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My first memory is staring through a window into a house that isnt mine. Im not very old, three or four at the most, and a hand rests on my head and fingers tap twice softly on my left ear. I know this means I must be extra super quiet and wait exactly where I am. I am good at being quiet. I am good at waiting.

The window opens. Through it I see a carpet. Its all different colors and enormous, stretching out as far as I can see. I stare at it for a long time and then I hear a bag fall, clinking softly as it lands. I am scooped up in a pair of arms and held tight, the only sound the rhythmic slap of feet hitting the ground over and over again.

My name is Danielle. Im eighteen. Ive been stealing things for as long as I can remember.
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My first memory is of the Lanaheim house, which I guess everyone has heard of, what with the Lanaheims being, well, who they are. Its not someones home anymore, its a museum, and we went there again today, toured the house.

Mom wanted to see what had happened to the place, and we didnt have anywhere we had to be since wed just finished up in Charleston, so we went. She spent a lot of time talking to the tour guide, asking if Baltimore really is as awful as everyone says and was it true that once someone broke in and stole a lot of jewelry but left a diamond necklace sitting right out in the open on Mrs. Lanaheims dressing room table?

The tour guide laughed and told Mom yes, it was true, and then led us into a big open room, which he called a formal dining room, and started telling a story about daring thieves who were never caught. I didnt listen, just stood staring at the carpet. It looked so much smaller than I remembered.

I stared at it until Moms bright voice called out, Helen, sweetie, come and take a look at thiswhat is this again? A highboy? Whats it used for? Oh, storing dishes and silver. Well, that makes sense, what with there being plates in there. Goodness, they sure are pretty. Helen, dont you think theyre pretty?

I dont think I need to tell you Mom knows exactly what a highboy is, right? What she really wanted was to stand next to something shed passed by a long time ago, to know she was somewhere shed been before and could easily come again.

Shes laughing about it when we pull onto the interstate, talking about that and how the famed diamond necklace wasnt all that great because the center stone had a huge crack in it. Funny how the guide forgot to mention that, isnt it?

I remember the carpet, I tell her. It looked so much smaller than I thought it was.

Well, she says, and glances over at me. Youve grown up. Helen.


Very funny, I tell her. I think you pick the most awful names you can to torture me.

She laughs. Next place, you can be Sydney. Better?

Better. When will we get there?

Pass me a soda, will you, baby? No, not a regular one. Diet, and none of that oh, its full of chemicals stuff, okay?

Fine. I hand her a soda from the now-warm six-pack we got the last time we stopped for gas, and then stare out the window. I want to ask where were going but I know she wont tell me. A good thief never tells anyone, even family, everything, but sometimes I wish Mom would break her own rules a little and trust me.

When we were in Charleston, I got to chatting with a server when Mom and I talked our way into a charity dinner in one of the houses wed targeted. I remember the server told me shed taken the job because she couldnt bear the thought of going home for the summer, that her mom drove her crazy by always wanting to know where she was going and who she was with. I laughed and said I totally understood.

I wondered if thats how Mom feels about me.




We end up in Aberwyn, Pennsylvania, which is full of very wealthy people living in very huge and very old houses. Theres a whole string of towns like it lined up in a row right outside Philadelphia, and Ive seen most of them. Mom and I have even been to Aberwyn before, but not for a couple of years. Mom will come back to the same place twice sometimes, but she usually likes to wait awhile before we return.

Right now, Im already more than sorry we came back, as Im currently stuck in Mr. and Mrs. William Henderson IVs kitchen window, being watched by the family dogs.

Youd think alarms would be our biggest worry, but they arent. The thing is, alarm trips are usually accidents, malfunctions, or someone unable to punch their code in on time, and so most companies call the house first and then, if there isnt an answer, call the police. And the police usually take forever because they hate wasting their time as much as anyone else. We try really hard not to set off alarms, but the few times we have, weve been long gone with what we came for before anyone showed up.

The other thing is that most alarms are pieces of crap. The companies come in and razzle-dazzle you, but nine times out of ten what you end up buying is something that will go off if a door is opened and maybe some motion sensors for the basement. Mom dated a guy who worked for an alarm company once. Cheap, boring, and stupid, she always says about him, but baby, did he know alarms.

Thanks to him, we know most people buy the cheapest alarm they can and pick codes they can easily remember. Youd be amazed how many weve turned off just by pressing 1 five, six, or seven times. Better yet, we also learned that a lot of people dont bother turning on their alarm during the day, figure its light out and the neighborhood is safe, so what could possibly happen?

