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TO:

All of my English students.

ALL of you.

You're all NUTZ.

I love you.

You're gonna make it.






1

The night my sister went missing, I sat in a back corridor of the police station, staring at a tinted glass window to an inner room. The lights were off in there, and so the window looked like a black screen. I remember how my insides felt as blank as that window. It's a good thing, that numbness, because it keeps you from spiraling into the black-hole-falling routine. Something's telling you that you don't need those panic-stricken thoughts yet.


No body had washed up. The police hadn't found any blood on the pier near the spot where Casey went over. The gunshot, which had sounded more like a weather-wet firecracker, could not possibly have hit one of Casey's vital organs. Of course, there are always the thoughts that threaten you—like how blood in the ocean draws sharks, and how a 
storm at sea had created endless riptides this week. But thoughts like that bounce in the first hours after your shock.


The good thoughts strike you and stick. Like, my sister was probably a better swimmer than I was, even though I was a lifeguard. And I thought of Casey having so many friends. None of our friends had any streak of violence. No one had any reason to hurt her.

It had been too dark to see anything but a few clusters of our friends up on the pier in silhouette, and I tried hard not to put anything in my mind that wasn't real.

The gun had been real, whether I liked it or not. But it was a stupid little collector's gun, a derringer, or "lady's pistol," as my buddies called it, brought to a dune party as a joke. It all seemed surreal now. And all of it smelled of"accident." Nobody who'd sneaked up on the old pier with us would intentionally hurt Casey. Nobody.

Maybe this was all a big prank that had gone over the top. I thought of Casey painting "drops of blood" out of the cafeteria this year, and also pulling the fire alarm to relieve friends from a couple of boring classes. Maybe she was holed up on some sailboat in the back bay, laughing her airhead butt off, ignorant that the coast guard and the police were searching the ocean around the pier.

I hadn't seen or heard much in the light of a half-covered moon—except I'd still swear I heard Casey's laugh, and it was after the little Crack!

I'd been able to relay all that over the phone to our parents in a miraculous calm. Still, they were scrambling to 
catch the red-eye back from L.A., where my dad had been in film negotiations with Paramount. It was the first time one of his novels had been optioned by a movie company—and the first time our parents had left me and Casey alone overnight since we were fourteen and twelve. I was now seventeen, and I stared at that tinted glass window, seeing Dad's cockeyed grin in it and hearing his speech about how he trusted a twelve- and a fourteen-year-old home alone far more than he trusted a fifteen- and a seventeen-year-old.


He had tried to tempt us."Come on, Kurt ... maybe I'll strike it rich finally. You kids need to be there. And you and Casey could do Disneyland, while—"

I had stopped him right there. The "rich" part would have struck me better ten years ago, when I was first getting sick of peanut butter sandwiches for lunch seven days a week. By now I was immune to the midlist author no-frills life, and I started blathering about my job on the beach patrol. I probably could have got time off for a Monday through Thursday—it's weekends that are sacred for lifeguards. But my job was a good enough excuse to balk at leaving Mystic in the middle of July. The previous summer Mom and Dad had wanted to take Casey and me to the Greek isles for ten days, after my dad finally got a better-than-average royalty check. My very first thought had been, Can we take friends? I didn't ask. I just made excuses until they dropped the whole idea—my point being that if the Greek isles can't tempt a guy away from summer fun 'n' games, Disneyland 
surely isn't gonna cut it. Not that fun 'n' games is anything too awful.


I had sworn up and down, while Dad was deciding to let us stay home alone, that we wouldn't do anything stupid, and I still felt that I had held up my end of that bargain. Mostly.

All we'd done wrong was go to a dune party. My mom and dad wouldn't object to us going to a house party while they were gone. But a dune party was different. No chance of adults, good chance of a raid by the cops ... and of course there were always the daredevils, loadies, and lovers who would risk going up on the burned-out old pier. No matter how many times the cops removed the metal climbing spikes from its scorched pilings, more would be found hammered in a week or so later.

