“You get a call, you remember anything new, you better tell us,” Timmy said. “Hear me, Rock?”

“He hears you,” their father snapped. He had been grouchy with the situation from the moment the Mobleys had set foot in his house. “Your girl’ll be back any minute now. She’s probably out smashing up car windows with some new friends.”

“Cops’ll get the truth out of these boys, if they’re hiding something,” Timmy returned.

“If the cops come,” Cliff spoke his words slow while still keeping his gaze pinned on the wall in front of him, “I’ll try real hard to remember anything that might’ve made Liza hafta leave home. I’ll think real hard on that one, Timmy, see if maybe I can’t come up with something.”

Timmy’s going to hit him, Rock thought. Timmy’s hands were clenched into fists and his face looked like a fist, too, squeezed into an expression of solid hatred. Arlene, watching him, took a halting half step that wedged her body into the space between Timmy and Cliff.

“It’s my fault,” Arlene said, her words so quiet that it seemed as though she were talking more to herself than the other people in the room. “I know it. I have to live with it planted on my conscience.” But the way she looked at Timmy, Rock thought, wasn’t so much a look of guilt as it was blame. Timmy started to say something to her, then decided against it. His eyes shifted to Cliff, then to the door.

“Stupid kids,” he muttered. “Run off to the city, searchin’ out trouble. That girl’s gonna have some price to pay—”

“You can keep your big mouth shut about this, Tim Mobley.” Arlene wheeled on him. “She’s done paying her price, you hear me? She’s been paying, she’s done paying.” But even as she raged at Timmy, she seemed to shield herself from him, spreading her fingers over her face and inching toward the escape of the front door. “My Eliza’s gone from me and she’s likely not coming back. She’d warned me before, made me promise. I didn’t hold to my promise, I held back my interfering.” She inhaled a fierce and shaking breath. “And now it’s on my conscience, Tim, even if it ain’t on yours.”

“I’ll make us all some tea,” Rock’s mother said determinedly, rising up from the couch and striding into the kitchen. “Calm your nerves.” It seemed to Rock, though, that it was his own mother’s nerves in need of calming, as she filled the teakettle with unsteady hands, a frown cutting her face into lines of worry.

The next day, when Liza didn’t return home, Officer May and Officer Donnelley came all the way from the Guilford precinct and jotted Cliff’s and Rock’s comments into their matching spiral flip notepads. Although they produced their train ticket stubs and told the officers where Liza’s bike was, still locked under the train station, neither Rock nor Cliff mentioned the Seamus letter, the house on Manahasick, or the possibility that Liza could be in Los Angeles looking for movie parts. “Just remember you don’t need to tell more than what they ask,” Cliff had advised as they’d watched the squad car pull up to the house. Rock had been nervous anyway, waiting for the awful moment he would be tricked into spilling all his information.

The moment never arrived. The officers told them to call the station if they remembered anything else, but there was no word twisting, no threatening with prison on the grounds of being accomplices, the way Cliff had predicted. “We got a lot of runaways on our books,” Officer May said tiredly. “Not much you can do to find a kid who wants to stay lost, especially an older kid. Better to concentrate on the little ones, the kidnappings. If she said she was coming back, let’s just hope she means it. If you don’t mind, Mrs. Kindle, I’ll take another piece of that pumpkin bread.”

Go find her, Rock yelled inside his head. You don’t have time to hang out here stuffing your face. Go find Liza and arrest Timmy, you stupid cop. When Officer Donnelley had asked if there had been any reason Liza might have left home, Cliff had jumped at the chance. “Her stepdad’s a jerk,” Cliff had said. “He’s rough on her. You should be grilling him, not us.”

“A lot of kids don’t have it good at home and think they solve the problem by running away,” Officer Donnelley had answered. “But the streets aren’t usually a place that solves anybody’s trouble.”

“Good point, officer,” Cliff had answered sarcastically. He’d been almost totally silent for the rest of the questioning and had bolted upstairs as soon as the cops stood up to leave.

Later that week, Liza’s sixth-grade photo appeared in the Shoreline Times, with an accompanying article explaining that Eliza Beth Vincent was last seen at the New Haven train station at approximately 11:15 A.M., wearing green corduroy slacks and a light purple ski jacket.

“She sounds farther away when they call her Eliza.” Rock flipped the newspaper to the sports section so that he didn’t have to stare at her picture.

“Could be she found that Seamus kid after all,” Cliff said. “Maybe he was just taking trains around, like Liza said he did all the time.”

“Sure,” Rock agreed. He liked that thought.

His mind made a picture of Seamus, with bright hair like Ms. Manzuli and thoughtful eyes like Ben Franklin. He pictured Seamus and Liza riding a train out to Los Angeles and Liza offering him a roll of Certs and talking about her friends Cliff and Rock, who were going to come out and visit her when she won her Best Supporting Actress Oscar. Telling Seamus how tough Rock was, how he could beat up any kid in the seventh or eighth grade, how he could keep a fireball in his mouth over five minutes without taking it out.

“Maybe she’ll send us a postcard,” Rock said. “If she decides not to come back.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Cliff answered. “If she’s got to anywhere she wants to be.” But his voice was listless, dulling Rock’s pleasant images of Liza and Seamus rumbling safely across the country, bound for Hollywood parties and big breaks in movies needing blind people.



CHAPTER EIGHT

DECLARATION

ROCK FELT EACH DAY that arrived and faded without any word from Liza as a slow crumble in his trust for her safety. He never wanted to talk about it, not even with Cliff, to speculate on what could have happened to Liza or where she might have landed. His mind formed a glittery picture of Hollywood and refused to think harder.

“She’s probably okay,” he would say in response to any murmuring and sympathetic remark made by his mother or the neighbors or kids at school. He closed his eyes and conjured up images of palm trees and warm breezes and people with fake white teeth. He thought about Liza wearing purple shorts and turning cartwheels down Hollywood Boulevard, her hands pressing over the warm concrete sidewalk squares embedded with the names of all those dead movie stars.

Their father’s low opinion of the Mobley family sank even deeper, as he began using them as a ready example of a family without discipline or principles or self-control.

“Tim Mobley’s a fool,” he was fond of saying. “Put your house in order, that’s my advice. But you can see disaster just looking at that family. Lazy white trash, unfit to raise decent children.”

“Cowboy George is sitting even higher on his horse these days,” Cliff scoffed later to Rock in private. “Sometimes all his hot air makes me wish I’d have gone with Liza when I had the chance. See what Cowboy George would have said to that. ‘Yep, my son Cliff was always lazy trash,’ ” he drawled. “’Good for nothing. Always took the easy road. A man’s home is his castle, never forget. Or do I mean corral? Sometimes it’s hard to remember, even when you know everything in the world, like me.’” Rock started laughing, the first easy laugh he’d had since Liza disappeared. “Seriously, though,” Cliff continued. “If I could have ditched town with Liza that day, I would have.”

“Why didn’t you?” Rock asked. “You want to go to San Diego, right? You could have taken off no sweat. You could have cashed that savings bond, gone to the airport, and bought a plane ticket, even.”

“Nah.” Cliff half-smiled. “I wouldn’t leave my whole entire family behind like that. I couldn’t ever do that.”

