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  GHOST BOY


  Prologue


  This had happened before. Sometimes he felt small, and something in him struggled to break free. In the past he’d always been able to push it down, but this time it bubbled to the surface, ready to pop open like a poisonous, festering wound, and he was too small to fight it. The hate was growing out of control—denied for too long, so that it had been allowed to grow and strengthen. Now it was going to burst free, and he knew there was nothing he could do to stop it.


  The little girl who taunted him was homely, with kinky red hair and freckles the size of coins. Unaware of her own ugliness, she was one of those kids who had the talent to sense the exact point of weakness in others, and knew how to use it.


  “You missed a spot,” she said on this bright afternoon. She pointed at the bench he was sanding in preparation for a fresh coat of paint. “You could get fired if you screwed up such an easy thing.” Then she snickered and danced away from him, not really afraid but keeping her distance nonetheless.


  He kept his head turned away from her as he worked, pretending not to hear.


  His hands trembled. His fingers itched to slap her, to strike the smugly superior expression from her face.


  She was a child, years younger than he was, but already well-schooled in the fine art of savagery.


  “My mom says your job isn’t much better than a janitor here,” she continued, venturing closer in her desire to make sure her words struck home. “Having some kind of title doesn’t change anything.” She scrunched her face up in a mask of disdain, freckles melding together over her nose.


  He stopped what he was doing, at last, and looked at her.


  An icy calm had slipped over him, and his hands no longer trembled. He’d never experienced anything quite like it before, but he savored it. He realized he didn’t feel quite so small anymore.


  Let her come a little closer, he thought. She was like a bird, venturing near to peck at the seeds of her cruelty, but ready to take flight from him at any moment.


  He hadn’t seen another person in almost half an hour. The school bell had rung long ago, the other children were gone. He’d stayed in this room because he had things to do that often kept him for two or three hours after the others had left. He usually worked in peace.


  Until today, when she’d walked by and had seen him alone in the room.


  Probably no one knew she was here. Eyes darting around the room, he took in the long workbench, the metal lockers against the far wall. There was a row of windows, but the view outside revealed an empty playground, the swings hanging limp on their chains.


  There was no one to see.


  His calm remained, and he backed away from the workbench, deeper into the room to lure her away from the door.


  “You’d better go home now,” he said softly. “You’ll get in trouble if you’re late.”


  This was a calculated risk, but he was gambling that her stubbornness would drive her to do the exact opposite of what he suggested.


  It worked. She came forward, her shoes clattering on the worn tile of the floor. The shoes were white, with big bows instead of laces, and made so much noise on the tiles that he thought they must have little metal studs on the soles, like tap shoes.


  “I won’t get in trouble,” she sneered. “I can do whatever I want. My parents never get mad at me. I can—a-a-a-ck!”


  He’d reached out and grabbed her around the throat with one hand, his strong fingers digging into her soft flesh and cutting off her words. She was left only with a newly terrified expression, her mouth twisting as she fought to scream.


  He was no longer small.


  He didn’t pull her to him immediately. Instead, he held her like that with one hand. Her shoes barely touched the floor, her hands dug at his wrist, trying to make him loosen his grip on her.


  It was fascinating to watch, the way she struggled on the end of his arm, like a fish just reeled in. She was much lighter than he’d expected her to be—or maybe it was his fury that made him strong.


  “You shut up,” he hissed, giving her a little shake.


  It felt good to say this out loud at last. He’d thought it so many times, but had never before been in a position to actually utter the words.


  He did pull her to him then, caution taking over. He held her pressed to his chest, his hand still on her throat, his other arm around her in an uncompromising embrace.


  Still no one outside the windows. And no one had walked past the doorway in a long time. But to be sure he wasn’t observed now—because it was too late to go back, he could never adequately explain his actions—he dragged her to the door and closed it softly, then flipped the latch.


  Her struggles increased, as though she fully realized at last how hopeless her situation was. She’d been frightened before; now she was in a death-panic, fighting him as a drowning person fights the undertow that sucks with relentless strength.


  Ineffectually.