We were all just goofing around, risking a rip-tear out on the least scorched portion of the pier's planking, because it was fun, because of the horror tales about the place, because most people were partied so loose that if a couple of them fell through and hit the waves, they probably wouldn't feel it. I guessed we'd forgotten about the storm at sea and how big the rips were.

And I guessed the partying wasn't so good, either. But millions of kids party, and hundreds of kids had climbed up on the pier in the past twenty years, weather not a consideration. Their sisters don't get shot by some dinky "lady's pistol" and fall into the surf with barely a splash. That was the weirdest. Through the deepest, darkest corners of my 
memory, I still kept digging for the sound of a splash. I couldn't find it.


Your numbness, your denial, might make you have a flash of Peter Pan saving Wendy from walking the plank. I conjured up images of Captain Hook and Mr. Smeed listening for the splash after Wendy walked the plank, but I couldn't find a splash after Casey fell backward.

But then, Peter Pan hadn't wandered over to the New Jersey barrier islands to catch Casey Carmody midfall off the old fishing pier. That much, you can grasp. The theory of ghosts doesn't work well either, suddenly. When my dad was a kid, the old fishing pier, which is actually pretty big, had been turned into The Haunt, an amusement pier with an enormous haunted mansion exhibit at the entrance. It had been a "megaproduction," as Dad called it, employing half the eighteen-year-olds on the island to dress up like vampires and headless ghouls and jump out at summer tourists and their kids. But The Haunt loomed on the far south end of a barrier island, with only a small toll bridge at the far north end. The island couldn't hack the traffic that The Haunt needed to survive. About twenty years ago it went bankrupt, and legend has it that some kid was under the pier lighting off firecrackers and that's how the fire started. No one really knows for sure.

It wasn't a good enough story to attract the attention of kids in high school. Sightings of vampires hovering over the burned-out foundation of the haunted house, plus two tales of the suicides off there—one in the eighties and one 
in the nineties—those things drew kids to the place like the moon draws water.


But island lore about "sightings of the suicide victims" and "the vampires who made them do it" didn't fit the mood in the police station, where I now found myself. Spooks are for fun in the dark. This place was lit and immaculate and stinking of floor soap, and right now, all too quiet, what with the entire police force out on the beach.

I became aware of my one shoulder being rubbed, and my eyes dropped to the knees of Cecilly Holst. Cecilly was a nice girl—usually. Put it this way: She had always been nice to me, but I'd heard her mouth in action against certain violators of her Code of Acceptable Behavior Around Here. Picture Hilary Duff, only hired to play a mean Lizzie McGuire instead of a doofus one. There were probably a thousand ways to earn Cecilly's scowling, hair-tossing wrath, but I had never done that, so that side of her didn't apply to the here and now. Her eyes were not scowling, but they were still sharp. I don't know why she kept watching me. But I sensed that if I broke down and cried or something, she would hug me and have no problem with it. I was glad to have her there.

Her best friend, True, sat on the other side of me. True's real name is Sandra Blueman, but she picked up the nickname True Blue in high school, and then simply True. True was turned toward me, her long legs pulled together nervously at the knees and her toes turned under in her flip-flops. She was stroking her endless dark ponytail and 
looking lost in thought, which was fine. If two girls had been rubbing me at that moment, I would have felt mauled.


"I don't know why they won't let you back down to the beach while the coast guard searches," Cecilly muttered. "You want me to talk to my dad?"

Her dad was the island psychiatrist and director of the Drug and Alcohol Rehab Clinic of Mainland Hospital. Because some of his clientele came from police arrests, he had a good relationship with the cops around here. He had enough pull with Cecilly that she didn't usually imbibe like other kids. That explained her presence here at the police station. Everyone who had been partying had steered clear of me once the cops showed up and started asking questions.

"No..." I rubbed my eyes hard, not that they itched. I figured the bottom line: The police didn't want me on the beach if a body suddenly bobbed up in the surf. They might let me stay there if my parents were there, too, but the flight from L.A. wouldn't get them here until at least six A.M. I looked at my watch. 11:36. I had been here for an hour, but it felt like three. "I just wish they would let me go to someone's house to wait for my folks."

