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Prologue
JUNE 24, 2006





DIVE, DIVE, DIVE! shouted Suzy as she clutched the old Chevys cracked red-and-white steering wheel, jerking it back and forth in her hands, yanking hard on the turn signal lever to bring the ship down.


She knew it was air that made submarines rise and fall, just as she knew what she would see underwater: the octopus, the coral reef, the toothy smiles of sharks as they came in for the attack. Shed been a thousand times, and it was just like in the song her mother sang, about the octopuss garden in the shade. But on her way to the garden, there were sharks to run from, enemy subs trying to torpedo her. She knew what it was like to go down into blackness.


Suzy had these spells, like thunderstorms inside her headthats how her parents explained itwhere shed black out, thrash around, and wake up confused. Seizures. Storms in her brain. Thunder and lightning. She wore a silver bracelet with her name and a weird red picture of a twisted-up snake on one side, the word EPILEPSY on the other. She took medicine, tiny pills each day.


Suzy was not supposed to play near the old car or the pile of rotten boards out behind her grandmas house. She knew that once people rode around in the Impala with its white stripe along the side; once the bumpers had sparkled and shown reflections of the open road. The radio had worked then too. The engine had hummed. They had pulled the white top up when it rained, some kind of fancy umbrella.


Now, her parents warned her not to play there: Its dangerous, her parents told her. You could get hurt. Dont play there. But that old car called her, the octopus called her, the mice that lived in the hole in the seat called her. The little mouse babies, pink and blind, that squeaked and lived in a nest of straw between the rusted springs, called out to her, a chorus of high-pitched voices singing through nubs of tiny orange teeth. Shed pulled back the torn red-and-white seat cover and seen them wriggle like the tips of fingers. She brought snacks for the mama mouse: pieces of American cheese, peanut butter crackers, birdseed stolen from Nana Laura Lees bird feeder.


Suzy knew what mice liked. And this was not just any mouse. This was the secret-underwater-periscope-up-first-officer mama mouse who was friends with the octopus, who told her how to outwit the sharks, who had pushed seven wormy babies out from inside her. The baby mice squeaked louder as they dove deeper into the sea, the water dark as ink around them.


Suzy pushed back her thick blond curls, the heavy ringlets, and squinted through the cracked windshield, out the side portholes. Nana Laura Lee, her moms mama, called Suzy Shirley Temple and spent hours fussing with the girls hair. She bought her ribbons and bows, sweet little dresses that Suzy promptly got caught on prickers and barbed wire, ripping them until they were only good enough for doll bandages or Indian headbands.


But this afternoons game was dive down and have tea in the octopuss garden before her daddy came looking for her. So down she dove, running from sharks the whole way.





HELLO THERE!


Suzys shoulders jerked when she heard the voice. It was the voice of a tired man, a man stuck on land, a man who clearly didnt know she was miles underwater now and wouldnt be able to hear him. Suzy wasnt supposed to talk to strangers. She knew what could happen if you did. You could end up like Ernestine Florucci, who had been in the second grade with Suzy and now might be gone forever. Even though they lived in Vermontwhere, Suzy now realized, listening to the grown-ups, things like that werent supposed to happen. Like living in Vermont was a vaccine against bad things.


She pulled the dive lever on the sub and sank further, thought about something shed seen on the news last week, something about Ernestine, but her daddy had jumped up and turned the TV off before Suzy could hear. The news man in the blue suit was saying something about a confession, which Suzy knew was when you went into a little room with a priest with a white collar. Then the TV snapped off and her parents talked in hushed voices. They had all gone out for creemeesSuzy got a chocolate-maple twist with extra chocolate sprinkles.


Whatchya doing there? the man asked Suzy, his voice friendly. He was right beside her now, his hands resting on the chipped red door. He was wearing a green jacket with a badge pinned to the front and carrying a walkie-talkie. This man was a police officer. He had a gun and everything.


She squinted up at him, the light from the midday sun beyond the trees behind him giving him a kind of glow like an angel, like the way the world sometimes looked just before a seizure, like everything had this halo, everything holy.