Dogs, on the other hand, are trickier. Im usually able to deal with them, but there have been a few timesfour, in factwhen I havent. I once got bitten by a poodle (they make surprisingly good guard dogs) so bad I still have a scar on my arm. The other three times I was able to get out before anything happened, but all four of those houses were ones we didnt get anything from and sure as hell didnt visit again.


These dogs look okay though. I watched them as I pried the window open, and even though I woke them up, their barks were halfhearted and sleepy. Plus, its obvious from the mangled shoes on the floor that these dogs havent been trained to do much of anything.

The window, however, is a bitch. It wasnt locked, which was great, but as I was pushing myself through, it became real clear that it was either put in for appearances or during a time when people were a little smaller than they are now. The dogs have come over to investigate, and I croon to them as I wiggle my hips and tell myself to focus, to stay calm.

Thats the thing about dogs. They can smell worry and fear, and if they do, it always sets them off. Right now Im just a strange wiggling thing for them to sniff, and I need it to stay that way.

Youre very pretty, I tell one of them, a golden retriever who wags her tail and goes over to her food dish and picks it up, then drops it on the floor. If I could just get my ass through this window, I could find dog food, feed her, and have the run of the house.

The other dog isnt quite as accepting. Her tail is wagging a little, but the fur on her back is raised and when I finallyfinally!push myself through the window and land on the floor, she growls. I lie perfectly still and wait while she sniffs me, making sure to avoid direct eye contact, which can be taken as a challenge. After a moment she gets bored and flops on the floor, yawning.

Good dog, I tell her, and very slowly sit up. The retriever picks up her food dish and drops it again.

Wheres your food? I whisper, and her tail wags very energetically, the other dogs ears perking up as well. Good. I look at my watch. I need to keep them distracted for ten minutes in case Mom has any problems.

I feed the dogs, then turn on the dishwasher and the faucet to drown out any noises Mom might be making that the dogs could hear. I dont hear anything except their very energetic eating, and so ten minutes later I turn the dishwasher off, refill the dogs water bowls, and go back out the window, closing it as soon as Im out. One of the dogs has her nose pressed against the glass, and I wave good-bye. Stupid, I know, but I cant help myself.

I wish I had a dog. I wish I had a place I could come back to every day and call my own. I turn away and strip off my gloves, stuff them in my pocket, and then walk to the car, which weve parked a couple of blocks over. I drive back to the house, turn down the side street that runs parallel to the backyard. Mom is waiting. I pop the trunk, see her smile at me in the rearview mirror after she closes it.

Go, she says when she gets in the car, and I do.
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We take turns driving until we hit North Carolina and our storage place. We keep everything in a rental facility, the kind of place where people store old furniture and mildewed knickknacks and who knows what else. We park the car a mile away and walk through scrubby trees and weeds that skirt the edge of a couple of crappy subdivisions until we get there and then jimmy open the unit weve been borrowing.

Mom did some checking, back when we started coming here, and everything in it belongs to an old lady who died ten years ago and whose kids cant or wont deal with coming down and picking through it. Theres a lot of stuff, but none of it is worth anything (we checked, ages ago) and so I guess I can see why no one would want to go through it. But it kind of sucks, doesnt it, that a persons whole life can be boiled down to a few things stuck in a room no one ever uses?

I swear, this crap gets uglier every time, Mom says. Im going to have nightmares about the sofa.

It is pretty ugly, a big flower print with freaky green and yellow knitted things on the armrests. Plus all the cushions are shiny, worn from use. Thats something I dont see much. Most of the houses Im in, the furniture looks like its never been sat on. I think its nice that people once used this sofa, spent hours there talking or watching television. It seems cozy.

Baby, Mom says, waving a hand in front of my face. Help me sort, will you?

I sit down next to her, pull on my gloves, and start picking through what shes spread out on the floor. A couple of pieces are crap, plate or new stuff, but the main set is from the early 1800s and is complete right down to the six zillion forks that people apparently needed to eat then. I dont feel like looking at any of it. I keep thinking about the sofa and the stupid knitted things on it, wondering what it must be like to call something yours and know it really is.

Whats going on in there? Mom asks, leaning over and kissing the side of my head.

I look at her. Shes turning a sugar bowl around in her hands, running her fingers along the pattern etched on its sides.

I was just thinking about the sofa.

It really is awful, isnt it? She laughs. Oh hell, this sugar bowl is a replacement piece. Look She breaks off, glances at me. You okay?