  He almost laughed at how easy it was to hold her. Her bones felt fragile, like twigs. He was sure he could snap her neck with very little effort.


  “Now who’s stupid?” he whispered, his mouth near her ear. He gave her a little shake. “Now do you want to call me names? What’s the matter? You always have so much to say. Always running off at the mouth. You don’t have such a big mouth now—do you?”


  She made a desperate noise deep in her throat, a trapped whimper that pleased him because he recognized it as a sound that had come from him many times before, during those times when he’d been locked up and helpless in the dark basement, being punished.


  How nice to know that for once he was the one doing the punishing, and it was someone else who was frightened and alone.


  But there was no more time to explore the taste of this victory, no matter how much he might want to drag it out. Every moment he stood here with this girl in his arms increased his risk of discovery. Even with the door locked there were still other people in the building.


  Now what to do? He couldn’t release her. As soon as he took his hand from her mouth she would begin shrieking.


  The decision came easily enough. He looked down at her kinky red hair with distaste. What made her think she was so special?


  She deserved whatever she got.


  Still, he might have backed down, even as unpleasant as the consequences of her telling on him was sure to be, if there had been anything in her to elicit his compassion. He wasn’t an unfeeling person. To the contrary, he often took extra time to help others, and always enjoyed having done some good.


  But this girl. She had touched a raw nerve in him, and then, seeing the hurt she’d caused, had gone out of her way to inflict more pain.


  He looked down at her, tilted her head up so he could look into her eyes. What he saw there sealed her fate. She was glaring pure venom at him. Fear—yes, that was still there. But more than the fear he saw her continued belief in her own superiority.


  Only a few minutes had passed since he’d grabbed her. It felt like an eternity. He couldn’t wait any longer.


  He moved the hand that was over her mouth only slightly, just enough so that it covered her nose as well. Her eyes widened, and he pressed her head hard against his chest, holding her so that he wouldn’t have to look at her while her life ebbed away.


  She flopped against him but he held her tightly for one minute … two minutes. There was a clock high up on the wall with a second hand that seemed to drag, taking forever to make a full circle. He was aware of every second, and of those uncovered windows that might at any moment be his undoing.


  Even after she fell limp in his arms he kept her mouth and nose covered, not wanting to take any chances. Her head flopped loosely and he let himself look at her face again. Her eyes were open. The pale blue irises already seemed dulled, as though covered by a thin film.


  He couldn’t take her out of the room yet. He’d have to wait until later. For now he needed a place to hide her, and his eyes went immediately to the rows of metal lockers.


  Perfect. No one ever used them anymore. They were kept mainly for storage, and there had been talk lately of getting rid of them entirely because they were an eyesore.


  Dragging the body with him, he opened several lockers until he found one that was nearly empty. It contained some small boxes that probably held outdated supplies that no one at the school knew quite what to do with. At any rate, there was plenty of room inside for one small girl, and he pushed the body into the locker. An arm poked out, but he managed to get it in and then closed the locker door.


  He stood back to look. Good. A casual observer wouldn’t notice a thing. He wished he could lock it, but there was no way or time to think more about it.


  He left the room. Casually, hands in pockets, he strolled down the hallway. Later, when it was dark, he would come back and move the body to a better place here on the school grounds. His first thought had been to somehow get the body as far away from the school as possible, but on further reflection he dismissed that idea. To try to take a body anywhere, even under cover of darkness, created a greater risk than he wanted to take.


  No, better to just move the body to another place in the school building, a place that wouldn’t immediately be associated with him.


  Surprisingly, he was neither frightened nor appalled by what he’d done. A part of him wondered at this, but he didn’t allow himself to dwell for long on his lack of remorse. A dark, gleeful corner of his soul celebrated the path he’d taken. This part of him had always been there, but only now did it grow and strengthen, having been fed a complete and satisfying meal.


  Once outside the building he walked, almost whistling at the perfection of this day. Someone greeted him, and he raised one hand and returned the wave. And why not? He was a well-liked guy. Most people treated him with the respect he deserved.


  The dark thing deep in his soul straightened his spine and put a smirk of satisfaction on his lips.