And although Rock nodded casually, as though Cliff’s decision were the obvious one, he was secretly relieved. Sometimes it seemed as if Cliff stood only a moment away from walking out the door and evaporating into another world, for good. You gotta give me some warning, he always wanted to say to his brother. Let me know when you’re going, let me know where I can find you.

The vase arrived via Saturday UPS, a giant brown box addressed to “The Kindle Family.” Rock signed for it himself.

“It’s from Aunt Louisa,” he announced, as Cliff and Brontie and their mother gathered around, picking at the tape with their fingernails. It was rare that packages arrived in the mail, especially large, unexpected ones.

“Look at this!” Their mother lifted the vase from its bed of packing peanuts and cradled it in her hands with awe. “Louisa made this herself. It’s so precious. I can hardly believe it.” She set the vase in the middle of the kitchen table.

But later that day, as Rock sat at the table eating lunch, the vase’s flashy presence made him feel fidgety. He couldn’t figure out why it bothered him, but eventually he even turned his chair to remove the vase from his vision. And even then, just knowing that the vase was inches away got him restless.

“I hate that stupid vase,” he burst out when he couldn’t stand it anymore.

“What … why?” His mother looked up from her book.

“I don’t know,” Rock answered honestly. He looked at the vase, trying to decide. His eyes then passed over the small rectangle of room: the thin metal runner dividing the discolored kitchen linoleum from the hardwood living-room floor and the yellowing columns of newspapers stacked by the fireplace. Some stacks stood as tall as tables, but his father refused to throw the papers away since they contained articles he wasn’t finished reading. Then Rock saw how his mother, folded up for warmth on the frayed sofa, looked as aged and worn as any piece of furniture in the room.

When Rock looked once again at the vase, presiding over the house in all its useless glamour, it reminded him of last spring when that Avon lady had bounced her Cadillac down the potholes of Linwood Drive and sold his mother a sackful of expensive makeup.

“You’re being silly, Rock. It’s a lovely vase,” his mother said, interrupting his memories.

“It’s stupid-looking,” Rock said. He stood and jerked his jacket off the back of the kitchen chair. Suddenly the tiny space of the cottage was beginning to suffocate him. “Because it doesn’t match this ugly house.”

“Where are you going?” His mother put down her book and started plucking nervously at the edge of her bathrobe sleeve as she watched him. “Why are you saying these awful things, Rock?”

“Because—because it’s all true.” Rock answered, zipping up his jacket. “This house is ugly, and cold, and it’s too small, and we don’t need a stupid vase.” He hated himself as soon as the words left him, hated the hurt they stamped in his mother’s face, but he kept speaking. “It’s like that dumb makeup you never wear. Why’d you buy that cruddy makeup if you weren’t ever going out anywhere, if you weren’t ever going to use it? Forget it, I don’t care why. I don’t want to talk about it.” He moved to the front door and opened it, allowing the cold air to blast any warmth the fireplace had been working to offer.

“Where are you going? Rock, come back. Rock, sweetie—I’ll put the vase away if it bothers you. You wouldn’t leave me, would you? You wouldn’t do that to me. Don’t leave here, Rock, without speaking to me.”

“I’m not leaving for real, I’m just going outside, okay? Get off my back.” He turned away from her then, from her beseeching eyes and twisting hands. He slammed the door, hard enough, he hoped, to crack the vase.

Outside was cold. Too cold to go biking, too cold for the JennAir. Out of habit Rock shuffled a few steps down toward the Mobley cottage, then turned and ambled to Liza’s old rappeling tree. The clothesline rope still hung on the fingertips of its branches. Rock caught the cord in his hands, twirling it in his fingers. He breathed deep and thought he caught a whiff of Liza’s Certs-and-apple smell, and then his insides felt like they were being squeezed so painfully, crushed by fists of missing her, of wanting just for a second to know that she was all right, that she was safe.

“Rock!”

Rock turned at the sound of his mother’s voice. He turned around, shocked by the image of his mother standing on the stoop and then walking toward him, slowly, so slowly that from a distance her movement seemed graceful, like slow motion, but then Rock saw that his mother’s entire body was shaking. In the winter sun, her face was candle white and her hands looked like rocks stuffed inside the pockets of her robe.

“Mom, where’re your shoes? Your feet are gonna freeze,” Rock said sourly. Just to look at her, to see his mother in the real outdoor light, angered him. She looked like an escaped mental patient. He wondered if this was the way she looked that time when she ran off to Arizona, and then a thought struck him, that perhaps his mother was planning to leave them again. Except that she never went anywhere, of course. He studied her, unsure.

“Rock, I’m trying,” she said to him. “Will you help me?” She pulled one hand from its pocket and her fingers uncurled, reaching out. Rock stopped, uncertain whether to go to her or run away, then walked toward her, marching with the even footfalls of a soldier. His mother broke into a jog that swallowed the remaining distance between them. He drew back as she grabbed his shoulder and struggled him into an awkward hug.

“You’re gonna freeze,” he said, breaking away from her.

“Why are you so angry with me?” she asked. “You have to talk to me, Rock.”

“Why are you so wicked weird, Mom?” Rock pushed his words past his better judgment. “How you sit in the house all day and cook and read and don’t have any friends. You know, I can barely remember the last time you went outside. And it’s not like it’s a”—he cast around for the right word and couldn’t find it—“a good house to sit around in. With so much else you could be doing. And don’t ask me what else, ’cause I don’t know exactly, except that it would be just about anything. Anything’s better. Anything.”

“Rock, I know—”

“You know who you remind me of?” Now that he’d started, he couldn’t stop, and his words burst from him with furious excitement. “That lady, the lady from Jane Eyre. That first wife, Mrs. Rochester. She haunted her house and then she set it on fire. Remember her, Mom? How she was such a freak?”

“No, Rock. You don’t mean to say this to me.” Tears filled his mother’s eyes and only made Rock more angry, more sure of her weakness.

“Yeah I do, it’s true, it’s true. You’ve got a problem, Mom.”

“I can’t … Rock, you need to promise me something.” Her fingers held his chin like a clothespin. “I will try. I want to get better. I want to find a way to be brave, but you must promise me. Promise never to leave me. Please don’t ever leave me, like Liza. My heart would break. Please, sweetie, promise me now that—”

“I’m not gonna promise anything,” Rock said loudly, pulling away. He began to run, past his mother and away from the house. “I’ll do what I want. Whatever I want.” He laughed, enjoying the bravery in the voice that spoke. “Whatever I want, Ma. You can’t stop me.” He would never be like his mother, too frightened to leave her home. He could go, just like Liza, like a patriot, like Robert Xavier Kindle, until something shot him down. And even then, he’d have known how it felt to run far, far away from whatever it was that made his house so cold and sad and impossible to leave.

Rock ran until his lungs burned and sweat greased his skin. He wasn’t far from Jake Robar’s house, so he decided to walk over and see if Jake was home. He was.

“You need to call your mother?” Mrs. Robar asked.

“She knows where I am,” Rock replied.

When it came time for dinner, he picked up the Robars’ kitchen phone and fake-dialed, pretending to call home to ask permission to stay and eat at the Robars’ house. Serves Mom right, he thought. He hoped she was calling every hospital in Connecticut, looking for him. He tried not to think about his father’s fury.

Mrs. Robar finally dropped Rock off at his house later that evening. The driveway was empty, he noticed. A bad sign. The sign of a blowout.