"You want to come to my house?" Cecilly straightened. "I'll go call my dad. He's got his cell phone on the beach. He'll send my mom—"

"Captain Lutz told me I couldn't leave." I shrugged. "They took my cell phone, in case Casey is holed up somewhere and tries to call."


"A body can't go anywhere without its cell phone...," Cecilly droned to be funny, and none of us laughed.


"I already told him everything I saw. Which wasn't a lot. I told them everything I heard, smelled, thought, felt, did. I don't know why I have to stay."

"You're a minor. They don't want you going off by yourself," True muttered, bouncing a loose fist off my knee. "Believe me, they don't suspect you of anything."

That thought hadn't even occurred to me. But having heard True say it, I stiffened, and my mind started spitting out recent memories. Casey and I had got into a screaming match the night before. She had just started going out with another lifeguard, Mark Stern, and she'd wanted to take him up to her bedroom to "watch TV." I was just being a big brother. Stern is a year older than me, with three years in on the beach patrol compared to my two. Not a guy you'd let up in your fifteen-year-old sister's bedroom to "watch TV," not without a loud fight. Had the neighbors heard my yelling? Or Casey's shrill comebacks? Did Stern tell the cops that I had said, "Touch my sister, and you're both dead"? Was he down on the beach right now, making me out to be some maniac?

Cecilly's laughter sliced through my thoughts, and I searched her sympathetic eyes. "Kurt, there were twenty people up there, all of whom would say you were nowhere near Casey, nowhere near that ... disgusting little pistol, either. Chill down. I don't even think they'll drug-test you. Too much stress on one family if you—"


"They can drug-test me!" I said defensively. "I have not ... done anything wrong!"


I knew that last line was less than true, and probably the only reason I was stone-cold sober was that the parents were away, and something kept eating at me to act like an adult. As much as possible. It had seemed like a sacrifice to the party gods not to have my usual two and a half beers, which is all you can have if you're a puker. At seventeen you're too old to be puking in bushes after a six-pack. Time to grow up. And I had just never smoked pot. Call me boring. Casey had, though, and I tried to remember if she'd smoked any tonight. It seemed to me the last time I looked at her, maybe five minutes before the little pistol crack, I had seen her with something lit, but I thought it was her biweekly cigarette-at-a-party.

I had been on the other side of the pier, talking to, of all people, Billy Nast, science gleep extraordinaire. I still hadn't figured out who had brought him to this party. But I'd latched on to his talk about just having finished a month at Purdue, and these summer engineering courses he'd actually taken there. Girls kept coming up and doing that thing with their knees, trying to collapse my knees from behind—their way of telling me I was acting very strange. But I hadn't wanted to leave Nast alone in a crowd that was drinking and could potentially get, um, pointed.

And besides, I'd been having secret qualms about the Naval Academy. My getting accepted there had made me famous around Mystic. Between my parents, relatives, teachers, 
coaches, and the newspapers, I didn't feel I could think aloud to anyone about my qualms—and I wasn't even sure why I would pick such a time to start dwelling on nauseating concepts such as "killing people for a living." All I'd thought about for two years before the acceptance letter arrived was getting in. So I felt a little whacked out, like, wondering if I was schizoid, or if there is a devil that likes to embarrass you. Anyway, there was Billy Nast, talking enthusiastically about becoming an astronaut, giving alternatives in case I totally needed one.


I'd been hypnotized, not only by his enthusiasm for taking college classes during the summer but also with the thought that he really wasn't all that gleepy. I sat there listening to him, wondering, What is a gleep, anyway? What does that mean?

That was all before Casey fell. Afterward I wanted to throttle him. If I'd been doing the same old fooling around with the same old friends, maybe I could have been closer to Casey. Maybe I could have grabbed her arm. Maybe I would have seen whether this blood-rushing-through-her-fingers thing was truth or moonlight. I knew it was stupid to blame Billy Nast, and I tried not to. But the bottom line was, I hadn't been close at all, hadn't even heard Casey hit the water in the long, wily, unforgettable silence before people started screaming.

