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one



INGRID LEVIN-HILL, three weeks past her thirteenth birthday, sat thinking in her orthodontists waiting room. Youre born cute. Babies are cute. Not hard to guess whyits so everyone will forgive them for being such a pain. You grow a little older, and people say, What beautiful hair, or Get a load of those baby blues, or something nice that keeps you thinking youre still on the cuteness track. Then you hit twelve or thirteen and boom, they tell you that everything needs fixing. Waiting in the wings are the orthodontist, the dermatologist, the contact lens guy, the hair-tinting guy, maybe even the nose-job guy. You look at yourself in the mirror, really look at yourself, for the first time. And what do you see? Oh my God.

Two orthodontists divided the business in Echo Falls: Dr. Lassiter, who didnt mind pulling a tooth or two to speed things along, and Dr. Binkerman, who liked to say hed turn in his badge before sacrificing a single tooth. One kind of parents sent their kids to Dr. Lassiter. Ingrid, whose parents were of the other kind, was well into her second year with Dr. Binkerman, and behind her braces lurked the same jumble of teeth shed come in with in the first place. And by the way, what stupid badge was he talking about? Ingrid flipped to another page of Seventeen. The glossy paper made an angry snapping sound.


FLIRTING TIPS:

WHERE THE HOTTIES ARE

In the weight room, of course. So its important to get down with all that weight room terminology. Cut, ripped, reps, lats, pecs, curls, dips, jacked, juicedis this a weird lingo or what? Lets start with reps. Reps is simply short for




Ingrid?

Ingrid looked up. Mary Jane, the chairside assistant, stood in the doorway that led back to the operatories, the expression on her face a little exasperated, as though maybe shed been calling Ingrid for some time. If so, Ingrid really hadnt heard. Readingit didnt matter whatalways did that to her.

All set, said Mary Jane. Ingrid followed her. There were two chairside assistants: Mary Jane, who wore her gray hair in a bun and always had circles under her eyes, and a younger one, who changed every two months or so. Mary Jane motioned Ingrid to the chair and raised it just as Dr. Binkerman strode in, flexing his surgically gloved hands.

And hows Ingrid today? he said, looming into extreme close-up, his gaze locking on her teeth. Like Sherlock HolmesThe Complete Sherlock Holmes had been sitting on her bedside table for yearsIngrid was a habitual noticer of little things. Sherlock Holmes believed you could find out just about all you needed to know about people from little things; his method, as he told Dr. Watson more than once, was founded on the observation of trifles. Trifles were things like the single but surprisingly long white hair poking out of Dr. Binkermans left nostril; the sleepy seed, lima bean colored, in the corner of his right eye; the pinprick-size blackhead on the end of his nose, a millimeter off-center. All these trifles added up to the glamorous Dr. Binkerman, hard-riding sheriff of the overbite range.

And what was the question? Hows Ingrid today? Shes fine, said Ingrid.

Open, please, said Dr. Binkerman. He peered inside her mouth, felt around in back, where the screws were, with his rubbery fingers. Been wearing the appliance? he said.

Uh-huh, said Ingrid.

Every night? Dr. Binkerman drew back, looking at her whole face for the first time, fingers out of her mouth now so she could speak clearly.

Uh-huh, said Ingrid, although every night would be pushing it, if by every night Dr. Binkerman meant every single night, night after night after night ad nauseam. Ingrid didnt want to get to the nauseam stage, so she never wore the thing on sleepovers, for example, or when she fell asleep reading, or on Friday nights, when she gave herself a regular breather as a reward for getting through the school week; and there might have been other random misses from time to time. She was only human. Still, what business was it of his?

Keep it up, said Dr. Binkerman.

Keep it up. He said that every time, and every time Ingrid replied, I will. But this time, for no reason, she said, For how long? The words just popping out on their own, the way words sometimes did.

Mary Jane, sticking X rays up on the light box, paused for less than a second, just a tiny hitch in her movement. Dr. Binkerman blinked. How long? he said.

How long? Had Dr. Binkerman lost track of the whole point of this? Till everythings all straight, she said. Till Im done.

Ingrid had noticed that peoples lips often did things when they were thinking. Some people pursed them, some bit them, some sucked them in between their teeth. Dr. Binkerman was a biter. Every case is different, as I mentioned way back at the initial consultation with your parents, he said. You remember that conversation, Ingrid?

Ingrid remembered: Mom hovering over morphing mouth schematics on the computer screen, Dad checking his watch. Uh-huh, she said.