His mother did not speak to him as he walked in the door. She continued to sit at the kitchen table, folding clothes from a basket of clean laundry. She looked up at Rock with red-rimmed eyes, then returned to her folding.

Rock hung his jacket carefully in the closet. He knew how the house felt after there had been fighting. You could sense the tingle in the silence. The television was turned off, and Cliff’s radio was on too low. Brontie was awake and sitting at the table, playing her game of marching a crayon up and down her arm. The game was called “crayon contest,” Cliff had explained to Rock. Each crayon had to do a routine up and down Brontie’s arm, twirling and rolling its little crayon body for a score. Brontie acted as judge and all the contestants. The worst performer got snapped in half and the winner slept under Brontie’s pillow.

“Who’s winning?” Rock asked her now, walking into the kitchen. “I bet red wins.”

“You lose,” Brontie answered without looking at him. “You lost and lost and lost.”

Rock felt his stomach tighten. “Where’d Dad go?” he asked.

“He was angry with you for missing dinner,” his mother answered. “And you forgot to put your bike away. I didn’t have any way to tell him where you went.”

“So did he go to Maguire’s? Did he say when he’d be back?” Rock was confused. Usually when his father was angry, he stuck around long enough to explain why and to enforce the punishment. Something wasn’t right.

He turned and ran, tearing across the living room and up the stairs to his room.

“Rock?” He heard his mother call his name. He didn’t answer.

At first it looked like newspaper. Rock couldn’t figure out why all the paper was on his bed, and he opened his mouth to shout his brother’s name, to make him come and clean up his mess. But even as he yelled, “Cliff, come here!” he knew that he wasn’t looking at anything his brother had done. He knew what it was. He knew the punishment. “Cliff!” he shouted. Why did you? Why. Did. You. Whywhywhy? …

He bent closer and caught a sour taste in his mouth, an acidic memory of the lamb and mint jelly that he’d eaten at the Robars’. It didn’t look like newspaper up close, more like the loose packing of a gift that had been hastily opened, or like confetti—a celebration that had run a bit too wild. A pack of index cards, now shredded, clumped, and scattered over his bedspread—who would think that a rampage could look like the mischievous remains of a party?

“He’s at Maguire’s, of course.” Cliff’s voice sounded in the doorway. Rock could not turn around, did not want to show his brother the heat that boiled in his face. “He was really pissed.”

“ ’Cause I didn’t show for dinner,” Rock said quietly. His hand brushed over the bedspread. Scraps drifted to the floor. He picked up a ripped edge of card and studied it intently, waiting for his brother to speak.

“Yeah, because of dinner, and ’cause he was just generally in one of those moods. He put your bike in the basement on top all that fiberglass junk that’s been there forever. Just so you know.”

“Cliff.”

“Yeah?”

“What’m I gonna do?”

“Mom was really fighting for you tonight, Rock. She tried real hard. Dad, Brontie, me—we were all kind of in shock from how she was acting. You’d have been amazed.”

“She didn’t save me, though. She couldn’t do anything in the end.”

“Get some sleep,” Cliff said quietly, so that it wasn’t an order. “Let me do some thinking.”

“Yeah.”

“Rock, man. I’m real sorry. He’s always been a jerk about your paper, the way you talk about Ms. Manzuli and how smart she is and everything. He likes to be the only one who can teach us a single thought, you know?”

“Uh-huh.” Rock nodded. He didn’t trust himself to look up until Cliff had turned and left the room. Then he kicked off his boots and yanked the bedspread down, so that the scraps scattered over the floor. It was true, what Cliff had said. Their father hated to hear about Ms. Manzuli or about Rock’s paper. Rock knew it, too, and had kept right on talking. So in a way it was his own fault, getting his dad all upset. Bragging about what Ms. Manzuli had said to him, about how she might organize a field trip for him and maybe a couple other kids to visit Philadelphia, to see Betsy Ross’s house and the Declaration of Independence. Why’d he keep telling his dad that stuff, when he knew it made him so angry? Why’d he keep pushing like that? He’d talk to his father the next morning, see what he could do to patch things up. He’d start recopying tomorrow, too; and, most importantly, he’d remember to shut up about stupid stuff like school.

“Threw it away?” Ms. Manzuli’s smile didn’t fit the rest of her face. Her eyes were confused and two little red blotches burned in the usually pale skin of her cheeks.

“It was my own fault,” Rock said stoutly. “Last night I put all my books and papers on the chair by the back door, on top of some old newspapers, and my dad was cleaning up, and he chucked everything.”

“But when … how?” Ms. Manzuli shook her head. “I’m confused. You worked on it last night, then put your work downstairs on top of some old papers. Then your father threw everything away, and the trashman picked up the bags before you left for school this morning?”

“I guess that’s the way it must’ve happened.” Rock tried to look puzzled, too. “I was wicked mad, this morning, when I realized.”

“Your father must feel absolutely devastated. He must have known how hard you’d been researching.”

“Yeah, he was totally sorry.”

“And you didn’t just misplace it, you don’t think?”

Rock shook his head. He knew from the way she was staring at him that Ms. Manzuli wanted to ask more questions, and so he made his face into a wall that she couldn’t see past.

“I’ll talk to your teacher, Rock, if that’s what you want me to do. Maybe we can all work out an extension.”

“That’d be cool.” Rock nodded. “A lot of it’s in my head, you know. My dad and I both have a photographic memory. It’s pretty awesome.” As soon as he’d said it, Rock wished that he hadn’t, because it sounded so stupid and untrue. But Ms. Manzuli didn’t make him feel dumb. She nodded as if she believed him, and then opened a drawer at her desk and pulled out a small brown paper bag.

“I got this when my husband and I were in Delaware the other week. I kept meaning to give it to you and I’m sure glad I brought it in today. Maybe it’ll be inspirational or something.” Rock took the bag and pulled out the lightweight, narrow package before he had time to make a mental guess at what she could have brought him. He stared at the large, gray-tipped feather that lay encased between a plastic cover and blue felt mounting.

“What’s that?” he asked awkwardly. His voice sounded rude.

“See, it’s …” Ms. Manzuli plucked off the bits of Scotch tape holding the clear plastic cover to the fabric support. Rock watched as she picked up the feather and then in upward-climbing script wrote her name, Marianne D’Amato Manzuli, on the paper bag. “It’s a real ink pen, see, but it’s also a wild-goose feather, and I thought … but you don’t have to have it, of course. I just thought it would be … fun, I guess. Stupid, maybe, but—”

“I’ll take it,” Rock interrupted. He had already grabbed it out of her hand. “I got it,” he said. He knew he should say something else, like “Thanks” or “Are you sure you want me to have this?” but he didn’t want to say those things to Ms. Manzuli. He didn’t want to put on a grateful face like his mom did when someone went shopping for her. He didn’t need that pen, he didn’t need to make that face. “I got it,” he repeated, his other hand sliding the felt case off her desk and into his book bag.

“It’s yours,” Ms. Manzuli said, folding up the paper bag with her name on it. “To sign all your important documents.” She smiled, a real smile, with all her pale teeth showing, and pointed to the wall clock. “But you better get going so Mrs. Lewin isn’t worried.”