  He did move her body as soon as he was able, but by then he realized what a chance he was taking in doing so. The school would almost undoubtedly be one of the first places the police would look, once contacted. Still, he felt compelled to get her away from the one room where people would first think of him as being connected to, and he’d thrown the cold body over his shoulder and carried it to the space below the school’s stage. That space was so dark and full of dust that it wasn’t even used as storage, and he felt he was buying a little time by selecting it as a hiding place.


  It didn’t work out that way. Once the police were called it didn’t take them long to find the little girl’s body.


  He’d barely gotten out of the building himself before two police cars pulled up and the search began, prompted by the girl’s worried parents. The police didn’t see him, but the encounter was too close and he found his heart beating heavily with delayed shock as he let himself melt into the small, curious crowd that gathered across the street.


  “Does anybody know what’s going on?” a thin woman with pink sponge curlers in her hair asked.


  “Don’t know,” her companion replied, “but they brought the principal with them. I saw him get out of that first police car. D’you suppose he’s done something wrong?”


  “That straight arrow?” a man with thick, wire-rimmed glasses snickered. “Not a chance. I saw a light on in there awhile ago. Probably someone noticed and called it in, and they’re checking it out, just as a precaution.”


  “Which light?” the thin woman asked.


  The man lifted one hand to point. “That one over—hey, it’s out now. I’m sure I saw a light on in there, before the cops arrived. Maybe I should tell them about it. Maybe there was a prowler.”


  The three discussed this possibility at great length.


  As he stood close to this little group of observers, he began to sweat. He’d had to turn a light on to move the body, but it hadn’t occurred to him that the light would be seen from the outside. Stupid mistake. He should have thought of it. Mistakes like that were what got a person caught.


  Still striving to remain inconspicuous, he strained to listen to what was being said. The man and the two women, obviously neighbors by their easy familiarity, were still trying to decide whether to go across the street and tell the police what they knew.


  “Tell ’em,” the second woman urged. She nudged her friend, and they exchanged knowing looks. To the man she added, “Maybe when they smell the beer on your breath they’ll take you in for questioning.”


  The women snickered, but their companion paled and seemed torn between righteous anger and caution. He glared at them through his glasses. So he’d had a couple after work. Was that a crime? The neighbor stalked off, headed back to his own house, mumbling under his breath about people who couldn’t mind their own business.


  It was going to be okay. No one else was saying anything about seeing a light on at the school, and certainly no one was coming forward to point an accusing finger.


  Then all hell broke loose across the street. He watched, hypnotized, as more police cars arrived, sirens screaming and lights flashing this time, and a half-dozen officers tumbled from the cruisers almost before they’d come to a complete stop. Spotlights were aimed at the school building, a yellow do-not-cross tape was stretched and held in place by sawhorses.


  The body had been found. Surprisingly fast, he thought, a little shiver of fear bringing his shoulders up.


  The straight-arrow principal staggered from the building, supported himself against a tree, his face drawn into a mask of misery. What an act.


  Then the wailing parents; at least their grief was genuine.


  A shocked and silent crowd watched as an ambulance arrived and, sometime later, a small figure was brought out on a stretcher. Covered. That meant death.


  He’d seen enough. He faded into the night, away from the rapidly growing group of observers, without having spoken to anyone.


  It had been so easy.


  One


  Libby spilled coffee on the front of her blouse and swore as the spot spread over the fabric. The blouse was pink; the wet coffee darkened it to deep red, like blood.


  The morning wasn’t starting off well, and there were definite signs that things were going to get worse. Spilled coffee was only a small part of it. She placed her mug on the countertop and tried dabbing at the stain with a dishcloth. It didn’t help.


  “Mom! Joely is wearing my shorts.”


  “They aren’t yours. These are mine.”


  Two girls charged into the kitchen, the smaller one in the lead. She took refuge behind her mother, nearly knocking Libby over in the process. For a moment the girls ran around her, until Libby reached out and grabbed the nearest arm. It happened to belong to Tess, the fifteen-year-old, who immediately protested.