Suzy heard the sound of dogs barking, coming nearer, men talking, their footsteps cracking twigs, the cold squawk of staticky voices on walkie-talkies. They were coming up the pine needlecovered path that led down to the lake. Was she being arrested? Had her parents sent the police to see if she was playing where she was not supposed to?


Whats your name? asked the man. He had short dark hair, a little dimple in his chin. You live near here?


She was allowed to talk to police officers. She was pretty sure. Suzy blinked.


My names Joe, he said, extending his hand. She stuck out hers to shake. His hand was soft and warm, smooth as the skin of a baseball glove. She gave in and told him her name.


Thats a real pretty name for a real pretty girl.


She hated this talkthis pretty-girl-pretty-name-pretty-hair-pretty-ribbon, you look just like a little angel talk adults gave. She hated the winks, the nods, the little pats on her head, testing the bounce of her curls.


The dogs were there then and men in uniforms, men in wide-brimmed hats kicking at leaves, looking at the ground, letting the dogs pull them around. Big German shepherd dogs, police dogs, dogs that could bite, could crush your hand. Suzy had seen a program on TV about a man who couldnt see and needed a dog to help him. A special dog who helped him cross streets, get on buses, do his shopping. Smart dogs, German shepherds.


These police dogs were over at the pile of rotten wood, the boards with nails that could give you lockjaw, and they were whining, barking, digging at the ground like there was hamburger underneath, some sweet dog treat. Or maybe it was drugs. Dogs could sniff drugs, she knew this from school, from Officer Friendly, who brought his trusty dog Sam, the drug sniffer, with him. Sam wore a leather harness like the blind mans dog, like maybe Officer Friendly was blind, blind to drugs, to danger even, without Sam. Dogs could smell hundreds of times better than humans. Dogs could smell things miles away. Dogs were faithful and friendly and loyal. Dogs drooled. Their feet smelled like Fritos. Their breath could smell rotten like something got caught in their throat and died.


The men in uniforms were pulling at the boards, someone was taking pictures, someone had a video camera. Maybe they were all in a movie, a movie like her Nana Laura Lee had been in. They were all movie stars.


So where do you live, Suzy? asked Joe. She told him. She told him her grandmas house was on the other side of the trees there, but that her grandma didnt really live there, she lived far away in a hotel for people who took medicine for their heads. Her daddy was fixing screens on the windows because they were selling the house. She told him that when Daddy was done, they would visit Nana Laura Lee, who lived down by the lake in a faded pink trailer with a hundred bird feeders outside. Nana Laura Lee loved birds. Laura Lee had a white submarine in her yard that was actually a propane gas tank, but ever since Suzy was small, she believed it was a special private submarine for exploring the bottom of the lake. Laura Lee was a little crazy, thats what Suzys daddy said, but Suzys mom explained that everyone was really a little crazy once you knew them.


Even Suzys own mom and dad were crazy, she guessed. They had played in these woods as kids. The pile of rotten boards was once a stage where Mommy had been a crocodile and Daddy was Peter Pan.


The policeman was still talking to her, asking her how often she came out to the woods, how old she was, what grade she was in, if her daddy knew where she was. One of the men in a green-and-tan uniform called to him.



Sergeant Crowley, we found something!


And the sergeant named Joe went over, walked through the circle of men and eager barking dogs, got down on his knees, and peered into the hole that had been covered by the wood the men had pulled away.


Call forensics, he said. I want the whole team out here. And rope this area off! Now!


The baby mice squeaked for food, for their mama, and Suzy told them to hush, there were dogs around. She got out of the Impala, hopping over the door that had been stuck closed for years, and snuck up behind the men. She got down on her hands and knees, peered through the legs of one of the men, and saw something down in the holesome old clothes, dirty, red, and torn; and just when it was coming into focus, just when she saw it had eyes, it had teeth, and scraps of hair, Sergeant Joe was swooping her up, saying this was no place for little girls, asking her to point to where her daddy was, saying not to be scared, that he was going to take her home.