It must be nice to be able to say somethings yours, you know? To be able to

Baby, no one wants to call anything like this crap theirs. Thats why its in here. Mom puts the sugar bowl down, reaches out, and wraps her arms around me. Well be somewhere nice real soon, I promise. And when we are, youll be able to look around and know everything there is ours for as long as we want it to be. How many people get that? Ill tell you. Not many. Instead they get stuck withshe points at the sofafor their whole lives. We can go where we want whenever we want. Were lucky, baby. You know that, right?

I know, I say, and when she smiles at me I find myself thinking about Dad.

Dad introduced Mom to all of this. What we do, I mean. She was a high-school dropout working as a waitress and shoplifting on the side when they met. He told her how stupid shoplifting was, pointed out that stores are always eager to make an example out of someone. He said he knew she could do better and introduced her to the fine art of burglary.

When I came along, Dad worked by himself until Mom got bored. Then they started bringing me with them. Babysitters were out of the question, obviously, and I was a quiet kid, the kind who could be left outside a house and who would stare, mesmerized, at a carpet. Mom says thats because this life was made for me, but I think its just that this is all Ive ever known.

Dad got arrested when I was five. Wed split up after hitting a series of houses right outside Princeton, Dad to stash the jewelsthe rich like having woods around their houses, which has always worked to our advantageand Mom and me to head back to the car and drive down to Trenton, where wed meet up with Dad. Only it didnt work out that way because Dad never showed. I fell asleep waiting for him and the next thing I knew, Mom was carrying me out to the car and we were leaving town.

Dad got arrested walking out of the woods, and that was it. Nothing we could do, nothing he could do, nothing his fancy lawyer could do. The police never found the jewels but they found all his gear and got a partial heel print from one of his shoes, and that was enough to send him to prison. That was the last I heard from him till I was nine, and by then hed been out of prison for two years.

I suppose out of prison makes it sound like he was released, and that isnt technically true. He actually broke out of jail when I was seven and lives inwell, I dont know anymore. It used to be right outside Kansas City but nowhe could be anywhere.

I never really got to know him. I saw him some when I was younger, when Mom took on a tough job. Back then, a getaway was easier without me around, and Dad owed her forwell, for making it so it was just her and me. He always sent me back to her as soon as he could, and when I did see him we spent most of our time sitting around his condo, which was pretty much as dull as it sounds. He got the jewelry from Princeton, of course, and it was enough for him to live on. I complained once, when I was eleven, about how we never went anywhere, and he said he wasnt going back to prison for anyone, even me. He was nice enough about it, but I got the message.

The last time I saw him he said all this stuff about knowing I could take care of myself, talked and talked and looked right through me, and the next time I tried to get in touch with him he was gone. Mom was silent for a long time and then she put her arms around me and asked how I was. She said I should be mad. I said I was, but the truth is I wasnt. I just wished hed said good-bye. I wished hed loved me enough to say that one word. I wished hed thought I was worth it.



Mom and I are back on the road less than four hours later, heading north again. We stop in a suburb outside DC to spend the night, and the next day we rent another car and then visit a couple of places to read the Pennsylvania papers. Well, I read the papers. Mom reads magazines. She never cares about the news unless theres a mention of how daring we are or theres a hint the police might have some idea who theyre looking for.

I only find two articles: a short one, just a few sentences about what was stolen, and a slightly longer one where Mrs. Henderson says that things would have been different if the familys beloved attack dogs hadnt been at the vets for the day. I laugh about that until Mom gives me a look. Im not supposed to do anything that will call attention to myself unless we need a distraction.

Not that Im very good at making them. Distractions, I mean. Mom is, but thats because shes gorgeous. Shes got really dark hair that always looks perfect and she has lots of curves. Im like a very pale copy of her, my hair not as dark or as shiny, my curves a lot less curvy.

I look over at her. Were back in the car now because shes decided were going shopping. Shes singing along with the radio as we drive through a mall parking lot. I wonder what she looked like when she was eighteen. She probably caused car wrecks.

What did you look like when you were my age?

What? she says, distracted as she waves to someone who isof courseletting her take his parking space.

Nothing, I mutter. I just wish I was pretty.

Oh baby, Mom says. You are pretty.

No, Im not.

You are. Mom pulls into the parking space, turns off the car.


Im not.

Danielle, Mom says, and I can tell shes angry. She never uses my name unless shes angry. Will you please ask yourself if this is what we want to be doing right now?

Its what I want to do right now.

Fine, Mom says, and looks at me. Are you pretty right now? No, because what you are right now is a pain in the ass.

Thanks a lot.

Look, were here to go shopping. There are things we need to get. She reaches over and gently nudges my arm. New clothes for someone

So Ill be a pain in the ass in new clothes.