Then youll remember there are lots of variables, Dr. Binkerman said. He paused. Like patient cooperation. But all in all, Id say you were coming along right on schedule. He leaned forward again, pointy silver pliers in hand. Are we due for an adjustment, Mary Jane?

Mary Jane glanced at the chart. Overdue.

Adjustment meant tightening. Tightening didnt hurt much while it was happening, but every turn of the screw made a squeaky sound that seemed to come from right inside Ingrids head, and reminded her of the Shackleton IMAX movie shed seen a few weeks before on a class tripthat scene where ice floes slowly crush the ship to death. Over Dr. Binkermans shoulder, she saw that Mary Jane was watching. Ingrid read the straight answer to her how-much-longer question in Mary Janes frowning eyes: Till hell freezes over.

See the receptionist on your way out, said Dr. Binkerman.

Ingrid made her next appointment at the reception counter, then looked out the window to see if Mom or Dad was waiting in the parking lot. Mom drove a three-year-old green Mazda MPV van, an uncool car with uncool bumper stickers that said she supported NPR and the Echo Falls Heritage Committee. Dad drove a silver Audi TT, a very cool car, no doubt about that, with no bumper stickers supporting anything, the only problem being that the TT was really a two-seater, with not much more than shelf space for Ingrid in the back. But shelf space covered in the softest leather Ingrid had ever touched, so it all balanced out, kind of.

Neither car was in the lot. Ingrid hadnt really expected them to be exactly right on time to the minute. Mom and Dad had busy lives. On the far side of the parking lot, a squirrel ran down a branch and leaped to the next tree. Three yellow leaves came loose and drifted to the ground. Ingrid watched how they landed, intact and undamaged, so softly you could hardly call it landing.

She sat back down, reopened Seventeen.


repetitions. Meaning how many times you lift the weight. Reps are divided into sets. For example



Ingrid tossed the magazine onto the next chair. She knew all this. They had practically a whole gym in their basement at home. Her brother, Tyher parents had had only one acceptable name in them, and hed come firstwas into sports, and Dad, who was also into sports, especially Tys, was building him up. Dad was into her sports too, or sport, since shed rid herself of hockeytoo coldand softballtoo slowand was now down to soccer, the only one shed ever liked in the first

Soccer. Ingrid checked the clock on the waiting-room wall: 4:10. Practice was at 4:30. Shed completely forgotten soccer practice. Miss a practice, miss a game. That was Coach Ringers rule number one. Was there anything more boring than sitting on the bench for a whole game? Other than math class, of course; that went without saying. And could you get around rule number one by skipping the punishment game? No, because rule number two was miss a game miss the next game. This had actually happened to Ingrids friend Stacy Rubino, whod gotten into a battle of wills with Coach Ringer that had spun into a death spiral of missed games and eventual demotion from the A travel team to the Bs. The Bs, who always inherited the uniforms worn by the As the year before. Say no more.

4:13. Ingrid glanced out the window: no green van, no silver TT. Her cleats, shin pads, and sweats were in her backpack, slung over one shoulder and heavy with homework. She went outside to wait, in the hope of saving a minute or so. Why? Because being late for practice meant push-ups. Rule number three.

Ingrid stood in the parking lot. No Mom, no Dad. This would be a good time for a cell phone. Did Ingrid have her own cell phone? She did not. Did Ty have his own cell phone? Yes, he did. Were Mom and Dads reasons for not giving her one yet anything more than complete b.s.? They were not.

A few more leaves drifted down. Probably 4:15 by now, maybe even laterIngrid didnt know because her watch, Fossil, red face, red band, lay on The Complete Sherlock Holmes in her bedroom. Or maybeuh-ohin her desk at school. Red was Ingrids favorite color, of all the colors the only one that said COLOR in big letters.

What was it now, 4:17, 4:18? Still time to get to the soccer fields. The drive only took a few minutes. You just turned right out of Dr. Binkermans parking lot, went past Blockbuster and Benitos Pizzeria, the one with the thin-crust pizza she liked and

A little spark went off in Ingrids head, a lively, wake-up kind of spark shed had before. It always meant one thing and one thing only: Inspiration had struck. Inspiration, a thought coming out of nowhere, like the apple falling on Newtons head, and this was a good one: Why not walk to soccer practice? Even though shed never actually walked from Dr. Binkermans to soccer practice before, she had to know the way, having been driven there a million times. So what was the big deal about walking? Why hadnt she thought of this before? In fact, why not run?

Ingrid ranturning right out of the parking lot, zipping past Blockbuster and Benitos, and over a bridge. Bridge? Funny, shed never noticed this bridge beforemaybe you noticed a lot more when you were on foot, like the way the river flowed underneath, sliding along like one long jelly the color of Moms good silverware when it needed a polish at Christmas, the only time it came out of the drawer.

