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one



INGRID LEVIN-HILL SAT in math class, her mind wandering pleasantly. She had the best seat in the housevery back of the outside row by the windows, about as far as could be from the teacher, Ms. Groome. Ferrand Middle School stood on a hill overlooking the river, about a mile upstream from the falls. There was always something interesting to see on the river, especially if you were in the habit of noticing little details. Little details like how the water ruffled up as it flowed around a rock, and a big black bird drifting on the current, wings tucked under its chin, and

Ingrid? I trust I have your attention?

Ingrid whipped around. Ms. Groome was watching her through narrowed eyes, and her eyes were narrow to begin with.

One hundred percent, said Ingrid, in the faint hope of pacifying Ms. Groome with math talk.

Then Im sure youre excited about MathFest.

MathFest? What was Ms. Groome talking about? The word didnt even make sense, one of those contradictions in terms.

Very excited, said Ingrid.

Just in case Ingrid happened to miss any of this, said Ms. Groome, who wants to sum up MathFest?

No one did.

Bruce? said Ms. Groome.

Brucie Berman, middle row, front seat, class clown. His leg was doing that twitchy thing.

MathFest be my guest, said Brucie.

I beg your pardon?

Brucie tried to look innocent, but hed been born with a guilty face. Three lucky kids from this class get to go to MathFest, he said.

And MathFest is?

This big fat fun math blowout theyre having tomorrow, said Brucie.

Not tomorrow, said Ms. Groome. Saturday morning, eight thirty, at the high school.

Even better, said Brucie.

Ms. Groome pursed her lips, totally focused now on Brucie. There was lots to be said for having Brucie in class. Ingrid tuned out, just in time to catch that big black bird disappear around a bend in the river. No way this had anything to do with her, no way shed be one of the chosen three. She shouldnt even have been in this section, Algebra Two. There were four math classes in eighth gradeAlgebra One for the geniuses, Algebra Two for good math students who didnt rise to the genius level, Pre-Algebra, where Ingrid should have been and would have been happily, if her parents hadnt crawled on their knees to Ms. Groome, and Math One, formerly remedial math, for the kids out on parole.

Math blowouts on Saturday morning. Who thinks these things up? Grown-ups, of course, the kind with a sense of humor like that warden in Escape from Alcatraz. Ingrid was half aware of Ms. Groome scrawling long chains of numbers on the blackboard, all dim and fuzzy. She wrote a noteWhats the word for stuff like giant midget or MathFest?balled it up, and tossed it discreetly over to Mias desk across the aisle. Mia was the smartest kid in the class, should have been in Algebra One, but she and her mom had moved from New York last year and the school had messed up.

Mia flattened out the note, read it, wrote an answer. The sun, one of those little fall suns, more silver than gold, shone on Mias handher fingers, skin, everything about her, so delicate. She rolled the note back up, flicked it underhanded across the aisle. Ingrid reached for it, but all at once, so sudden she wasnt sure for a moment that it had really happened, another hand darted into the picture and snatched the note out of the air. Nothing delicate about this hand, skin scaly, knuckles all swollen.

What could be so important? said Ms. Groome, unfolding the note. Im dying to find out. The sun glared off fingerprints on her glasses, hiding her eyes. She read the note, stuck it in her pocket, returned to the front of the class. Her mouth opened, just a thin sharklike slit. Some withering remark was on the way, but at that very moment, like a message from above, the bell rang.

Class over! Saved by the bell! Chairs started scraping all over the room as the kids got up. Hubbub, and lots of it. Thanksgiving couldnt come soon enough.

Just a second, said Ms. Groome, not so much raising her voice over the bedlam as cutting through it like an ice pick. Everyone froze. We still havent chosen our MathFest team.

Brucie raised his hand.

Thank you, Bruce. Congratulations.

Oh, no, said Brucie. Wait. I was just going to say lets do it tomorrow.

Ms. Groome didnt seem to hear. Any volunteers for the other two spots?

There were none.

Then the pleasure will be mine, said Ms. Groome. She smiled, if smiling meant the corners of the mouth twisting up and teeth making a brief appearance. Mia. Ingrid. Everybody wish our team good luck.

Go team, said everybody, in a great mood because it wasnt them.

But wait, said Brucie.



I could get sick, Brucie said on the bus ride home.

Someone snickered.

What if I forged a note? Brucie said. With Adobe Photoshop I could make it look like a doctors

Zip it, guy, said the driver, Mr. Sidney, his BATTLE OF THE CORAL SEA cap slanted low over his eyes, like a ship captain in rough seas. Brucie zipped it; the other choice was walking the rest of the way, as Brucie had learned on the first day of school last year and then had to relearn again just last week.

Mr. Sidney stopped in front of Ingrids house.

See you, petunia, he said. Girls were petunia to Mr. Sidney, guys guy. Things must have been a lot different when he was growing up.