He’d started rewriting already: before school, on the bus, curled up against the brick wall at recess, and then after school, late into the evening. Sometimes he went over to the Mobleys’ house. Arlene welcomed him with cider and gingerbread squares. They almost never spoke of Liza, and yet Liza was everywhere—in the frown in Arlene’s face, in the way Arlene darted around the house like a restless phantom, peering out windows and jumping whenever the phone rang. It unnerved Rock, but the Mobleys’ house had a wood stove, so it was warmer than his own house. And he felt closer to Liza, closer to the news of her that never came. She’s tough, Rock would remind himself. Tougher than most guys. She’s lying low awhile, so Timmy or the cops don’t squeeze her out.

Arlene made his own attempts at calm more difficult. “She’s most probably been kidnapped,” Arlene said once. “She’s dead, most likely. By now.” Her voice bellowed over her vacuuming. Rock ducked his head lower, wrote faster, pretended not to hear.

Later that week, walking back from the Mobleys’ house, Rock caught a glimpse of Cliff and their mother walking across the front lawn. Cliff’s hand cupped her elbow, and her face glowed as she waved briskly at Rock. No one wants to be in that house, he realized. Not even Mom. Later that night, Cliff told him that they’d been walking every day since last Sunday. At first they walked around the front lawn, Cliff explained excitedly, but today they’d been down by the mailboxes. The next afternoon, Rock himself saw them ambling back from the pond. By the middle of the next week, Cliff and their mother were making short trips to the end of Linwood Drive.

Sometimes Rock could hear their voices as they came inside, and he strained to make sense of the conversations. They spoke in low voices without pauses and spaces.

“What do you guys talk about?” Rock asked. “What’s wrong with Mom? No one tells me anything and I got a right to know. I’m in this family, too, in case you forgot.”

“Mom’s just scared,” Cliff answered simply. “She’s scared of open spaces and doing stuff on her own.”

“Why?” It made Rock angry, thinking of their mother as a big scaredy-cat, too frightened of the outdoors to take a little walk by herself. “What’s she got to be scared of? And how come it takes you parading around like you guys are in the circus or something, especially if she doesn’t want to?”

Cliff stared at Rock for a moment, his chin tilted and lifted as if he were trying to make up his mind about something. He finally drew a patient breath and said evenly, “Because sometimes when you don’t feel good about yourself, like you feel sick or whatever, you figure out a way to put your brain to sleep. You click off from feelings about being happy or interested in what’s going on around you. And sometimes it takes another person to wake you up. So it’s like, Mom’s been in that kind of a doze for a while, but she knows she has to get better. She’s working real hard now.”

“That’s dumb,” Rock said. “I know if I wasn’t happy or if I was feeling sick, I’d get help right away.”

“Would you?” Cliff gave Rock a searching look. “If every day you felt one millionth of a degree worse than the day before, which day would you know you were sick?”

“I don’t know,” Rock answered stubbornly. “Since I can take just about anything.”

“Well, Mom and I aren’t as lucky as you that way,” Cliff said.

That night Brontie wet the bed again. Rock hadn’t even been sleeping; he’d been under the covers finishing up an American Revolution book, Johnny Tremain. It had mysteriously appeared in his desk that morning, but he knew it was a gift from Ms. Manzuli.

It was an excellent story, about a silversmith’s apprentice who wanted to fight in the Revolution, only he couldn’t because his hand was deformed, so he went to work for the Boston Observer instead.

Rock had just gotten to the part where Johnny was about to meet General Gage, so his heart was pounding already, when he heard the noises from below. He held his breath to better catch the distant sounds of his father talking and stomping and flipping on light switches downstairs. Cliff must have been listening, too, since Rock heard him jump out of his bed. Rock slid the book under his pillow, breathing slow.

“This is the absolute last time. Do you hear me?”

Rock could barely make out his father’s words. He crept from his bed and out to the landing where Cliff stood shivering in his doorway. Cliff’s hands rested on his hips and his head was bowed and tilted, straining to hear. There was no sound from Brontie, and their mother’s voice was thin as the chime of a music box.

“Stop it, George. George, please.”

“I’m going down,” Cliff said, and he cautiously dipped a foot over the first stair as though he were testing the water temperature in a swimming pool. He looked at Rock. “Listen to him.”

All Rock could hear were threads of speech too soft to understand.

“I’ll come with you,” Rock said. But he followed his brother down the stairs with the sound of his own blood beating in his ears. Rock knew that their father would become even more enraged when he caught sight of the two of them.

Every downstairs light had been turned on. Their mother and Brontie stood hunched in the cold hallway, squinting at their father, who looked like he’d been awake and lecturing for hours. Spying the boys, he raised a hand from his Mr. Clean pose to a traffic-cop stance.

“Get back upstairs, boys. Same old story. Brontie doesn’t know how to sleep in a big-girl bed, and we’re just trying to do some damage control.”

Rock looked down at Brontie, who was gripping Wynona in front of her body like a plate of armor to protect herself. He looked at his mother, who shrugged helplessly, then took a balled tissue from her bathrobe pocket and blew her nose.

“Let me just clean her up, George,” she ventured. Her nose was bright red with cold. “We can talk about this tomorrow. We’re all very tired. Boys, you go on up to bed. Isn’t everyone tired? I am. Go on, guys.”

But then their father suddenly twisted Wynona out of Brontie’s arms, dangling the doll high in his fingers.

“See how sad Wynona is, Brontie? You know why she’s so sad? Because you don’t take good care of her. You’re a bad girl, and Wynona doesn’t love you anymore.”

“She does so love me.” Brontie’s face drained to white as she watched her doll swinging from her father’s hand.

“No she doesn’t.”

“Dad, you’re gonna make her—”

“Excuse me, Cliff, but I don’t think I asked for your advice. Brontie, I’m going to have to find a new home for Wynona, until you learn how to be a big, grown-up girl. So from now on, Wynona is going to live in the mudroom.”

“No thank you, Dad,” Brontie said. Her eyes challenged him, but she spoke without confidence. “I don’t think Wynona wants to live there. It’s too cold.”

“Well, maybe she can come back when you know how to behave.” Their father shook the doll in her face. “Do you want to kiss her good night?” he asked. “No? All right then.” He strode into the kitchen, opened the mudroom door, and tossed Wynona facedown on the woodpile. The rest of them watched as he locked the door and brushed his hands together.

“Brontie, I hope you turn into a big girl soon. Katherine, you’ve got a handle on the cleanup? Because I’m going to bed. I’ve got a long day ahead. And no moving that doll.” He wagged a finger at Cliff. “Upstairs, ship out, show’s over.”

But Brontie ran to the mudroom door and stood on tiptoe, pressing her face against the door. “Wynona,” she called softly. “Wynona.”

“You need help?” Cliff asked their mother. She shook her head.

Brontie didn’t look so good, in Rock’s opinion. She’d turned away from the mudroom, and her eyes, flat with grief, stared into space. Their mother walked to her and took her hand.

“It’ll be okay,” she said.

Rock wondered how his mother could manage to tell this lie when not even Brontie believed her anymore. He stared at his mother now, daring her to speak to him, to try to tell him that everything was okay. She moved to touch him, and he stepped away from her.

He followed Cliff up the stairs and then slipped into his room. He took another pair of socks from his top drawer and rolled them over the first pair before climbing into bed. His fingers were shaking, and not just because of the cold.