JUNE 5, 2006





RHONDA FARR HAD two Peters in her life: the Peter she loved but could not have, and now the white rabbit, which she, not unlike Alice in Wonderland, seemed destined to chase down the hole. But Alices rabbit was not named Peter. The only Peter Rabbit Rhonda had known was the one in the storybook by Beatrix Potter, a common brown rabbit with a white fluffy tail, who just couldnt stay out of poor Mr. McGregors garden.


On the other hand, Rhondas Peter Rabbit was Ernestine Floruccis rabbit: all white and, as she would tell the police, about six feet tall.


A rabbit? the state troopers would ask, hands poised to scribble notes in black pads. Six feet tall? Are you sure?


Though the police were skeptical, Ernestines mother, Trudy, believed Rhondas story; she believed her but refused to forgive her.



The lives of Ernestine, Trudy, and Rhondamaybe the lives of everyone in Pikes Crossinghad changed forever in about three minutes. The time it takes to soft-boil an egg.





IT WAS WELL past Easter when Peter Rabbit appeared to Rhonda, swooping away little Ernestine. It was the fifth of June, and Rhonda had pulled into Pats Mini Mart to fill her tank so she could make it to a job interview in Burlington that afternoon. She was running late, but she needed to stop, there was nothing in the tank but fumes. She also thought she might see Peter. Rhonda had been nearly out of gas all weekend, waiting until today to stop, because she knew Peter would be at the garage.


Visiting him before the interview, even just a quick Hey, hows tricks, Ronnie? would give her a little jump start. She avoided his house because then shed have to make small talk with Tock, come up with some excuse for stopping by, and, most painful of all, Suzy would come out and circle around her, jumping up and downa cherubic reminder of the futility of Rhondas situation.


It was a perfect early-June day, the temperature hovering in the mid-seventies. Rhonda drove with her windows open, inhaling the scent of newly mown grass and just-opened lilacs in peoples yards. The campgrounds around Nickel Lake had opened on Memorial Day and Rhonda could smell the smoke from the campfires. Brightly colored blow-up toys hung from hooks on the rafters in front of Pats: sea monsters, inner tubes, a small yellow raft, and a grinning crocodile with handles and cup holders. Overpriced bundles of camp wood were stacked below. Two ice machines stood to the left of the front door and a sign in the window promised cold beer, camping supplies, and night crawlers inside. Summer was here. And there was Rhonda, overdressed in a pressed white shirt and khaki suit. She eyed the crocodile longingly.



The interview she was probably going to be late to wasnt even for a job she particularly wanted. It was in her field (shed graduated two weeks before with a BS in biology) and would look good on her rsum: research assistant for a University of Vermont study of zebra musselsinvasive mollusks that were hell bent on taking over Lake Champlain, encrusting water pipes and shipwrecks on its floors, crowding out the natives.


Pats Mini Mart was the only place in Pikes Crossing to buy gas. It was also close to Nickel Lake, so they got a lot of business from campers and folks with summer cottages. Pats was also rumored to be the best place in the area to buy lottery tickets. Theyd had a jackpot winner two weeks beforetwo hundred fifty thousand dollarsand a five thousand dollar winner before that.


Rhonda would later learn that it was the lottery tickets Trudy Florucci stopped for that day. She carried her lucky numbers in the pocket of her acid-wash denim jacket along with enough money for four tickets and a pack of menthol cigarettes, the no-name brand that was cheaper than regular brands like Kool, which was what Trudy smoked when her husband was alive and she could afford such luxuries. Trudy would tell all of this to one of the state troopers, spilling out painful little details of her life to an utter stranger at the most awkward of momentsand it would make Rhonda cringe. As if Trudy had opened her mouth, pulled back her cheek, and shown the cop a raw and seeping canker sore.





PATS HUSBAND, JIM, was the one who pumped the gas at the full-service station. Full service was a funny way of putting it, Rhonda thought, because Jim never washed the windshield and when asked to check the oil, he grumbled and banged around under the hood so ferociously you were sure never to ask him to do it again. That day, Jim, who was skeletally thin and alarmingly tall, sauntered out in his blue coveralls, looking especially bored. His dark hair was slicked back and he wore several days of stubble.


Fill her up today? he asked, just staring out over the roof of Rhondas car. He swatted at a bug by his left ear.