One thing about Ingrid: She could run. She could run and she loved to run. Look at her fly, Assistant Coach Trimble, whod played for a UConn team that had gone all the way to the NCAA Division One Womens Championship game, would sometimes say. And Coach Ringer, who owned Towne Hardware, would reply, Be nice if she kept her head in the game, or Whens she gonna learn a move or two out there?

How about this for a move? Ingrid thought, swerving to kick a Coke can over a fire hydrant, catching up to it before it stopped rolling, kicking the can again, then again and again, while she thought When the hell is Coach Ringer going to retire? and Does the fact that I hear them talking on the sidelines mean hes right and my heads not in the game? and raced faster and faster down a street lined with shabby old gingerbread houses, their paint peeling and windows grimy with

Shabby old gingerbread houses? Whoa. The Coke can clattered into the gutter and came to rest on a sewer grate. The only shabby gingerbread houses Ingrid knew in Echo Falls stood in the Flats, the oldest part of town, where the shoe factories and railroad yards had been long ago. The soccer fields were up the hill from the hospital, and that was nowhere near the Flats. Was it? Ingrid looked around. No hill, no hospital, just these gingerbread houses in a neighborhood not especially safe, come to think of it. The front door of the nearest onejust about the most decrepit of all, actually crooked to the naked eye, half the roof covered with a blue tarpopened, and out came a woman with a shopping bag in her hand.

A strange woman: She was tall, and even taller in the gold spike heels she wore. What was the word? Lam. Gold lam spike heels, that was it. She also had on tights and a red-and-black-checked lumber jacket. Strips of silver foil were stuck in her hair, as though she was in the middle of a coloring treatment. Ingrid recognized the woman. She collected cans from trash barrels on Main Street and sometimes bought things at the tail end of tag sales in Ingrids neighborhood, Riverbend. The kids called her Cracked-Up Katie.

Wearing wraparound sunglasses even though it was starting to look like rain, she came down the front stairs, wobbling just a little. She ignored the cement path leading to the street, cutting across the bare-dirt yard, straight for Ingrid, who for some reason was rooted to the spot.

Cracked-Up Katie walked right past Ingrid, missing her by inches and maybe not noticing her at all. She took a few steps down the sidewalk, then stopped suddenly and turned around.

You lost? she said. She had a deep, ragged voice, like a heavy smoker or someone whod just finished screaming at the top of her lungs.

Not really, Ingrid said.

Cracked-Up Katie took off her wraparound sunglasses and gazed down at Ingrid. She had pale irises, blue or green, but so light there was hardly any pigment at all. The whites of her eyes, on the other hand, had twisted red veins running all over them, so the effect of her gaze was painfully red.

You look lost to me, she said. She took a step closer, gazed harder. Like totally.








two



CRACKED-UP KATIE was well within smelling range. She smelled like Grampy: cigarettes and booze.

Little girlie, totally lost, she said. Or else running away from home. Is that it? You running away from home?

No, said Ingrid, fighting the urge to back up a step.

Cracked-Up Katie squinted down at her. Bet you are, she said. Bet your whole lifes hit the fan and youre taking off. Im a real good guesser. She stuck the sunglasses in her piled-up hair. Or used to be, she said, her voice a lot quieter all of a sudden. She glanced around. Her gaze fell on the Coke can. She stepped into the gutter and scooped the can into her shopping bag automatically, like an assembly-line veteran; a shopping bag, Ingrid noticed, that came from Lord & Taylor. You a Coke person or a Pepsi person? said Cracked-Up Katie.

Fresca was Ingrids drink, but she said, Pepsi.

Me, too, said Cracked-Up Katie. Plus rye. Whats your name, sister?

Ingrid knew better than to give her name to strangers, especially strangers like Cracked-Up Katie. On the other hand, she had to say something. But what?

Forgotten your name?

No, said Ingrid. Who could forget Ingrid? Ingrid, a name that might as well have been Geek, Dork, or Loser, a name she absolutely hated, inspired by a long-ago movie star in Moms all-time favorite movie, Casablanca, curse it forever. Why couldnt Mom have fallen in love with something starring Drew Barrymore? Drew Levin-Hill: cool, essence of. But no. When she was eight, Ingrid had finally thought up a nickname, but it hadnt caught on. Nicknames, she learned, were something others had to give you.

Then what is it? said Cracked-Up Katie. Your name.