He closed his eyes and let himself slip away into one of his favorite pictures, of himself and Liza at his home in California, a house Cliff had designed. They were out by the pool and he was on the high dive, about to do a perfect jackknife into the water. He could feel that Liza was watching, but he wasn’t nervous at all. There was no room for anything less than total confidence. His toes curled over the sun-glittering edge of the diving board …

“Hey.”

Rock opened his eyes. Cliff was standing at the foot of his bed.

“What?” Rock sat up.

“I gotta tell you something, so listen up.” Cliff began rubbing his hands together. “Man, is it cold in here. So, I called Aunt Louisa. Thanked her for that vase. It’s colder in here than my room.”

“Because your room’s over the fireplace,” Rock reminded him. “And gee, thanks for letting me in on the big news.”

“Actually, the big news is that I asked her if you and me and Mom and Bront could come out to Arizona for a while,” Cliff said. He stopped rubbing his hands and became very still, watching Rock. “Anyway, Aunt Louisa and I’ve been talking. About Dad, mostly. Matter of fact, she called me today at school.”

“At school? Aunt Louisa?” Rock’s mind tried to picture the scene, the crackling voice on the intercom, Cliff Kindle, please come down to the secretaries’ station, you have a phone call. Then Cliff, turned away from a secretary’s desk with the phone receiver clamped to one ear and his fingers pressed against the other, whispering and nodding.

“I don’t get it. What did you tell her, Cliff?”

“I told her that Dad needs some help and we need some time away from him. I told her about Mom, a little, and Brontie’s problems, and Interrupted nights—”

“You told her all that?” Rock’s voice ended in a squeak. “When you said you’d break my arm if I even talked about that with anyone, then you just go ahead and blab everything to Aunt Louisa? Why?”

“Rock, you need to get this straight. Aunt Louisa can help us, she’s family. She knows that Dad’s a little extreme. That’s her word to describe him, by the way, not mine. I’ve got plenty better words. But anyway, I think Mom’s ready to do the trip. You know we walked all the way to the milk store today? I just wish we had another car for her to practice her driving. She says driving isn’t such big a jump, though. It’s mainly just the being-outside part that kind of gets to—”

“Dad won’t let us take a trip out to Arizona without him.” Rock started to laugh at the absurdity of the idea. Cliff’s plan was completely stupid. Get Mom able to drive out to see Aunt Louisa in Arizona on a trip that didn’t include Dad. “It’s nuts. We’ve never done a trip without him before. He’ll flip out. He won’t do it. He won’t—”

“He won’t know.” Cliff spoke gently, the way he sometimes made his voice for Brontie. “Because we’re not going to tell him.”

“That’s …” Rock started to wag his head back and forth, turning the idea over and over. Everything about it seemed wrong, but he couldn’t figure out the exact reason why. “That’s weird,” he said weakly. “Not to tell.”

“It’s not weird, Rock. Weird—I say weird is telling Brontie that her doll doesn’t love her anymore and then chucking it in the mudroom. Besides, this is just temporary, okay? It’s a visit, but it’s a good way to say, ‘See, Dad, we can go ahead on another plan of our own. We don’t have to keep freezing away in this place, bending under all your rides and power trips.’ ” Cliff’s eyes were vicious, and he wagged an accusing finger at Rock. “Like Liza, how she had to show Arlene—‘Look, Mom, I got another plan.’ And Liza got away. Why can’t we?”

“But …” Rock was still shaking his head. “No, no, you can’t compare. I mean, we’re a whole family. She was just one person, but we’re almost the whole entire family leaving our home.”

“Which is why it’s gonna work even better. Because we can stick together. Liza didn’t have anyone to stick to, so she had to leave on her own.”

“Hey, since you brought it up.” Rock drew his legs against his chest and rested his chin in the cleft between his closed knees. It would hurt to hear, he knew, but he had to ask. “About Liza. You think she’s okay, Cliff? Honest? You think it’s weird she hasn’t called? Or sent a postcard, or anything?”

“I don’t want to get into this now.”

“It’s like she went up in smoke.”

“We just gotta worry about ourselves, Rock. That’s what she’d’ve wanted.”

“You think she’s dead?” Rock asked. “I don’t think Liza’d do that. Just die like that. Go and get herself killed by some drug addict.”

“I hate to think something like that,” Cliff said. “I like to think she was smarter than that, and she got far away, and she’s putting it all behind her. Timmy, Arlene, Sheffield—and you and me, too. This place is all part of bad memories for her.”

“I’d never do that,” Rock mused. “Turn my back on my home.”

“Listen, Rock, you don’t have to come with us,” Cliff said, his hand cutting a dismissive slice through the air. “But even Mom thinks we need the time away. I have maps, Mom and I did a budget. The car can get us there if we’re careful, and Aunt Louisa says she’d even meet us—”

“Shut up, okay? I don’t want to listen to this dumb, stupid, bad plan anymore.” Rock tipped his chin toward the ceiling and closed his eyes on the conversation. What a lame plan. A plan to run away from their father just because Cliff didn’t have enough discipline, because Cliff was lazy and thought that their father was too strict, bossed them around too much. “Get out of here,” he added.

“It just goes to show how thick you are,” Cliff said. “I mean, you’re the one who can’t shut up about the patriots, and how they fought to the bloody death just so they could live in a free country. But you know what? I personally think all those patriots would have been embarrassed if they ever met you. You’re no rebel, Rock. You’re totally spineless.”

“You’re totally jealous,” Rock snapped back. “Because Dad gets along better with me.”

“That’s not it at all, dummy. Don’t you get it? You’re a lackey. Just like in the wars, the king always had—”

“Shut up.” Rock reached behind his head and threw his pillow as hard as he could. Cliff ducked and the pillow flopped onto the bookshelf, knocking over a couple of soccer trophies with a clatter. “No one in the Revolution fought against his own father,” he hissed. He lay back, his body trembling in frustration. He and Dad were practically in the same boat, both of them skimming on the surface of their day, never pulled into the secret undercurrent of what was really happening in the heart of this family. He was no lackey. He had spine. He could start a revolution, if he really wanted to.

“Think about it,” Cliff said stiffly. He cleared his throat, waiting for a response, and when none came, he walked to Rock’s door and touched a hand to the doorknob. “Good night, then,” he said over his shoulder. “All you need to do is pack some stuff. It’s better this way, Rock. I promise. If Liza were here, she’d tell you that, too. I only wish you could see it.”



CHAPTER NINE

MINUTEMEN

THEY WERE CALLED MINUTEMEN because they were ready to fight in a minute’s notice. As soon as a colonist spy galloped down the road, his lantern flickering its signal through the trees, the minutemen had their coats buttoned, their guns oiled, and their reflexes triggered for the general’s next command. Rock always thought he’d have made a good minuteman, since he was quick to wake up and alert in a flash.

But now Cliff had appointed himself the general of a battle Rock wasn’t sure he understood. Cliff had made their father the enemy. Cliff had ordered Rock to pack. Cliff had told him be ready to leave at any minute of the day or night. No matter how much Rock thought about it, though—no matter how many times he looked at the plan and tried to understand it—he couldn’t feel prepared. He felt dazed with indecision and frightened by the consequences. They were leaving his father. They were leaving him without telling.

Rock had always thought that he’d know immediately which side to choose if he were asked to fight. But how could he know where he belonged when the battle lines were being drawn inside his own family?