Rhonda nodded up at him from the open window of her blue Honda. She smiled, but he did not seem to see. Jim unscrewed the gas cap, selected the graderegular (he didnt bother asking)and began to fill her tank.


Peter around? Rhonda asked, trying not to sound too hopeful as she peered into the garage.


Took the day off, Jim said, and Rhonda felt her heart sink. Stupid, stupid, stupid, she told herself.


All by myself here, Jim said, sounding a little bitter. He rubbed at his earlobe. The bug had gotten him after allprobably a blackfly, it had been a terrible year for blackflies.


Pat was out getting her hair done, Rhonda would learn later, which was why, when Trudy Florucci pulled up in the rusted-out Corsica, parking in front of the ice machines, Jim left the pump running to go back into the store to take care of her. Pat usually ran the cash register; she ran the whole place, actuallydealing with the books, the deliveries, carding high school kids for beer (a task she took pleasure in). What she did not take pleasure in was when a new delivery driver or salesman went right for Jim with questions, requests, sales pitches, assuming he must be in charge. Some even called him Pat. She took to wearing a large nametag that said PAT, STATION OWNER AND MANAGER. That day, Pat was gone, getting her three-month perm down at Hair Today.


Trudy left the engine running, thinking she wouldnt be long, that she should leave the radio on for her daughter, little Ernie Florucci, who sat strapped into the backseat with its faded upholstery riddled with stains and cigarette burns. Ernie had just been picked up from school. She was wearing a red corduroy jumper and had her brown hair in pigtails held with matching red elastics. Ernie was in second grade. Second grade, Rhonda would think later, trying to go back in her mind to what she had been like at that age, how vulnerable she must have been, how small and insignificant.


Trudy had left the radio playing, the volume up loud enough that Rhonda could hear it from her own car. It was country music, which Rhonda never listened to, even as the radio stations that played it seemed to multiply, so she didnt recognize the song. It was a love song maybe, a song about heartbreakarent they all, Rhonda would later think.


The music was distracting to Rhonda as she sat nervously going over what she might say in the interview, what questions they might ask. She had spent the past two days reading up on zebra mussels so she would sound smart, informed. She wanted the researchers to know she cared enough to do her homework. She was rolling over these facts in her mind, thinking about the sneaky destructiveness of the invasive species, about the photos shed seen of larger native mollusks smothered by zebra musselswhen the third car pulled into the lot, right alongside Trudys Corsica.


It was a gold-colored Volkswagen Beetle, and Rhondas first thought was Shit, Laura Lee Clark. Tocks mother. Rhonda put her head down, pretending to study the dial on her radio. She was not in the mood to make chitchat with Laura Lee, who was sure to bring up Peter and Tock (such a happy couple, she was fond of saying), and little Suzys latest brilliant endeavor (a genius, Laura Lee insisted, my granddaughters a genius). Rhonda kept her head down, but glanced up just enough to see the driver open the door and climb out. Thats when she saw that the car was not driven by crazy old Laura Lee Clark at all, but by a large white rabbit.



You mean someone wearing a rabbit suit? one of the state troopers would ask her later. Like the Easter Bunny?


Yes, she would tell him. Of course. A white rabbit suit. A costume. It was a man wearing a costume.


How do you know it was a man, Miss Farr? With the costume?


I dont know, I guess. It justit just seemed like it would be a man. And he was tall.


Six feet tall, the trooper repeated back to her, reading from his own notes.


But the truth was, when the rabbit got out of the car, there in the Pats Mini Mart parking lot at quarter to three on a Monday afternoon, it didnt occur to Rhonda that there might be a person inside. He hopped like a bunny, moved quickly, nervously, jerking his big white head one way, then the other. He turned toward Rhonda, and for an instant he seemed to stare at her with his blind plastic eyes. She imagined she could almost see his nose twitch as he gave a slight nod in her direction.


Rhonda watched as the rabbit rapped on Ernies window with his big white fluffy paw. The little girl grinned up at him and pushed open her door. He leaned down and Ernie touched the bunny fondly on the head, right behind its ears, and unbuckled her seat belt.