Baby, quit it. Were gonna go in thereshe points at the malland youre gonna be able to get whatever you want. Whats better than that? She opens her car door. Come on. Anything you want.

All right. I sigh and get out of the car. Mom grins at me and loops her arm through mine as we walk.



When were done at the mall we hit the road again, the latest and greatest from the magazines Mom read earlier stashed in the trunk. Traffic is awful, and I look out the window, watch as we slowly pass a convenience store and a strip mall. An apartment complex is next, then a church of some kind. It has a sign that asks, WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE IN?

Mom snorts at that. Anything I can hold in my hands. No, better yet, anything I can sell. Its what she always says when we pass signs like this. I look over at her and she winks at me.

I wink back and she smiles, pats my knee. So how do you feel about the beach?

My mother tells people shes sorry all the time. She never means it, of course. But this, this hint of whats to comeI know what it means. Its a little gift from her to me, a way to make up for calling me a pain in the ass before, and I smile back at her.

It sounds good, I tell her. It sounds great.








4



Now I know people think that thieves, when they hear the word beach, head straight for Long Island or Cape Cod or Newport, but the thing is, those places are where the police expect you to go and sowell, its obvious, right?

Plus the richthe real rich, the rich that have had money for so long theyd probably bleed gold if you cut themthey have other places by the sea. Out of the way places. Places like Heaven.

I laugh when Mom passes me a map and taps a finger against it because places called Heaven are usually filled with boarded-up houses or worse, dippy types who own bed-and-breakfasts adored by other dips.

I know, she says with a smile, but trust me. This place will live up to its name. I can feel it.

She always can.


We pass through a tiny town called West Hill and then reach the beach. Its much smaller than I thought it would be: one public beach, a couple of private ones, and a one-street tourist strip filled with local places. There isnt even one chain restaurant. Ive never seen anything like it. Im used to beach towns full of sprawl and noise and places to hide.

I look over at Mom. Shes grinning. Hard to believe places like this are still around. And just wait, itll get better.

I sure hope so because the beach houses weve passed are very small and obviously rentals. We drive down a bunch of narrow roadsa good signpass a few more tiny houses and a volunteer fire department, and then turn a corner. The second we do, I hear Mom suck in a breath.

In front of us is a wide, green, and very well-kept lawn, the gentle slope of a hill. At the top of the hill, hidden by landscaped boulders and trees, is a house. An old house. A huge house. Our kind of house.

Theres lots more of them. We pass a country club with a very small and tasteful sign, the kind of place that is definitely never open to the public, and then there are homes everywhere, all very old and very well preserved. Every single one is worth a second look, and then we are winding our way down into another town.

Heaven, a cutesy but not tacky sign proclaims, and though theres another tourist stripeven smaller than the first one we passed, and definitely more moneyedthe main attraction is the houses. We must pass a dozen, each one larger and older than the one before, and all of them practically screaming, Money! Lots of money!

Wow, I say, and Mom laughs, smacks the steering wheel with one hand.

This is even better than I thought it would be. Its She pauses, stares at a huge house perched on a cliff right by the ocean. This is perfect. Hell, we wont even have to run title searches. These places She slows down as we drive by another home.

Its three stories, probably at least twenty-five rooms, and sits just waiting for us, the security gate propped open with a brick. A brick! On the lawn three blond children run around shrieking while a tired-looking Asian woman sits in the grass watching them. Two older kids climb into a huge sports utility vehicle and barely miss a group of cleaning people as they drive off.


And what are the cleaning people doing outside? Standing around a table thats clearly been set up for a party. And theyre polishing silver. A whole tableful of it.

Oh baby, Mom says. Were going to be very happy here.



Theres an inn in Heaven, but its smack in the middle of the tiny tourist strip and way too obvious. We drive back to West Hill and Mom finds two real estate offices. She picks the second one because its a little shabby-looking, the kind of place where theyre more than happy to take your money without asking many questions.

I take a walk while shes doing her thing and she finds me as Im heading back to the car. This town really is small, she says with a slight frown, and I nod. It is, and thats a definite downside to being here because if Mom asks me to meet anyone, avoiding them when its time to drop out of sight could be a problem.

Still, theres lots of summer people here, she says, so thatll be a help. New faces around all the time and everything. Plus, were all set to move in. She waves a set of keys at me.

The house shes gotten us is outside West Hill, on the edge of a much poorer town. This is the kind of place I know well, the kind of place where people keep to themselves and keep their mouths shut.

The house is okay, I guess. Its furnished, but everything is old and crappy-looking. And the bathrooms are awful: one is bright green, and the other is, for some bizarre reason, dark pink.