His mother wasn’t to speaking to Rock about Aunt Louisa. She made delicious school lunches for him instead, with napkins folded over little notes that read, “Thinking of you, Rochester. I hope your day is a happy one.” Rock knew it was the best his mother would be able to do. She only trusted Cliff.

Rock also began to notice that things were disappearing from his room. His cable-knit sweater, a couple pairs of socks, and definitely some underwear all went missing one day. Cliff was packing for him, he figured. Packing and stashing. Rock tried not to think about it.

His paper was almost finished. He had recopied everything his father had destroyed, and he had long stopped caring about the ten-page maximum. His paper now was twenty-six and a half pages long. Rock included everything he thought was important, and then typed out his final draft on the library’s one puttering old computer after school while Ms. Manzuli stood over his shoulder, helping him find the right words and the smartest ways to explain the battles and treaties.

He included passages about the loyalists and the mercenaries. He described the battles of Bunker Hill and Saratoga. He mentioned George Washington’s speech about hearing the bullets whistle. He wrote three paragraphs about the winter at Valley Forge, describing the blistering cold and even including a few gruesome details about how the soldiers’ toes froze off. All weekend he was in a finger-aching fever, and he knew his spelling was off and his sentences weren’t so perfect; fuzzy grammar, Mrs. Lewin would say. But when he read back through it, Rock thought he could hear a fearsome shout in his paper, a voice that held the same fury of the Revolution, the excitement and description and important characters whose hearts pounded and blood boiled for freedom. He stashed the floppy disk in his sock drawer next to his pen, both of them hidden inside the black-walnut cigar box that had belonged to his grandfather Kindle.

His paper was due on Friday. There was also a test, with a multiple choice and fill-in-the-blank section and a pick-three-out-of-five essay section. It would take up the whole period, Mrs. Lewin explained. She would pass out extra paper if you needed it. Rock knew he would need it.

It would have been dorky to admit, but just thinking about that test made Rock sweaty with wishing for Friday. He would crush every kid in his class, even brainiac Brooke Allister. Cliff was always the machine mind, the one who brought home the A papers. But this time would be different; it would be Rock’s one hundred percent, a perfect score to present to his parents. And then his father wouldn’t be able to talk about Cliff’s natural intelligence the way he always did.

“Photographic mind,” Rock practiced saying, for when anyone asked him how he knew so much. He even rehearsed giving a modest little twitch in the corner of his mouth as he spoke. “Yeah, I just decided to take a quick look at the book the night before. But history kind of comes naturally to me.”

Ms. Manzuli had asked him for an extra copy of his paper to keep and to show her husband, and so Rock worked out a deal with the secretaries at the front office. They would make him an extra Xerox if he arrived early enough to school on Friday morning, and he got special permission to ride the early-bird transit bus that picked up kids on the junior-high and high-school diving teams.

He walked home from school on Thursday feeling content. His book bag was weighted with a huge volume about the Federalist papers that Ms. Manzuli had taken from her own house to lend to him. It wasn’t even a kid book; it was dense and pictureless.

“I think you can handle it,” Ms. Manzuli had said. “Since you’re pretty much an expert on the Revolution.” An expert. The words formed on his lips several times that same afternoon after he’d heard them, and they never failed to put a secret smile on Rock’s face.

He went to bed early that night. Just as he snapped off his lamp, he looked once more at the printout of his paper, now rolled up and resting on his bookshelf and neatly tied with a piece of blue ribbon, the way they delivered important documents in colonial times. The ribbon, stolen out of Brontie’s room, had been his finishing touch. The completed paper was thirty-four pages long, not counting footnotes and the bibliography. Ms. Manzuli said she would speak personally to Mrs. Lewin about waiving the page-length rule. She’d even been talking about getting Rock’s paper entered in the Daughters of the American Revolution writing contest in March. The thought made him squirm, thinking of everyone’s shocked faces, their disbelief in his thoroughness and care.

Faintly through the beginning of sleep, Rock heard a thumping on the roof. Later, he heard Cliff and their mother on the landing, whispering, as they set down a bucket. He was aware of his mother floating into his room, her soft dry palm lightly touching his cheek.

“What’s going on?” he called sleepily.

His mother’s “Shhh” pacified him, and his head dropped again on the pillow. The drip of water into the bucket lulled and filtered him deeper into dreams.

“Okay, men. Everybody up.”

Rock felt like he was being yanked up from the bottom of a pond into the artificial sun of the searing overhead light. He squinted at the alarm clock. 12:38.

“No, no, no.” Not tonight. Not this night, before the test. He would be too tired. Social studies was after lunch. He couldn’t make it till then. He’d fall dead asleep.

“You hear me, Rock? It’s raining and the leak’s back, and now your mother’s concerned about it, too. Thinks the roof’s gonna fall down on us. You wanna blame anyone this time around, blame your mom.”

From the other room, Rock heard the springs squeak as Cliff jumped out of bed and stomped over to his dresser. Rock pressed his palms against his closed eye sockets to block the light. “I’m not,” he whispered. “I’m not getting up.”

“Cliff, your brother seems to be having a hard time. You want to help him out?”

“Rock, how about doing a headstand to get the blood going?” Cliff said earnestly. “And then maybe head down to the basement to grab some shingles? They’re right under the corkboard on the ice chest. I bet the ones we nailed in last time came loose, huh, Dad?”

“Could be.”

“I can’t,” Rock whispered. He sat up. “I can’t!” he hollered. He felt sick with fury. “My test, my paper. I can’t.”

“Sure you can, Rock,” Cliff answered. His voice was cruelly cheerful.

“Listen to your brother. Where’s that head-stand? Maybe you should practice it outside, get that cold air to rouse you.”

Quickly Rock rolled out of bed and into a headstand against the wall. He felt the warm carpet of blood roll down from his frozen toes to his face.

“Good man,” their father said. “Meet me outside, guys. It shouldn’t take too long, but who knows. Who knows.” He stomped down the stairs, slamming the front door behind him. Cliff dashed into Rock’s room in the next instant.

“How’re you feeling?”

“If you’re just in here to laugh about my social-studies test, you’re an even bigger jerk than I ever thought you were.” Rock flipped down from his headstand, panting.

“Hey, don’t take your problems out on me.” Cliff looked bright-eyed, almost frantic, like he was about to start laughing or breaking things.

“I’m not, but this is like the worst …” Rock felt too tired to finish the thought. All he knew was that he’d rather be anywhere than inside this moment, knowing he was going to spend the night hammering shingles on the roof while his one hundred percent in social studies slipped away from him.

“We’re leaving for Arizona tonight.” Cliff’s words jolted Rock awake in a rush more dizzying than a thousand headstands. “It’s a perfect opportunity. We got the car, it’s raining enough to get the leak going, and he’s all the way up on the roof, so if we’re quick—”

“Get out of my room.” Rock began jumping into his clothes, the one decision he felt secure making. Cliff studied him for a moment.

“Mom and Bront are already awake. Hurry up.” Then he was gone, clattering down the stairs.

Rock shoved his feet into his boots. He tried to make his mind a blank, to use his instincts, instead. His instincts took him downstairs and out the front door, into the wet and frostbitten black air. They led him around the house. I’m sorry, Cliff, he thought grimly. I’m sorry I’m not a betrayer, like you. But I’m not going to up and leave for Arizona because you decided you want to.