"Why do people party?" I asked Cecilly and True. I wanted to blame someone, though it was too soon to blame individuals, so society in general seemed appropriate.


They said nothing. Some questions aren't worth trying to answer.


"We'll straighten the cops out." Cecilly rubbed my back some more, though her normally dead-on gaze dropped a little. "Huh, True?"

"Yeah. Don't worry about anything, Kurt."

Their lowered eyes spoke volumes, yet no way was I ready to start filling in the void. Missing from it was the ever-important question: What did you guys see? Their tones implied they had seen a lot. Their tones implied what they'd seen was not good—if an accident, a stupid one; a gun had been fired, and someone ought to go to jail for attempted manslaughter, at least. Their tones said they were prepared to tell the truth to the cops.

I appreciated that, as well as the fact that they weren't sitting here spewing the details into my face yet. You would think that if your sister fell off a pier after a gun had been fired, you would want every little morsel of information, and as quickly as possible. But there are times you really feel like you need the police or some adult company to give you some adult wisdom, or you might wind up going crazy.

I felt a slight breeze run over me and looked down the long corridor. The double doors were not visible from way back here where Captain Lutz had sat me down, but I knew they had opened. I walked out there, and True and Cecilly followed. Lutz came toward us with sand all over his shoes. The cuffs of his uniform trousers were wet and sandy, also.


"Nothing yet. Hang steady." He put his hands on his hips and watched me breathlessly. I searched his eyes for some sort of judgment, some I-told-you-so glare, because, in school and out, he was always blowing smoke about kids on the pier. But he looked distracted by other things, including Cecilly and True being on either side of me. His eyes bounced back and forth.


"You girls want to give a statement?"

"Yes."

"Yes."

There was nervousness in both voices, as if they sensed they were breaking some code of ethics. I didn't exactly fault all the kids who ran. I was too numb to fault anyone yet, but I was slightly agog that even a pistol crack and someone falling wouldn't stop some of those people from their usual flight syndrome when the cops show up. I would think of that later. For now I was glad for these two.

Lutz gestured them to come with him to his office, a little farther down the hall, and he sounded grateful, if tense. "Great. There's two I won't have to round up. Kurt, wait out here. You girls can start filling out the statement form, and then I'll see you one at a time."

I watched him shut the door to the back offices, which were just cubicles in a big room. It wasn't big as police stations go.

Mystic, like most barrier islands, is pencil shaped and hugs the coast. It's seven miles long, but only the three-mile middle section is wide enough to be inhabitable. Even there, 
every ten years or so, a northeast storm at full moon will send the ocean to meet the bay in the middle of Central Avenue. Water will run like a river up Bay Drive and Ocean Drive, which is why most of the island houses are built with nothing but concrete garages and a rec room on the first floor. Nearly every house has a waterline stain around the outside of the garage.


Total inhabitants: three thousand in the winter, eighteen thousand in the summer.

Usually in July someone would bring some summer person around to hang with us. We were nice and all, but the person rarely came back, sensing, I think, that life was established around here. We knew one another, one another's families, and we knew the islanders who would qualify as family because we'd seen them regularly on the street since we were born.

I suspected Lutz would find out who was on the pier and round up all twenty or so of the Mystic Marvels who had been present. That's what we called our clan around school—the Mystic Marvels. Casey had actually dreamed up that term last year as a freshmen and it kind of went everywhere and stuck. There were maybe five kids who were freshmen and a dozen kids in each of the sophomore, junior, and senior classes who seemed to qualify as Mystic Marvels—not too bad, not too good, not too smart, not too dumb, not too rich, not too poor, just "marvy all around," as Casey loved to say. We had a bad reputation with the too-smarts and too-goods. We were loathed by the too-bads, but 
we figured some people are just jealous. Because the island only has one block of slum at the far south end, the too-poors are all but nonexistent, and the too-riches are usually summer people, who don't count as islanders.