The rabbit held out its paw and Ernie took it in her own small hand, stepping from her mothers car to the gold Volkswagen, getting in the passenger seat without a struggle, without any hesitation. The little girl smiled the whole time.





THE GOLD VOLKSWAGEN had a dent in the rear bumper.


That was all Rhonda could tell the troopers when describing the car. She told them how, at first, she thought it was Laura Lee, then it turned out not to be. She hadnt thought to get the license plate number.



But it was a Vermont plate? Not out-of-state, Quebec, like that? one of the troopers asked.


Yes, Vermont, Rhonda said, hating herself for not even thinking to notice the plate and commit it to memory. I think so anyway.


Okay, was there anything else distinguishing about the car? Some rust? Was there anything in the backseat maybe?


I didnt see into the backseat. And no, it was just a gold bug. Nothing unusual except the driver.


The rabbit, the cop said, a trace of skepticism in his voice. He was the shorter of the two and Rhonda believed he couldnt have been more than nineteen, barely over adolescence. The rash of pimples at his temples looked painful, more like boils, really, under the shadow of his wide-brimmed hat.


Yes, the rabbit. Rhondas voice shook a little this time, from nerves and frustration, the frustration of having to explain herself again and again, of knowing what Trudy said was trueit was Rhondas own fault that Ernie was gone. She had taken no action. She watched the small girl in the red jumper be taken as easily as she had watched life unfold beneath the lens of her microscope: as a passive observer slightly in awe of the sight before her.


This was not who she was. She was a doer, someone who made lists. Someone who was methodical and looked at things with a keen, scientific eye. She always knew the next logical step in any situation. But for some reason, that afternoon, she sat staring, paralyzed, dumbfounded. Hypnotized by a white rabbit.


The other trooper was with Trudy on the other side of the store. Jim had pulled the folding chair with the ripped padding from behind the counter and set it up beside the candy rack, next to the Hershey bars and Good & Plentys. Together, he and the policeman had guided the nearly hysterical Trudy to the chair and were doing their best to calm her. Only moments before, when it finally sunk in that Rhonda had seen the abduction and done nothing, Trudy dove at her and tried to put her eyes out with her freshly manicured nails. Trudys nails were no joke. They were two inches long, filed to points, and showed off a fresh coat of a reddish orange that reminded Rhonda of a bleeding Creamsicle. The taller state trooper, the one who seemed to be taking the lead role in the investigation, pulled Trudy off and led her across the store to the chair Jim was setting up. Rhonda stayed with her back against the beer cooler, her head bowed.


You did nothing! Trudy called back. You sat on your fucking fat ass and watched my little girl get taken away!


Rhonda did not consider her ass fat but, compared to Trudys size six figure, Rhonda was a big girla chunky, five-foot-five-inch size fourteen who carried most of her weight in her torso. Rhondas face was round too, and she was forever trying to find a haircut that might help make it seem less so.


Once the taller trooper had settled Trudy into her chair, he resumed his questioning.


Is there anyone you know who might have taken your daughter? A family member? An ex-boyfriend, maybe?


Im a fucking widow! I dont have any boyfriends. I have Ernie and my sister and thats all. She began to cry, mascara running black streams down her pale face, cutting tracks through her foundation.


Please, maam. Im sorry. I know this is hard. But has Ernie told you about anyone? The parent of a friend, maybe? A stranger watching her play?


It was the rabbit! Trudy cried. Fucking Peter Rabbit! Oh, God! She was sobbing and fumbling in the pocket of her denim jacket for the new pack of cigarettes and her lighter. Lottery tickets fluttered to the floor. The tall state trooper leaned down and picked them up, held them in his hand while she lit her cigarette, studied them like they were evidence.



Shes been telling me for over a month now about Peter Rabbit visiting her. Taking her to Rabbit Island in his submarine. She even drew pictures of it. Christ! I thought it was all made up!


Jim sauntered over and put a reassuring hand on Trudys arm, giving it a squeeze with grease-stained fingertips. I called over to the beauty shop. Pats on her way. Dont you worry, Trudy. Erniell show up. Just like that girl down in Virginia. They found her safe and sound, now didnt they?