  “You always take her side!” Tess shouted, still trying to reach her sister. “It’s not fair.”


  Libby held onto the girl. “I’m not taking anyone’s side. I’m trying to stop you both from running around like a couple of wild animals until I figure out what’s going on. Joely—stop that right now.”


  Joely had taken advantage of the fact that her older sister couldn’t reach her, and was making faces. She stopped when caught, but didn’t try to deny that she’d been doing it.


  The girls sulked, but at least they were standing still, and Libby took this moment to catch her breath. She would be late for work if she didn’t leave the house soon, but she couldn’t leave until the problem was resolved. If she did, Tess and Joely would continue the fight after she was gone and there was no telling what would happen then. Last time, the consequences had involved broken dishes.


  This wasn’t an easy time for any of them, and Libby tried to show a little more patience now than she might have in the past. Only six months divorced, she’d moved her daughters to this small city almost a hundred miles from their home partly out of a need to put distance between herself and painful memories, but also because, reentering the work force after several years of being away, she’d had to face some harsh realities. One of those was that she was a woman in her late thirties, trying to compete with sharp, energetic recent college grads, and although she’d always considered herself capable and organized, her ego had taken a beating during the experience.


  Moving to Cielo had been a matter of necessity, but at least the town wasn’t completely strange to them. It was her ex-husband’s hometown, and Libby and the girls had been visiting—along with the now-absent Brandon Gregory—regularly for the past fifteen years. Libby had even made some friends in town over the years, and one of them, Francine Curtis, had helped her find the job she now held and a house to rent. True, her former mother-in-law lived here in Cielo, and she and Libby had never had a great fondness for each other, but so far they’d managed to avoid any contact.


  Living in Cielo, one hundred miles inland from the California coast, was cheaper than in the cities, so it didn’t matter quite so much that the job paid only a couple of dollars above minimum wage. She could get by, if she managed her money carefully.


  But, despite her relief in finding employment and a place to live before her savings had been completely drained, all was not going smoothly. The girls were going through a difficult adjustment period in these summer months before the new school year would begin. They bickered constantly, and complained often and loudly about having been forced to leave their friends behind.


  Libby tried to remain calm. She might feel hysterical on the inside, but she’d become an expert at hiding it.


  “Tess,” she said, keeping herself between her daughters, “you gave Joely those shorts three months ago because they were too small for you.”


  “I didn’t—”


  “I was there,” Libby interrupted. “I’m a witness.”


  “Well, you’re wrong. They’re mine and I want them back.”


  “You can’t have them,” Joely shouted. Tears were threatening, making her eyes look large and luminous behind her glasses. “I have hardly anything to wear. You have tons of stuff.”


  Libby looked at the clock on the kitchen wall. This dispute was going to have to be resolved quickly. “Tess, you gave those shorts to Joely. They don’t fit you anymore, you have no use for them—and that’s the end of it.”


  “You always take her side!” Tess cried. “Every little thing she wants, she gets. The baby.”


  “I’m not a baby!”


  “All she has to do is turn on the tears and you cave in. She’s got her act all worked out, and you fall for it every time.” Then Tess burst into tears of her own and ran from the kitchen. A door slammed with enough force to shake the walls.


  Unbuttoning her blouse, Libby struggled for control. This was too much. She had to go to work, but felt like she was abandoning her children by doing so. They obviously needed her. They’d never fought this viciously before the divorce, but if she was going to take care of them that meant tending to the material needs as well as the emotional ones. Child support helped, but it wasn’t enough for the three of them to live on, not with both girls growing so quickly that the shorts in question would probably be too small for Joely as well within a few months.


  Libby sighed. “I have to change and go to work,” she said. “Finish your breakfast, okay, Joely? And do the dishes for me—I don’t care when, just so they’re done before I get home.”


  Joely’s lip began to tremble. “As soon as you’re gone Tess is going to rip these shorts right off me.”


  “I’ll tell her not to.” Libby walked to her bedroom, pulling the blouse from her shoulders. What was the time? She was going to be late, and though it wouldn’t be by more than a few minutes, it also wasn’t going to be the first time.