Ingrid stepped off the bus, started up the brick path to her house. Ninety-nine Maple Lane was the only place shed ever lived. Not the biggest, newest, or fanciest house in the neighborhood, Riverbend, but there were lots of good things about it. Such as the breakfast nook in the kitchen with windows on three sides, where the familyMom, Dad, Ingrid, and her brother, Ty, a freshman at Echo Falls High (home of the Red Raiders)ate just about all their meals; and the living-room fireplace, the bricks set in zigzags that matched the brick patterns in the chimney and front walk, a nice touch in Ingrids opinion; and maybe most of all her bedroom at the back, overlooking the town woodsthe smallest room in the house, excluding bathrooms, and the most peaceful.

Ingrid went around to the side, unlocked the mudroom door. Nigel ambled out.

Hey, boy, said Ingrid, reaching down to pat him.

Nigel loved to be patted, maybe his second favorite thing, next to food. But now he changed course, making a kind of slow-motion swerve that took him just out of reach of her hand.

Nigel?

Nigel, crossing the lawn, swiveled his head around in her direction, walking one way, looking another. He had a jowly face and tweedy sort of coat, just like Nigel Bruce, whod played Dr. Watson in the old black-and-white Sherlock Holmes movies; Ingrid, a lover of Sherlock Holmes, had them all on DVD. Her Nigel, like Dr. Watson, could be slow on the uptake. Unlike Dr. Watson, he wasnt always reliable.

For example, the way he was now avoiding eye contact and had resumed his course, headed for the road. Nigel wasnt allowed on the road. Ingrid, with a book in hand called Training Even the Dumbest Dog, had spent hours with Nigel, teaching him not to leave the property, rewarding his eventual success with a pig-out of Hebrew Nationals, his hot dog of choice.

Nigel paused at the edge of the lawn, right forepaw raised in the attitude of one of those clever pointing dogs that understand commands in several languages. Was he remembering those hot dogs, even maybe just a little bit?

Nigel?

He stepped onto the street, a dainty little movementlike Zero Mostel in the Producers movie, one of Ingrids favoritesthat still surprised her and always meant no good. The next moment he was picking up the pace, pushing himself into that waddling trot, his top speed.

Nigel!

Ingrid dropped her backpack, hurried after him. Nigel tried to go fastershe could tell from the furious way his scruffy tail was wagging, slowing him down if anything. He reached the other side of Maple Lane, sniffed at the Grunellos grass, and then made a beeline for the stone angel birdbath that stood by their front door.

Dont you dare, said Ingrid, running across the lawn.

Too late. Nigel raised his leg against the birdbath.

Ingrid grabbed his collar and dragged him away, trailing a golden arc all the way back to the road. Nigel didnt like the Grunellos, a quiet middle-aged couple who were kind to animals, never bothered anybody, and spent a lot of time away. Like now, please God. At the edge of the driveway he snatched up the Grunellos copy of The Echo.

Put that down.

But he clung to the rolled-up newspaper with all his might until they were back at the mudroom door. Then he dropped it in a casual sort of way and scrambled inside.

Kiss those hot dogs good-bye, Ingrid said. She could hear him panting in the kitchen as though hed just performed some incredible feat.

Ingrid picked up The Echo, kind of drooly and tattered now. Shed have to make a trade, dropping their own copy back on the Grunellos lawn. But the delivery kid had missed them today.

Ingrid went inside, glancing at the front page. The big story was SENIOR CENTER OPENS WITH A BANG, accompanied by a photo of some white-haired people laughing their heads off around a flowerpot. Below that was something about new rules from the Conservation Commission, pretty much chewed through, and below that, under a headline that read ECHO FALLS NEWCOMER, was a photo of a striking woman who looked to be a little younger than Mom. She actually resembled Momdark hair, big almond-shaped eyesbut although Mom was beautiful, you couldnt call her striking. Ingrid gazed more closely, saw the prominent cheekbones, the fine shape of the lips, everything perfect, if a bit severe; maybe not like Mom after all.


Ms. Julia LeCaine, formerly of Manhattan, has moved to Echo Falls to take the position of vice president of operations for the Ferrand Group.



Hey. Dad worked for the Ferrand Group. And he was a vice president too.


Ms. LeCaine, a graduate of Princeton University with an MBA from the Wharton School of Business, founded an Internet company. A former outstanding soccer player, she was a Team USA alternate in 1992. Welcome to Echo Falls, Ms. LeCaine!



Ingrid went into the kitchen, took a Fresca from the fridge. Bliss, essence of. Whoever invented Fresca was a genius. Could that be an actual job, inventing sodas? A whole new career possibility arose, handy backup in case her number-one choice, acting and directing on stage and screen, didnt pan out.

Ingrid drained the can to the last drop, opened the trash cupboard under the sink.

Thats funny, she said.