Had to say something, real name out of the question, no fake names coming to mind except Miss Stapleton from The Hound of the Baskervilles. Griddie, said Ingrid.

Cracked-Up Katies expression grew thoughtful, her forehead wrinkling, pushing ridges of dried pancake makeup out of the furrows. Griddie, she said. Cool. Mines Katherine, but you can call me Kate. She held out her hand. Ingrid shook it.

Surprise. The only person whod ever bought into her nickname turned out to be Cracked-Up Katie. And a second, smaller surprise: how cold her hand was.

Nice to meet you, said Ingrid. The handshaking was going on too long. The actual shaking part was over but Kate still hadnt let go.

So what are you running away from, Griddie? she said.

Im not running away, said Ingrid, pulling her hand free. Im on my way to soccer.

At the fields up by the hospital?

Yeah, said Ingrid, surprised that Kate would know a fact like that.

How are you getting there?

Walking.

Walking? said Kate. Its five miles from here.


It is?

So. Lost after all.

I wouldnt say lost.

No?

How can you be lost in your own hometown? Ingrid said.

Let me count the ways, said Kate. With her free hand, she reached into the chest pocket of her lumber jacket, took out a cigarette and a lighter, and lit up, the lighter spurting a foot-long jet of flame. She took a deep drag. Got any money on you, Griddie? Smoke blew into Ingrids face.

What kind of question was that? After most school days, the answer would have been no, but Mom hadnt had anything smaller than a ten for lunch money, so $8.50 was sitting pretty in the zipper pocket of Ingrids backpack. Did Cracked-Up Katie have robbery in mind? If so, could Ingrid outrun her? Ingrid glanced at those gold lam stilettos and decided the answer was yes.

Cause if you do, said Kate, blowing more smoke, I could call you a cab.

A cab?

A taxicab.

Ingrid knew what a cab was, of course. Shed been in two, once when she and Mom had gone to New York to see The Producers, then on the vacation to Jamaica, where the Rasta driver had sung under his breath practically the whole way from the airport to the hotel, that Bob Marley song about burnin and lootin. But Echo Falls wasnt the kind of place where people took taxis. Had she ever even seen one in town?

Otherwise, said Kate, youre not going to make it.

Ive got eight fifty, Ingrid said.

More than enough, said Kate. Come inside. She went up the steps and opened the door.

Echo Falls was a pretty safe town. The local paperwhich came out three days a week and no one took seriously (right off the top there was the name they hadnt been able to resistThe Echo)printed the police blotter and Ingrid always went to it first thing. Crime in Echo Falls meant lots of DUIs, underage drinking (Stacy Rubinos brother, Sean, for example), and any-age drugging, some theft, some late-night mugging and second-home vandalism, bad checks passed at Stop & Shop and CVS, a little domestic violence, the occasional bar fight. No murder, no kidnapping, even in the Flats: a pretty safe town, but Ingrid knew better than to enter a strangers house, and would never have done so in this case except for the tremendous crack of lightning that zigzagged across half the sky at that very moment, seeming to tear it wide open like a gutted water balloon, raining down an icy flood. Ingrid flew up the steps of the crooked gingerbread house and ducked inside, thunder booming around her.

Kate was already disappearing through a doorway at the end of a long dark corridor. The light was all fuzzy and grainy, the way it got sometimes in high-end movies. Ingrid waited in the entrance hall, the floor littered with unopened mail. She left the front door partly open, but the outside light hardly penetrated. To the right of the corridor, a staircase with warped wooden stairs led up into gloom. Ingrid smelled kitty litter. First she was the one actively detecting the smell; then it was coming to her, growing and growing, an inescapable stink. She looked around for cats and spotted none. From somewhere upstairs came a creaking sound, maybe a footstep.

Kate came back along the corridor, materializing out of the darkness. All set, she said. Be here any minute. She dropped her cigarette butt on the floor and ground it under her stiletto heel.

Thanks, Ingrid said.

No problemo, said Kate. Want to wait in the parlor?

Outsidell be fine, Ingrid said, as thunder boomed again.

Parlors right here, said Kate, kicking open a door with the side of her foot.

The parlor: a small square room painted purple with gold trim, the paint peeling everywhere. A dusty chandelier dangled lopsidedly from the ceiling. The only furniture was a saggy and stained pink velvet sofa. Kate sat on it, patted the pillow beside her.

Im okay standing, said Ingrid.

Suit yourself, said Kate. She felt around under one of the cushions, fished out two cigarettes, one bent. She offered the straight one to Ingrid. Smoke? she said.

Me? said Ingrid.