  Joely followed her into the bedroom.


  “That won’t do any good,” the little girl pouted. “Tess hates me. Why can’t I have my own bedroom? She closes the door and then I’m not supposed to go in there, but it’s my bedroom, too. She’s probably doing something to my stuff right now, for revenge.”


  Libby selected a new blouse, one that matched the skirt she was wearing, and removed it from the hanger. “I couldn’t afford a three-bedroom house, honey. This is the best I can do for now. Things will get better, I promise. Once I get the car paid off, that’ll make a big difference, and there are only six payments left on the refrigerator. We just have to tighten our belts for now.”


  “I don’t have any belts. Tess has all the clothes, she always gets the new stuff and I get the leftovers.”


  “Yeah, I know … it’s the pits.”


  “It sucks.”


  “Joely!” But Libby had to turn her back to button her blouse, so her daughter wouldn’t see that she was trying to hide her smile. Joely Gregory, at eleven, had the appearance of an angel, with her delicate features and straight blonde hair cut in a pageboy. Even a mild swearword coming from those cupid’s-bow lips was too ridiculous for Libby to be angry about. She looked at her watch. “Now I really do have to go,” she said. “What are you going to do today?”


  Joely shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe the library.”


  “Isn’t there anyone you can play with? What about that girl who was here a couple of days ago? Rachel? What about her?”


  “She’s mean to me.”


  “She didn’t seem mean. You two were having a lot of fun.” Libby tucked the blouse into her skirt.


  “Yeah, for a while. But then she got mean. She always has to do everything she wants to do, she’ll never do anything I want to do. She’s bossy. And she thinks she’s so great because—”


  “I get the message,” Libby said. Then, because she couldn’t stand the misery any longer, she pulled Joely into an embrace. Holding the child tightly to her, Libby lowered her cheek to the top of Joely’s head. “School will start in—what? About seven weeks? Then you’ll meet more kids and it won’t seem so bad. It’s always tough getting started in a new place. It takes time.” They stayed like that for a minute, then Libby released her daughter. “If you want to come to the doctor’s office at about noon, we can have lunch together,” she added.


  Joely’s expression brightened. This was a treat rarely offered because Libby usually used her lunch break to run errands, and the proposal was especially sweet to Joely because Tess wasn’t invited.


  She nodded, and wondered how she could casually mention her lunch plans to Tess later.


  Having smoothed things over to the best of her limited abilities, Libby drove to her job at Dr. Tim Kyle’s office in the heart of downtown Cielo. She was about ten minutes late, but she’d gotten lucky; Dr. Kyle himself wasn’t there yet, so no one had to know that she hadn’t been at her desk promptly at eight-thirty.


  Libby clung to the belief that things really would get better for her and her daughters. Sometimes this belief was the only thing that kept her going. If she thought it would always be this difficult, that the girls would always be at odds and her nerves would forever be this frayed, she’d be a candidate for a nervous breakdown. But all she had to do was get through the summer, then Tess and Joely would be in school, they would make friends and get involved in extracurricular activities, and maybe they wouldn’t be so inclined to go after each other out of boredom and frustration.


  Libby stood beside her desk and slid open the heavy glass window that separated her office area from the waiting room. The day’s patients would begin arriving soon, and Libby, as the office manager, would have to keep things running smoothly. She didn’t mind. It was better than sitting around with nothing more to do than answer a telephone, as had been the case with some of the jobs she’d held in the past, before she’d gotten married and before the girls had been born. At least here she had the chance to show off her skills. She was organized and disciplined once she sat at her desk and got to work, and she kept order almost entirely on her own. The only help she had was a nurse who could watch the desk if necessary but didn’t know much about the filing system or bookkeeping. Those responsibilities were all Libby’s, and she was also the one to take the flack if something did happen to go wrong.


  So far she’d been lucky. She was becoming indispensable to the doctor, and that was just how she liked it. Her personal life might be in a shambles, but no one could say her work suffered because of it.


  The front door opened with a jingle of the little bell overhead. Dr. Kyle crossed the waiting room and entered the office with his usual air of preoccupation.