Rhonda thought of eight-year-old Ella Starkee, the little girl kidnapped in rural Virginia last month and found in a hole ten days later. She survived by catching rain in a rusty tin can and eating earthworms. Rhonda shivered. Trudy glared at her, eyes glazed with fury.


The fat girl knows more than shes saying, Trudy spat. I mean, why the fuck else did she just sit there? She probably knew the guy. They were working as a team. She was the lookout. Dont kidnappers do that?


Well investigate her thoroughly, maam, said the cop.


The shorter trooper with the bad skin led Rhonda outside, where they stood talking on the oil-stained pavement.


Rhonda watched Trudy stare out at her through the glass window with its collage of beer and cigarette signs. WEDNESDAY SPECIAL: 5 CENTS OFF EACH GALLON OF GAS ALL DAY!!! MECHANIC ON DUTY, promised another. But where was Peter?


Trudy continued glaring out at Rhonda like she expected to suddenly notice a white fluffy tail peeking from beneath her blazer.





WHEN DETECTIVE SERGEANT Joe Crowley arrived at Pats Mini Mart, he called in a team to come and search the area. More state police arrived along with a white forensics van. They took pictures. They searched the parking lot for tire tracks and other evidence. They dusted the passenger side of Trudys car for fingerprints, even though Rhonda had made it clear that the culprits hands were well covered. After all, the bunny had furry white paws.


Crowley put out an APB for the gold Volkswagen, for Ernie Florucci. He issued an AMBER alert. He sent the taller trooper home with Trudy, instructing him to pick up the girls rabbit drawings and a recent photo of Ernestine. The trooper helped Trudy up out of the tattered chair and gently handed her the lottery tickets hed been holding.


You cant forget these, he told her with a wink. Ive got a feeling theyre real lucky. Trudy gave a half smile and stuffed the tickets into the pocket of her denim jacket, then walked to the car, leaning into the cop as he guided her, his arm around her waist.


Sergeant Crowley had an air of authority that made Rhonda relieved and hopeful. If anyone could find the little girl and the rabbit, Crowley could. He was in his mid-forties (her fathers age) and wore his salt-and-pepper hair very short. He had on dark trousers, a white shirt, and a dark green tie with a gold clip. He looked, to Rhonda, like a man who had been in great shape once, an ex-athlete who blew out a knee and had let himself fill out a little.


Miss Farr, is there anything else you can tell me about the rabbit? Anything at all?


No, said Rhonda, shaking her head. There was nothing else she could tell him. Not about this rabbit, but once, long ago, there had been another white rabbit and he too, in time, had somehow slipped away.













APRIL 11, 1993





THERE WAS SNOW in the woods. Her feet were slipping as she ran in her good yellow Easter shoes, ankles numb from cold. Lizzy was beside her. They were holding hands. Laughing each time they fell. Lizzy wore matching yellow shoes with pale satin bows: she had seen Rhondas and begged her mother to take her to the mall for an identical pair. It was like that with the girls: whatever one had, the other longed for.


Lizzy and Rhonda told everyone at school they were twin sisters living as cousins, when the truth was they were not related at all. But still, the other kids believed the story about them being twins. It was an easy lie to believe, because they looked so much alike: two chunky girls with straight, dark, tousled hair, dirt under their nails, funny overbites from sucking thumbs too long. They were quiet girls with big brown eyes. Koala bear eyes, lemur eyes, eyes that seemed to take up their whole plain faces.



They had been best friends since before they learned to talksharing a sandbox, being walked by their mothers in matching pink strollers down to the lake. And when words came to them, they seemed, the way their mothers described it, to develop their own secret languagea coded communication that no one else could understand, full of words such as daloor, ub, ta, and skoe. Their parents were worried that the girls would go on speaking this way to one another, would have no need for the rest of the world, for words like cat and swim and thank you.


Sometimes Rhonda thought about this when she looked at Lizzyhow once upon a time, all they needed was each other.


They had been born two days apart, this much was true, though they made up the lie about being from same motherhow Rhonda stayed in after Lizzy came out and their mother didnt know about the other one until she went to the bathroom a couple of days later and out popped Rhonda.