He could just barely hear his mother and Cliff and Brontie, whispering and padding through the halls and bedrooms. If you didn’t pay attention too hard, it could have been just the usual tense noises of an Interrupted night. Rock tried not to pay attention.

His instincts carried his feet with careful steps up the ladder propped against the side of the house. His father was sitting on his ankles, hunched over the same area of roofing they had worked on only a few weeks before. Through the spattering rain, his face was a smear of white, half-hidden by the blur of his dark wool hat. Rock pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers and willed his eyes to focus.

“Strangest thing. Looks to me like someone or something ripped off all these new shingles we’d just put in. What do you make of that, Rock?”

“Strange.” Rock gulped. He knew in a moment it was Cliff who’d done it, impatient to leave and trying to fix an Interrupted night. Spineless gutless jerk. If he’d wanted to leave, he should have just sneaked off. Taken their mother and Brontie and scuttled away. But no, Cliff had to stick it to their father. Make him realize that he could be tricked by the kind of underhanded trick Rock hated most. Cliff set this night up out of spite. Rock’s head was beginning to throb, a delayed reaction from the headstand.

He squinted into the drizzling blurry night. Every edge of tree and rooftop was smoky and shapeless. “I think my eyes’re getting worse,” he mumbled. “I can barely tell what I’m looking at.”

“They won’t get worse if you have a positive attitude. Mind over matter.”

“And I got a headache. I should go get my glasses, maybe.”

“Nah, nothing wrong with your eyes, you’re just feeling whiny. You’re sure a whiner tonight, aren’tcha, son? Attitude like that’s not gonna get you too far in this world. Where’s your brother?”

“I don’t know,” Rock mumbled. Why do you always do that? he wanted to ask his father. Let’s just admit it. My eyes are bad. And sometimes my head gets dizzy when I don’t wear my glasses. It’s a fact. A simple, stupid fact.

From below, Rock heard a dull shuffle of footsteps on the gravel driveway. His father’s head snapped up.

“What’s going on down there?” he asked. “Sounds like a passel of mice broke loose.”

“Yeah, I think everyone’s awake,” Rock replied faintly.

“Why’d you boys rip these shingles off the roof?” his father growled after a few minutes had passed. “Some kind of joke I’m not in on? Since you might have noticed I’m not laughing.”

“I didn’t rip off those shingles. I’m not laughing either.”

“Then what’s going on here, Rock? You gonna tell me what’s happening in my own household? Don’t you think, as your father, I got a right to know what your brother’s up to?”

“I don’t know what’s going on.”

“You tell me now, Rock. You know you’re the only one I can trust.”

His father’s words set a lump in Rock’s throat. Was what his dad said really true? Did he only trust Rock?

“I don’t … I don’t know,” he stammered, rubbing his temples. “I don’t think I know what’s going on.”

“I think you do.”

“I guess all I know is a little bit of the story.”

“A little bit is a good-enough amount to start.” His father’s voice was as soft as his mother’s, persuading him. He leaned forward and clasped his hands together, waiting.

“They’re leaving Sheffield.” Rock felt the confession that had been burning inside him now escape in a tiny, traitor’s hiss through the rain. “ ’Cause of how it is, with Mom being scared of everything, and Brontie with Wynona in the mud-room, and no one getting enough sleep.” Rock’s words became sloppy in the explaining. “How it is around here sometimes. All the rules nobody understands and my index cards and that kind of thing.”

For a long minute neither of them spoke. The silence stretched and lengthened and separated them.

“Your brother thinks he’s so damned smart,” his father snorted. “Thinks he can save the world and everyone in it. He can’t do anything. He’s a loser, an idiot. They won’t survive a week.”

“They said it wasn’t for permanent.” Rock shivered and blinked back the rain, trying to look off the roof to the driveway below. From up here he could see nothing. Cliff hadn’t exactly said if they were coming back, not really. Maybe they were leaving Sheffield for good. Liza had said she was coming back, and that had proven to be untrue. Who knows what happened to people when they decided to leave their homes? Rock suddenly felt light-headed, thinking of all these people deserting him. Why would anyone come back to Sheffield, if they found a way out? He began whispering the names of the old Kindle soldiers to steady his mind.

“Well, I’m not going down. I’m gonna stay right up here and take care of this,” his father said. He laughed suddenly, a short, unhappy laugh that took Rock by surprise. “And I bet when I’m done, they’ll all still be down there, dithering around, idiots such as they are.” He laughed again, and then they sat together, unmoving, in the soaking darkness.

“I’d miss them, if they went away for good,” Rock said through closed teeth. His father said nothing in reply. “Would you miss them?” Rock asked finally.

“Life goes on,” his father answered. But his words did not match the thoughts that pained his face nor his shallow breathing, which iced the wet air. Yet he made no move to leave the roof. He seemed frozen, struck numb by his family’s rush to independence.

“I’d miss them,” Rock repeated. Until Liza, Rock had never missed anyone, not even his old half-remembered friends in San Diego. Everyone he’d known had always been right there in reach. But when Liza ran away, she’d left him confused by her almost-presence, like how people who got their arms or legs amputated say they still feel the pain and movement of their lost limbs. It was worse than frightening, the idea of being left behind again. Worse than losing his arms or legs. Worse than anything he’d ever known before. He was not a betrayer. He was a patriot, he was a Kindle. “I’d miss you, too, Dad,” he said.

“Yep,” his father answered matter-of-factly. “You’d miss me, boy. That’s how it is with family.”

“I’m gonna go get those extra cedar shingles, okay?” Rock said. “Down in the basement.”

“They’re on top of that old ice chest,” his father grunted. When he looked up from the roof, Rock could see the distinct glow of the whites in his eyes, they were open so wide. “You coming back, aren’t you, Rock?”

“Sure I am,” Rock said weakly. His father lifted and stretched his arm, and then his hand clamped heavy on Rock’s shoulder, wet fingers pressed light against the nape of his neck. “You’re a good son,” his father said gently. “It’s you and me now, sailor. Maybe that’s all we need. It’d have hurt me the most, if you’d gone, too, on account of I always knew you were the most loyal. The others …” He lifted and dropped his shoulders, then looked down into the darkness again. “Ice chest,” he repeated. “Hurry on back so we can finish this up.”

“Don’t you want to go down, maybe talk to them?” Rock heard the quiver in his own voice, although his father seemed oddly at peace.

“Naw. You go. Go on, now.”

Rock moved quick, scaling down the ladder. Even through the freezing cold rain, his neck and the backs of his knees were hot and damp with sweat.

He walked quickly around to the back of the house. He would say good-bye, and while he was there, he would ask them how long they were planning on visiting Aunt Louisa. His breath was short, as though he’d been running for miles.

They were already in the car: His mother’s hands gripped the steering wheel, and Cliff sat beside her, Brontie and Wynona hunkered in his lap, the seat belt pulled across them all. Rock squinted. The backseat was piled high with luggage, but a small space had been cleared. Rock’s space.

Cliff cracked the window. “Took you long enough,” he hissed. His eyes darted past Rock, up to the roof. “Get in.”

“I’m not going. I told you I wasn’t going,” Rock whispered back, wondering why he bothered to whisper at all. “I can’t.”

“Rochester, please don’t make us leave without you.” His mother’s voice was thin, and squeaked at the end. Her hands gripped the steering wheel. “Please.”