  “Good morning, Libby,” he said. “What do I have?”


  Libby pulled her appointment book out from the side drawer of her desk. “Mrs. Stefanos at nine-fifteen, for her arthritis again. Then Bobby Waverly—that cast is ready to come off. After him a Miss Lionel. She’s a new patient; she didn’t want to tell me what the visit was for.”


  Dr. Kyle nodded as she spoke. He lifted his white lab coat from a hook on the wall and slipped it on.


  Libby continued to outline the day for him. Dr. Kyle listened, asked a couple of questions which Libby answered, then indicated his approval of the scheduling. He liked to keep enough time between appointments so that he could give each patient plenty of personalized attention. Libby had to always keep this in mind when scheduling, and she appreciated his thoughtfulness. Dr. Kyle didn’t rush his patients through like they were on an assembly line.


  Sometimes Libby couldn’t help wondering about the man.


  Tim Kyle was handsome, in his early forties, with a few strands of gray in his light-brown hair and thoughtful brown eyes that often seemed focused inward. There were deep lines between his brows and around his eyes, but whether these were laugh lines or frown lines was impossible to tell. He was a man who kept his emotions to himself in front of other people. In the several weeks since she’d come to work for him, Libby had found him to be a pleasant boss and a well-liked doctor, but a man who kept the world at arm’s length.


  Dr. Kyle went into his office, and Libby got up from her desk to make a pot of coffee. As she poured water into the top of the coffee maker, the bell on the door jingled. Mrs. Stefanos entered, a few minutes early for her appointment.


  “I’ll be right with you,” Libby called out.


  The day was beginning in earnest now. In addition to the arriving patients, the phone would ring and Libby would have to field the calls to determine which ones were the most urgent, and schedule accordingly. She would also have to run interference, soothing those callers who insisted they had to talk to the doctor personally. Nine times out of ten those calls were about minor aches and pains, and Libby had to see to it that the doctor wasn’t disturbed unless it really was important.


  She pushed the “start” button on the coffee maker, and wondered how things were going at home with Joely and Tess. There’d been no time to say goodbye to Tess, but any attempt to do so would most likely have been greeted with stony silence anyway.


  More than anything, Libby wished there was something she could do to smooth the way for her girls, to get them safely through the minefield of their first summer away from their father. But it was rough going, and there were bound to be some mistakes along the way, some damaged spirits that, if not too badly mangled, would begin to heal with time.


  In a perfect world, Tess and Joely would understand that Libby’d had no choice in the disruption of their lives. She’d gone through her own sleepless night of pain, the difference being that she tried to keep these dark trips into despair to herself. With the light of morning she always forced herself to smile and make breakfast, referee arguments, and provide as calming an influence as she could. The girls had enough to worry about. They didn’t need to see that their mother also sometimes felt like the world had dropped a big load of manure on her head. She kept up a sunny front for their sakes, but the backlash to this was that Joely and Tess thought she was unfeeling. They blamed her, and that wasn’t fair.


  “Will the doctor be seeing me soon?” a querulous voice asked.


  Libby turned away from the coffeepot and faced the elderly woman who stood at the open window. Her fingers were twisted and painful-looking, the knuckles huge.


  “In just a minute, Mrs. Stefanos,” Libby told her. “Are the hands bad this morning?”


  “No worse than usual, I suppose. Nothing seems to work for long anymore. I build up a resistance to the pain pills, then he puts me on something else and it works for a little while. I’ve been hearing talk lately about injections, I’m going to ask the doctor about it …”


  Libby listened sympathetically, letting her concern show on her face. This always made Mrs. Stefanos feel better, to know that someone was genuinely interested. There was no more time for Libby to think about Joely’s shorts or Tess’s door-slamming. For the next few hours, at least, her mind was going to be on doing her job.


  Two


  Joely pushed her glasses up with one finger and took a deep breath before entering the sanctity of the bedroom. She’d waited long enough. It was her bedroom, too, and no one could keep her out.


  Fully expecting Tess to attack her the moment she stepped into the room, Joely was surprised when her sister only looked at her, rolled her eyes heavenward, and turned her attention back to the magazine she was reading.