We had our almost-riches, as my dad smilingly called them, which would include whatever types could make a decent living in an area that has no industry: doctors, lawyers, insurance salesmen, and because there was so much waterfront property, real estate agents. A lot of their kids were among my friends, but we melted in with some people like True, too, no questions asked. Her dad was the pastor of Mystic Baptist Church, and the family lived on church-basket collections. Casey and I are accepted, though my dad never ceased to remind me that midlist authors don't qualify as almost-riches. He says that because of his job, we're "novel" and can go anywhere. Hardy-har.

That's life around here. Because of it, Cecilly and True couldn't technically be accused of busting anyone if they gave names. The cops could drive up and down the streets, stopping at each house and asking to speak to so-and-so, like newspaper chuckers who have memorized a paper route.

I let myself spiral a little as the aloneness sent waves of panic into my gut. The minutes passing weighed on me, reminding me that it only takes four minutes to drown. This was not good, not good, and the thought drew a mouthful of spit I was forced to swallow. I jerked my head and fo
cused on the end of the corridor. A presence filled the doorway. I all but bounced to my feet seeing Drew Aikerman.


It wasn't Casey, but my best friend was all right, and I did what I had never done before. I dropped my head into his shoulder and didn't make any bullshit joke when his arms went around me. His hair was still wet, and a layer of beach sand found its way into my eyes and teeth—another thing that spoke volumes. Drew was a lifeguard, too, which maybe made him useful to the coast guard. He'd searched the tide with them until he'd probably collapsed in the sand before making his way here.

"Went to your house first, since all your lights were on," he said. It was an apology for not getting here sooner.

"I kept telling Casey to turn off the lights," I muttered, backing up. "She's so ... airy." I felt a tinge of guilt, cutting on her right now, but it made everything seem a little more normal.

Drew just looked me in the eye. "I think she's holed up in the back bay. Let's face it. She's a good swimmer, fantastic diver. And it would be like her to, you know..."He left the sentence dangling, as if it might go against his normal politeness to say, "pull a fast one on us."

I didn't say anything, but the definition of "good swimmer, fantastic diver" gripped at me. You could fit a three-story house under the pilings at the end of the pier. And Casey had been wearing my new Naval Academy sweatshirt that, soaked in water, would have weighed her down if she'd 
hit the water wrong and injured herself. She'd have been blatantly stupid to dive off that pier and risk her neck—then risk trying to stay afloat in my sweatshirt.


Just two years ago Casey had broken her neck in a fluke accident on water skis. You'd think after being in a halo for two months that she would never take another dare, never risk a dangerous prank. I hadn't seen Casey "risk her neck" for a prank since then, but she had gone back to mountain climbing, ski jumping, and was already cocaptain of the diving team at school, in spite of my mom being ripped up about it. Casey's cracked vertebra healed completely, but Mom says it's her carelessness that puts her in danger, not her skeletal system. Casey, of course, says she's not careless, and besides, swimmers are a dime a dozen but divers are hard to find. The scholarship money is awesome.

If she isn't outright careless, Casey loves to test the limits. She had talked a blue streak last summer about wanting to take a dive off the end of that pier. She'd spent many a dune party telling us that the water was at least forty feet deep at high tide, and that someday she would do it. But there were things to consider, like the halo, the scholarships at risk, and surfers who say the thrust of the surf around the pilings is like the Perfect Storm. The shelled-out remains of the pier vibrate when the surf is up. It had been up tonight. You just have to believe my sister would not be that much of a lunatic.

I sat across from Drew, staring at the hallway tiles under our bare feet.


"It's not time to worry yet," he said.


I looked over his wet sandiness. "Thanks. For everything."

"Don't be stupid. Cops still won't let you down there?"

"No."

"How did I guess that?" Sarcasm bounced through his voice. His dad was chief of police, so Drew was the cop behavior expert. He sat in a chair beside me and leaned his elbows on his knees. He fidgeted about six times before saying,"Um ... I didn't see it happen."

"Me neither. I basically just heard it."

"I thought it was a firecracker."