Kate shrugged, stuck the straight cigarette back under the cushions, lit the bent one with another eruption of flame. So what do you do, Griddie? she asked from behind a cloud of smoke.

What do I do?

With your life.


I go to school, Ingrid said.

Thats it?

I play soccer. Which reminded her: She opened her backpack and took out her cleats, bright-red Pumas with glittering red laces ordered special. Why not save time by putting them on now?

But whats your passion? said Kate.

Ingrid paused, the cleat still in her hand. My passion?

What you like to do the most.

That was easy. Drama.

You like acting?

Ingrid nodded.

Ever been in a play?

Lots, said Ingrid. We did Our Town last spring. I was Emily in the birthday scene.

Who is we?

The Prescott Players, said Ingrid.

Because of that fuzzy and grainy light, Ingrid couldnt be sure, but all of a sudden Kate seemed to go very white, and her mouth opened up, an empty black hole. Had smoke gone down the wrong way?

Do you know the theater in Prescott Hall? Ingrid asked. Thats where we perform.

Kate rose, her lips moving though no sound came out. She left the rooma little unsteady, maybe because of those stilettos.

Is something wrong? Ingrid said.

No reply. She heard Kates footsteps on the stairs. Ingrid went into the hall, looked up the staircase, didnt see her. At that moment, a car honked outside. Through the partly opened door she saw a taxi waiting at the curb.

Uh, thanks, Ingrid said, speaking back into the interior gloom. Then she moved toward the door, and as she did a huge cat, the biggest shed ever seen, almost bobcat size, came gliding in from outside, tail hooked up high and a tiny blue bird in its mouth. Its hooked tail brushed her as it went by. Ingrid hurried out, slipping slightly on the unopened mail, and jumped into the cab.

The soccer fields, she said.

This is adjacent the hospital? said the driver, toothpick wagging between his lips, face on the ugly border between beard and no beard.

Yes, yes, said Ingrid, checking his ID posted by the meter: Murad and then a complicated last name.

You are pressing for time? he said.

Yes.

He flipped the lever on the meter and made a quick U-turn, driving back the way Ingrid had come. The rain was falling hard as they passed Benitos Pizzeria, Blockbuster, and Dr. Binkermans office, its parking lot now empty. A few minutes after that, they zipped by the hospital and stopped alongside the soccer fields. Empty soccer fields, not a soul in sight.

What time is it? Ingrid said.

The driver snapped open his cell phone. Five on top of the button, he said.

Practice didnt end till five thirty. Where was everyone? Ingrid paid the driverfive dollars plus a fifty-cent tip, which was possibly not quite enough, but wouldnt a whole dollar have been too much?and got out. The taxi drove off.

Ingrid walked over to a bench on the sidelines and sat down. Cold rain soaked her hair, her shoulders, her back. A thought came, a little late, like maybe she should have stayed in the taxi and had the driver take her home. What was the route from soccer to her house, 99 Maple Lane? Through the line of trees at the end of the field, Ingrid could see the red cross marking the helicopter pad on the hospital roof, and beyond that the spire of the Congregational church. From the church, you went by the village green and turned right at that corner with the Starbucks. Or was it the next corner, the one with the candy shop? Ingrid didnt know, but it was getting dark now. Time to go.

Ingrid rose just as a car came up the road. A minivan, actually, and green: a green MPV van. Ingrid started running.

Mom was already out of the car when Ingrid ran up.

Ingrid, she said, rain dripping off the hood of her rain jacket. Where have you been? Those two vertical lines on Moms forehead, the only flaws in her soft skin, were deeper than Ingrid had ever seen them, and her big dark eyes were open wide.

Here, Ingrid said, moving around Mom to get in at the other side. Mom put out a hand to stop her.

What do you mean, here? she said. Ive been by three times and Dr. Binkermans office had no idea youd even left.

I just got here, Ingrid said. I decided to walk. Maybe leaving a message to that effect with Dr. Binkermans receptionist would have been a good thing.

You walked? Mom said. And youre just getting here now?

I got a little turned around, Ingrid said. All that other stuffCracked-Up Katie, the purple parlor, the taxiseemed too messy to bring up at the moment. Where is everybody?

Soccer was canceled, Mom said.

Canceled?

The rain, Ingrid. Mr. Ringer called hours ago. And I was at Dr. Binkermans at four twenty-five.

Oops, said Ingrid.

Mom gazed down at her. Not so much down anymorealmost eye to eye. Nothing like this will ever happen again, will it, Ingrid?

Uh-uh.

Do I need to explain why?

No.

Ingrid got in the car. Mom explained why all the way home.
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