  “You can have the shorts back if you really want them,” Joely said timidly, one hand on the doorknob in case she had to make a hasty escape. “I can wear my cutoffs.”


  Tess didn’t crack a smile, but looked over the magazine at her sister. “And what am I going to do with shorts that don’t fit me anymore? Keep ’em … I don’t care.”


  Joely ventured farther into the room. Her bed was the one closest to the door, against the wall, and she sat on the edge of it. “Then why did you make such a big deal out of it?”


  “I don’t know.” Tess tossed the magazine aside.


  Her bed was on the other side of the room, but because the bedroom wasn’t that large to begin with there was less than three feet of floor space in between. It was a room that would have comfortably accommodated twin beds, but the sisters each had a full-sized bed. Because Libby hadn’t wanted the girls to have to give up any of their precious possessions, furniture that had once been divided into two separate rooms was now squeezed into this too-small space. The closet was filled to overflowing, and out-of-season clothing was stored in boxes in the basement.


  Joely had put posters up on the wall above her bed, and her collection of stuffed animals rested against her pillows. She’d taken her little corner of the bedroom and made it her own.


  Tess’s space reflected the four-year difference in their ages. She had posters on her wall as well, but instead of pictures of kittens and unicorns, hers were of TV stars and heavy metal bands. Not that Tess particularly liked heavy metal music, but she liked the posters and she’d particularly enjoyed the glazed look that had come over her mother’s face when she’d first tacked them to the wall.


  Nor did Tess have stuffed animals. On her chest of drawers at the foot of the bed was a small stereo, and beside that her collection of tapes. She wanted a CD player, but her mother had told her they wouldn’t be getting one in the near future, especially when it would mean replacing her favorite tapes with CDs.


  Money. It was always money, or the lack of it, that spoiled things. Tess knew it was also the reason she’d jumped all over Joely this morning over a pair of shorts that she had, in fact, given to her sister. But she was worried, because school would be starting and she didn’t know if she’d be getting any new clothes for the year. This latest frustration, added to the many others of the past year, had sent her on a rampage. Her anger, as usual, had gotten away from her almost before she’d known it was happening. She’d lashed out at Joely as an easy target. But she couldn’t start out at a new school in clothes that were left over from last year. Didn’t anyone understand that? She was going to be a sophomore, there were certain things she had to have if she was going to fit in. She had a little money saved from her own part-time job, but she’d only had the job for a couple of weeks, and what she’d saved wasn’t going to be enough to get the things she would need.


  She blamed her parents for all of it.


  “Are you going to work at Mrs. Coddington’s today?” Joely asked. She swung her feet so that her heels banged against the bed frame.


  “It’s Thursday, isn’t it?” If not as angry as she had been, Tess still felt sulky.


  “Yeah.”


  “Then I’ll be working at Mrs. Coddington’s.”


  “I wish I could have a job.”


  “No you don’t. You think you do, but that’s only because you don’t know anything.”


  Joely considered this. “If you don’t like it, how come you do it?”


  “For the money. And because it’s the only kind of job I can get for now. If you’re under sixteen you can’t work a real job, because of the laws. You can only do stuff like babysitting … and what I’m doing.”


  “Can I go with you sometime, just to see what it’s like? I won’t get in your way.”


  Tess opened her mouth to say something nasty, but then stopped before the words came out. She’d had her fill of being mean for one morning, and the truth was most of the time Joely wasn’t so bad. She could be a pest, but she was only eleven years old, so being a pest sort of came with the territory. And it was much too easy to hurt Joely. Sometimes that gave Tess a perverse satisfaction, but only briefly. She usually felt guilty afterwards, because Joely was one of those kids who could look like a puppy being kicked when she was sad, sort of pathetic but still loving at the same time. No matter what Tess did, no matter how mean she acted, Joely was always ready to forgive at the slightest word of encouragement. Always eager to hug and make up. More than once Tess had wondered if this was a calculated move on Joely’s part, if the younger girl knew that, if she just let her bottom lip tremble and hunched
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