Brontie said nothing. She chewed on a piece of Wynona’s hair, and her hands were locked around Cliff’s wrists.

“I can’t,” Rock repeated. His temples were pumping too hard against his brain. He could practically hear the steady bumping of his blood.

“No time to argue.” Cliff’s eyes darted frantically to the roof. He shifted Brontie’s weight, and leaning forward, he picked up something that had been resting between his feet. “These are yours,” he said. He unrolled the window a couple inches and held out the items in his hands for Rock to take. Rock’s glasses. And the final printout of his history paper, with his pen tucked inside the blue ribbon. Cliff jabbed his thumb toward the backseat. “You can take your suitcase out of the car. It’s that plasticky brown one on top.”

“Why … ?” Rock took the paper with one hand and held it tight to his chest to protect it from the rain. He slid on his glasses, and now Cliff’s face crystallized out of the surrounding shadow. His brother sighed.

“I thought that once we got to Arizona, you might want to mail it to that lady, that Ms. Manzuli.”

“Except that I’m not going with you guys.”

“Now I know that. Also, I want you to know, Rock, that since you’re not coming with us, my other plan’s to forget all about you.” Cliff smiled angrily. “I’m gonna make myself forget everything, every single thing, about you.”

“So what?” Rock felt as if he were being slowly filled with ice water. His face was frozen into its hard stare.

“In fact, you’re about ninety percent forgotten by the time we get to New Mexico,” Cliff continued. “I’ll probably never say your name again. So get out of my face. Go be with Dad, you idiot. Go follow his orders and be his little deputy and beat up other kids and flunk out of school and freeze to death in that house. But get away from us.”

Rock could see his brother’s profile, each feature cut into ridges and curves that were perfect and distinct and more familiar than his own.

“You better not,” Rock whispered. He brushed his fingers against the dampening feather of his goose pen; his hands without gloves were so numb that he felt only the lightest impression. “You better not forget about me.”

“Definitely I will.”

“But I’m your own brother.”

“Real families stick together,” Cliff said.

“Then you should stay here, with Dad.”

“Dad isn’t letting the rest of us be a family,” his mother interrupted. “Can’t you see that, Rock? But we can still be a family if the rest of us stay together. We can start again.”

“I’m not a betrayer,” Rock said. I’m not. I’m not like you.

“Was Liza a betrayer?” Cliff asked.

“Don’t leave,” Rock insisted. “All of you. You can’t leave me.”

“Get in the car,” Cliff whispered. “None of us is getting out.”

“Cliff.” And then he couldn’t go on. His brother’s name, spoken in the darkness, all at once filled Rock with a burst of emptiness and the ache of a thousand memories. All their secret plans and private conversations, their lives played out in the hidden foothills and trenches that separated them from the adult world, from everyone else. It was almost unbearable now, studying the crisp, sharp angles of Cliffs face. Rock’s eyes prickled. He was not a betrayer. He was not.

His fingers wrapped tight around his paper. He’d add even more things to it, maybe, when they got to Arizona. And then he’d mail a copy of it to Ms. Manzuli when he was done, like Cliff said. His free hand fumbled with the door handle, yanked open the door, and he crawled into the small, empty space that his brother had created for him. There was still so much left out, so much left to write. Because a revolution is a strange and complicated thing, no matter how well you try to explain it.
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Turning to more lighthearted fare, I created a middle-grade series, Witch Twins, about identical twins living in Philadelphia (based on my nieces) who work to become “five-star” witches—with some help from their eccentric, spell-casting grandmother. The four-book series includes Witch Twins, Witch Twins at Camp Bliss, Witch Twins and Melody Malady, and Witch Twins and the Ghost of Glenn Bly. I also completed Amandine (2001), a novel loosely based on Lillian Hellman’s chilling play The Children’s Hour. Themes of friendship, deceit, and betrayal surfaced again in my next book, Overnight (2003), about a sleepover that goes horribly wrong.

In Hannah, Divided (2002), I tried my hand at historical fiction, crafting a story of a young math prodigy living in 1930s rural Pennsylvania, who then wins a scholarship to study in Philadelphia. In 2010, I returned to the genre with Picture the Dead, collaborating with my friend Lisa Brown, an author and illustrator, on an illustrated novel about Spiritualist photographers in the Civil War era.

In 2005, I received another National Book Award nomination for Where I Want to Be, a family-centered psychological drama with paranormal elements. The following year, I published a light, young adult romance titled My Almost Epic Summer. I also launched another middle grade series; this one, Vampire Island Stories, is about a family of vegan vampires living in New York City.

Family plays an important role in my fiction, and while I don’t consider myself a fantasy writer, I do enjoy adding a measure of the supernatural to otherwise realistic fiction. This blend runs through a number of my books, namely The Other Shepards, Where I Want to Be, Picture the Dead, and Tighter. I write stories that emphasize our lasting connections to those we have lost, and how our families—past and present—inform our everyday life in ways that can be both startling and steadfast.

In 2007, my husband, Erich, and I traded Manhattan for Brooklyn, where we live very happily with our two young children—a daughter, Priscilla, and a son, Hastings—as well as a ten-pound shih tzu named Edith. Parenthood has inspired me to write for a younger audience, and to that end, I teamed up with the author Courtney Sheinmel to create an early-reader series called Agnes and Clarabelle, forthcoming from Bloomsbury Press, about a pair of two differently anxious friends.

My husband and I both avidly support nonprofit organizations such as the MacDowell Colony, Prep for Prep, the Brooklyn Academy of Music, buildOn, and 826NYC, an after-school tutoring and creative writing center for high school youth, where I sit on the board of directors. I am also a member of the PEN American Center and the Writers Guild of America. Visit me at www.adelegriffin.com and on Twitter at @adelegriffin.
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My brother Robert and me in Maine in 1976, when I was six years old. Our mother was born in Maine and our grandparents returned there, to the Rangeley Lakes, most summers.



[image: biography]

Me in Rhode Island with my brother Geoff in 1981. I was eleven years old and in my Agatha Christie phase. I would read Christie or nothing.
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My contribution to my high school arts magazine. I loved to make collages, considering them the highest form of art. I also emulated Victorian gothic romance, and loved historical costumes. Many of my illustrations were wacky, inadvertent mash-ups of period clothing spanning multiple centuries.



[image: biography]

My two best friends and me at our high school graduation in 1989. From left to right: Holly, Stephanie, and me.
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Even as an adult, I was interested in princess costumes. I made crowns to celebrate Princess Diana’s televised BBC interview in 1995, which my family watched after taking this photo. From left to right: me, my grandmother, my aunt Elena, my niece Kate, my mother, and my aunt Barbara.



[image: biography]

A photograph of me with my soon-to-be husband, Erich, on the morning of our wedding, August 16, 1997.
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Me with Robert Cormier in 1998. Cormier was my childhood idol, and his novel I Am the Cheese is one of my favorite books of all time.
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My first author visit, for Rainy Season, in 1996 at my alma mater, the Agnes Irwin School in Rosemont, Pennsylvania.
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Me with my daughter, Priscilla, wearing our glasses at my parents’ home in Pennsylvania.
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Me with my husband and our children, Priscilla and Hastings, on the ferry to Fire Island, where we go every summer. This photo was taken in summer 2012, when Hastings was just one month old.
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