"Me, too. I was talking it up with Billy Nast, of all people. How the hell did he get there?"

"Um..."Drew raised his hand guiltily. "I was trying to help us out. You know, with that thing we've been talking about."

"What, our boredom thing?"

He nodded. "I knew exactly what you were talking about the other night when you said you felt all hemmed in, and you were suddenly 'seeing most of our friends in black-and-white.' That was profound."

I shifted uncomfortably. Drew and I would get to shooting the bull, but half the time I couldn't remember having said the things he quoted back at me. It's weird, having your best friend find you profound half the time.

"In fact, I took that one to Madame School Teachaire," he said, which was his pet name for his mom, who teaches freshman English. "I said, 'Mom, Kurt and I are seeing our 
friends in black-and-white. What's up with that?' She knew right away what I meant. She said that's normal. We're seniors. We're supposed to want to branch out, try a few new flavors. I saw Nast out on the fishing jetty this morning, just sitting there—without a fishing pole—like some dork. I dunno, it's like you said. Something sucked me toward him, and I just started talking to him. He wasn't that weird. To throw a Billy Nast type into a party, that isn't such a crime."


I sighed. "Tell that to the, um, ladies."

Drew bit on his lip and stared at the floor—enough time spent on small talk. "So ... you do know that was a real pistol. It wasn't a toy."

I nodded, swallowing. "Jeezus and Mary. This is the type of stuff you read about in a newspaper from, like, Omaha. Do me a favor. Don't tell me who was stupid enough to ... to own a real pistol, let alone bring it to a party. Sorry, I'm just not ready to be that angry yet."

"Okay."

"For one thing, first I have to get over being pissed at myself. I had the thing in my hand."

"So did everybody."

"It looked like a goddamned toy, Drew."

"That was the bottom line ... the stupid pill. Mark Stern passed it to me, and he said, 'Check this out. It's not a toy.' I mean, if he had said, 'This is a toy,' wouldn't you have been, like, So?' We wanted to touch it because it wasn't a toy."


I thought of my hand going around that little thing. I could almost close my fist around it—that's how small it was. If it had been some giant Luger, I would have been shouting, "What the fuck, moron! Get that thing away from us!" I might have secretly busted the person to Drew's dad—but then, a big gun like that would not have ended up at a party with us. The size, the almost-toy factor made it look so ... holdable. I had thought about holding it the right way—putting my finger on the trigger. It really had been tempting. But some things you just don't do. At least not when you're stone-cold sober. Some airhead hadn't been able to resist temptation, obviously.


"I don't want to know who was holding that thing when it went off, Drew."

"Well, I don't know that, anyway. I've heard five or six versions of the trail of hands it passed through. I don't know what to believe. I only know who owned it."

"I don't want to know yet."

"Okay." He blew air into his cheeks, puffing them out while staring at the floor.

With him acting like Mount Vesuvius, I plopped down, gripped the bottom of the chair, shut my eyes tight, and braced myself."Oh, for god's sake ... Just tell me."

I'd actually been hoping it was Mark Stern and I could get him put away, at least for possession of a deadly weapon. Eighteen-year-olds have no business going out with fifteen-year-olds, especially when the fifteen-year-old is your sister. And he had become what I call a fringe dweller of the 
Mystic Marvels. In high school he'd been great—football and basketball starter, party comedian extraordinaire. But lately girls had started to call him sleazy, because he'd now had four girlfriends in our crowd. He hung with us every weekend like he was still in high school, and I was hearing drug rumors lately, too. Let's say he was on my nerves before he started in with my sister.


"Stacy Kearney owns it," Drew said.

I sat back, watching his eyes, wondering if he actually believed that, wondering if I should or I shouldn't.

"'Stacy Kearney.'" I repeated this morsel.

I watched Drew for a long time. Of course Stacy Kearney would stand as prime suspect if any tragedy actually happened on this island. What with feeling so restless lately, and like the Technicolor in my friends was fading slowly down to dusty gray, the suggestion left me a little defensive and insulted—like you might feel after guessing the end of a made-for-TV drama.
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