Into the toilet! the girls would holler in their singsong voices, identical in pitch and tone. Rhonda fell into the toilet! Which didnt seem like a bad beginning, just a funny one.




PETER WAS RUNNING ahead of them, closest to the rabbit. He had his fathers red wool hunting cap on over his blond curls but he hadnt worn a jacket. He was thirteen and Rhonda knew that as a general rule, thirteen-year-old boys didnt believe in jackets unless it was way below freezing. He had announced that this was the last year hed do the egg hunt: Easter baskets were kids stuff.


Rhonda and Lizzy rounded a bend in the path, and Lizzy hit a tree root and tripped, falling, pulling Rhonda down on top of her, both girls cackling, their good Easter dresses ruined already.


Eew! Rhonda complained, pushing herself up. What have you been eating?


Sardines, Lizzy said, smiling.



Gross! For breakfast?


My dad says theyre full of calcium. You know, cause of the bones and stuff in them. Theyre the latest part of the Rockette regime.


Your breath smells like cat food. Rhonda took off down the path, toward Peter and the rabbit, Lizzy right behind her.


Rhonda thought the entire, ever-changing Rockette regime was stupid, even the name. She thought the dumbest part of all was that Lizzy had never even seen the Rockettes except on television. How can you decide from some five-minute routine on a twenty-inch television that thats what you want to do with your life? But Lizzy was determined. And to be a Rockette, she kept reminding Rhonda, you had to be at least five foot six.


Im way too short, Rhonda.


Youre ten! Youre totally average for ten.


Neither of my parents are tall. Ive got short genes. Its a curse.


So, in addition to practicing eye-high kicks, Lizzy ate weird, allegedly tallness-enhancing food and avoided soda, which she swore rotted your bones and stunted your growth.


Besides, she said, sodas full of sugar. And whos ever heard of a fat Rockette?




PETER AND THE rabbit had reached the stage. The rabbit jumped into the drivers seat of the old abandoned convertible and pretended to drive.


Over here! Peter shouted. The girls raced to catch up.


There, in a nest of snow tucked into the backseat, were the three plastic eggs that marked the true beginning of their hunt.


Oh! Lizzy exclaimed, clapping her hands together, like the eggs were a strange surprisenot the very thing shed been looking for.



Rhonda bent down and picked her egg up out of the car. Tucked inside the orange egg, like a fortune in a cookie, was a message: Go to the top of the hill. Look next to the rock.


She gazed up at the rabbit, who was standing on the hood now, hands on his hips, impatient and ominous with his huge paws and ears, the plastic cartoon-style eyes scratched from years of Easter rentals, the white fur dingy and smelling of dry cleaning chemicals.


Rhonda took off to the top of the hill, leaving her two friends to their own quests.


It went on like this for almost an hour. Zigzagging through the woods, finding an egg, following the clues inside to get to the next one. Shed run into Lizzy and Peter and theyd compare hiding places and messages, but always with the breathless urgency to hurry back to the hunt.


Rhondas breath was smoke. She wheezed from exertion. The rabbit darted in and out of trees, taunting. Pointing in one direction, then another. Holding his head and belly as he doubled over in silent laughter when she slipped and fell, when she believed him and went the wrong way looking for her next egg. Trickster rabbit.


When at last she grew tired of the game and was too cold to go on, the rabbit appeared, took her hand in his white fluffy paw, and led her to a small clearing. There, on top of a large, flat rock was her orange basket, shimmering with green plastic grass, stuffed full of chocolate bunnies, eggs, and jelly beans. He nodded down at her, and just for a minute, before she picked up the basket, he led her in a celebratory dance, their own little joyful bunny hop, one furry arm around her waist, the other clutching her cold fingers in his thick paw. There were none of the high, Rockette-style kicks Lizzy was famous for, just a clumsy little slippery-soled shoe shuffle. They stomped a little circle in the snow, then he let her go and, with a wave, turned and hopped back down the hill.