Ugh, I say, and close the pink bathroom door.

Well move somewhere nicer soon, Mom says. But for now, while were getting a feel for the place, this is good. Plus I got a great deal.

How great?

Mom grins and tells me about Sharon, the person she talked to at the real estate office. Sharon was desperate, an overworked woman with three kids, two divorces, and aMom makes a drinking motion.

Didnt even look at the paperwork I filled out, she says. I dont think she noticed much of anything other than the fact I was willing to pay a months advance rent plus a security deposit in cash. She chuckles. Plus she kept grousing about this other place, one thats got all the good beach rentals. So now we know where to go when its time for that.

We bring the rest of our stuff inthe important stuffwhen its dark, and then celebrate by going to a nearby casino. Well, Mom celebrates by doing that. She says I should come, but I can tell from her face she needs to blow off some steam and Ive seen her making out with guys shes just met plenty of times. I drive her out there, tell her to be careful.

Baby, I always am, she says, and kisses my cheek before sliding out of the car.

I drive back and unpack everything, then realize theres nothing to eat. Figures. Mom never thinks about stuff like that. Weve each got ten pairs of new shoes from our earlier trip to the mall (well have to ditch them at some point, but for now theyre all ours) but no food, no laundry detergent, andafter a check of the pink bathroomno toilet paper.

I drive around looking for a supermarket but dont find one, just a bunch of bars. So I head back into West Hill and go to the one supermarket, which is just past a weird traffic circle thing that marks the middle of town.

It doesnt take long to get everything. Mom eats nothing but frozen food for whatever diet is currently popular, never mind that its full of chemicals that will preserve her from the inside out, so getting her stuff is easy. I grab some real food for myself and then stop at the seafood case and look at the shrimp. I like shrimp but they really look gross. I didnt realize they were gray before you cooked them.

Plus, now that I think about it, I dont have a pot to cook them in. I look over at the lobsters. Theyre just sort of lying in a big display case of murky water, their claws bound with bright blue rubber bands.

Theyll steam one for you if you want.

I look over and see a guy standing next to me, motioning at the woman whos working behind the counter. You got any mussels back there? he asks when she looks at him. She rolls her eyes but turns around and heads into the back.

Seriously, he says after she goes, glancing over at me. It doesnt even take that long. And I know the guy who catches them, so I promise theyre good.

Uh huh, I say. A local. A local with bad hair, what was once a buzz cut grown out enough to be at the stage where it cant be combed into any sort of style. Its just sort of everywhere. He probably spends his free time sitting around drinking beer and plotting ways to date his cousins. I look back at the lobsters.

Okay, so I dont really know who brings them in. I just feel bad for the guys. I mean, look at the water theyre stuck in. Whod want to swim around in that all day?

I look over at him again. Nice green eyes. And I was just thinking the same thing about the lobsters myself. But still. So why dont you get one?

I spent a summer working on a lobster boat once. Worst three months of my life. Havent touched one since.

So you want me to eat one because you feel sorry for them? Or you want me to eat one because itll be payback for the worst three months of your life?

He grins at me. Nice smile too. Both.

Well, the next time I feel like wastingI look at the sign above thema whole lot of money, Ill keep it in mind. Or not. I turn my cart around, head toward the checkout.

I hear him laugh, which surprises me, but I dont bother to look back. Nice eyes, nice smile, but that hair? No way. Besides, guys just arent worth the trouble.
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Mom doesnt come home that night but shes back in the morning, lying on the sofa with her eyes closed when I come downstairs. Theres a hickey on her neck. I pretend I dont see it.

Hey, baby, she says. Taxis around here suck. Also, I really need some coffee. Why didnt you buy any?

Because we dont have a coffeemaker.

Oh. Shes silent for a moment, then opens her eyes and gives me a big smile. Theres a fifty in my bag upstairs. Take it and go get yourself some breakfast, okay?

And coffee.

And coffee, she says, still smiling. Even after being up all night she looks great. Makeup, perfect. Hair, perfect. I dont even want to think about what I look like right now. I go get the money, then grab the car keys and head for the door.

Theres a donut place down the road, and I buy Mom a jelly and a plain plus a large coffee. I buy a cream-filled donut for myself.

Another coffee? the woman working the counter asks.

Ive never been able to drink coffee. It smells great but thats all its got going for it.

Can I get a soda?

The woman laughs until she realizes Im serious. After that Im sent to a display case by the wall, and have to grab a soda while everyone watches me. Great job fitting in. Im glad Mom isnt here to see this. Next time Ill order orange juice or something.

When
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