Rhonda took her basket and raced through the woods to her house with its warm, familiar smells: coffee, cinnamon buns, bacon. The table was laid out for Easter brunch. Peter was already there, the contents of his own basket spilled out on the couch. Rhonda saw right away that hed gotten comics and a pocketknife. She had Silly Putty and lip gloss. Peter was picking black jelly beans out of the mixed bag and throwing them up in the air to catch them in his mouth. Hed seen a guy do this with peanuts in a western and had been working on it ever since.


Rhonda couldnt remember ever not having Easter brunch with Peter and Lizzy. Her dad and Peter and Lizzys dad, Daniel, had grown up together and been best friends forever. They were practically brothers, Rhonda heard her dad say once. And the Shales lived next doora quarter mile down Lake Street, a little closer if you cut through the woods.


Wheres Lizzy? asked Aggie, Lizzy and Peters mom. She wore a lime green dress that showed her knees, shoes with heels, lipstick, and rouge. Her short, spiky hair was dyed magenta and stuck up like shed just been struck by lightning. She had a highball glass in her hand even though it was only ten in the morning. Her hand trembled slightly, as if holding the glass took all her strength.


Still in the woods with the rabbit, Rhonda said.


Theyll both end up with frostbite, said Aggie.


Its not that cold, Ma, Peter said, opening his new knife and running his finger across the blade.


Aggie fixed her eyes on Peter, drained what was left in her drink, and rattled the ice like dice in a cup. Rhonda could smell her perfume, which seemed both sweet and rottenlike a Venus flytrap, Rhonda imagined.


Coffees ready, said Rhondas father as he held out a cup to Aggie. His dark hair was cut short, and he had on a white button-down shirt and tie, which made his face and hands look tan even though it was April; Clem had the kind of complexion that left him bronze year round.


Aggie squinted at him, put down the glass, and took the steaming mug. Rhondas father sipped at his own coffee, keeping an eye on Aggie the way youd watch an unpredictable dog who might lunge and bite at the slightest provocation. He set down his coffee, reached into his shirt pocket for the unfiltered Camels, and lit one, using the three remaining fingers of his right hand as expertly as if the other two had been missing all his life.


When Rhonda was a little girl, she used to sit on his lap and ask him to tell the story of how he lost his fingers.


It only took a second, Clem would explain, Rhonda on his lap running her tiny fingers over the scarred nubs where his two missing digits had been.


Daniel and I were at the mill, working on a big order of beams with Dave Lancaster.


Rhonda would nod. She knew Dave. He was the boss at the mill. Hed once gotten into a wrestling match with a black bear, and if you werent careful, hed offer to show you the scars, which were on his butt.


I was guiding a piece of hemlock through the saw, Clem would continue. Daniel was behind me.


And he had a seizure, Rhonda would say, having the story memorized.


Thats right, sweetie. He fell against me and I wasnt expecting it. My hand went right into the blade.


Did it hurt bad? Rhonda asked.


No, Clem answered. It happened too fast and then after, I was too surprised. I was in shock.


In shock, young Rhonda would repeat back to him, thinking about electricity, how she was not supposed to go near outlets or play in thunderstorms because of shocks.


It was an accident, Clem would tell her.



But what happened to your fingers? Rhonda would ask, squirming on her fathers lap.


I guess I dont know, Clem would answer.


Rhonda would imagine the fingers lying there in the sawdust on the floor of the mill, still warm.


I think your fingers were lonely for your hand, the little girl would say, and this would make her fatherwho once admitted that on some mornings he thought he could feel himself wriggling those fingers awakesmile a sad and longing smile.




RHONDAS MOTHER, JUSTINE, shuffled into the dining room from the kitchen, her feet in worn pink slippers. She had on her usual outfit: a matching sweat suit; this time, for Easter, shed worn one in pale lavender. She carried a fresh tray of cinnamon buns and placed it in the center of the table.


Justine, Aggie said, her voice thick with an alcohol drawl, youve outdone yourself! Everything looks won-derful!


Justine nodded and went back into the kitchen to make waffles and, no doubt, hide out in the breakfast nook with a cup of black coffee and a romance novel. Rhonda thought she should go help her mother, keep her company at least, but she found herself planted by the French doors leading from the dining room to the patio, scanning the tree line at the edge of the yard for Lizzy
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