At the top of the trash bagwhich needed to be replaced, Tys joblay The Echo, todays Echo, still rolled up. How could that be? Mom and Dad were at work, wouldnt be home for a couple hours at least, and Ty was at football practice, the only freshman on the varsity. Ingrid glanced over at Nigel, lying by the water bowl with one paw over his eyes in that way he had, as if warding off the light. Nigelgetting out of the locked house, retrieving the paper, depositing it in the trash, locking himself back in? Only in an upside-down universe.

Ingrid heard a footstep somewhere upstairs. Oh my God. She recalled a moment like this once before, when shed helped Chief Strade solve the Cracked-Up Katie case. A creepy moment that led to all sorts of scary things. She stood motionless by the kitchen sink. Another footstep, right overhead. That would be Mom and Dads office, the extra bedroom on the second floor. And was there something familiar about that footstep? Did footsteps have a sound unique to every person, like fingerprints but much harder to distinguish? Ingrid didnt know; but she thought she recognized that footstep.

She went into the front hall, up the stairs, turned left toward the office. The door was half open. Ingrid peeked in.

Dad was at the desk, his back to her. The computer was on and he wore a suitall Dads suits were really nice, with sleeve buttons that you could actually unbuttonbut he wasnt working. Instead he was slumped forward, his head on the desk.

Dad? Are you all right?

He sat up quickly and swiveled around. Ingrid caught a glimpse of his face as she rarely saw itpale and anxious. Then came a smile and in a second he looked more like himself, the handsomest dad in Echo Falls.

Hi, cutie, he said. What are you doing here?

Me? said Ingrid. Im home from school.

Oh, said Dad. Right.

Everything okay, Dad?

Sure, said Dad. He glanced at the computer, switched it off. Just punched out a little early. All work and no play He paused, waiting for her to finish.

Makes Dad a dull boy, Ingrid said.

He laughed.

The computer was blank now, but Ingrid had quick eyes and theyd grabbed that last fading screen: Jobs.com.







two



ANYONE SEEN The Echo? Mom said, setting the takeout cartons from Ta Tung on the table. I need to check the listings. Mom was a real estate agent at Riverbend Properties and also wrote all their advertising, which The Echo didnt always get right.

Dad, coming in from the living room with a glass in his hand, paused for an instant, a tiny wave of golden liquid slopping over the rim. Ingrid concentrated on laying out the plates and silverware, plus chopsticks for herself. Ty, in his chair, waiting with fork in one hand and knife in the other, was the only one who responded.

Did you get the Mongolian ribs? he said. Not an answer, exactly, but Ty loved Mongolian ribs.

Mom pointed to one of the cartons, at the same time kicking off her heels and sliding into her sheepskin slippers. They sat down to dinner.

How was everyones day? she said.

Great, said Ingrid.

Anything special happen?

Nope.

What are you reading in English?

Nothing.

Nothing?

Were doing adverb packets, Ingrid said. Were supposed to use lots of adverbs.

You are?

Incessantly, said Ingrid.

Mom laughed. Dad had a big gulp of his drink. Ty said, Any crispy duck?

Mom passed him a carton. How about you, Ty?

Me what? said Ty, stabbing the biggest piece of duck.

Your day, said Mom.

Ty shrugged.

Dad looked up. How was practice? he said.

Not bad, said Ty, pouring plum sauce over everything on his plate.

Whove you got on Friday?

Rocky Hill.

With that quarterback B.C.s going after? Dad asked.

Ty, his knife in that stabbing grip he always used no matter how often Mom corrected him, cut off some crispy duck and started chewing, mouth open. B.C.? he said.

Boston College, Dad said, his tone sharpening. A D-One school, in case you hadnt heard. Hes got a gun for an arm. Didnt the coaches tell you?

Maybe, said Ty, stabbing another piece. I dont remember.

Dad slammed his hand on the table, so unexpected it made Ingrid jump. Damn it, he said. You think thats good enough?

Huh? said Ty.

Because the world doesnt work that way, buddy boy. Dad rose, picked up his drink, left the room.

Mark? said Mom.

He didnt answer. Ingrid heard his footsteps in the front hall, then up the stairs.

Whats he so pissed about? said Ty.

Mom had beautiful skin, the darkest in the family and very soft, the only flaws being two vertical lines on her forehead, just between the eyes. Sometimes they were hardly visible; at other timesnow for examplethey deepened. Ingrid thought of them as a measuring device, like a barometer, for predicting the weather in Momworld.

Excuse me, Mom said, folding her napkin. Her footsteps faded fast, those sheepskin slippers making almost no sound at all.

Ty and Ingrid looked at each other. What does Dad do, exactly? Ingrid asked.

Huh? said Ty. Works for Mr. Ferrand, you know that. Pass those egg rolls.

How much are you going to eat?

Got to get my weight up. Ty bit off half an egg roll. These are the best, he said, or something like thathard to understand him with his mouth so full.

Its because of the ends, Ingrid said.

The ends?

The way Ta Tung egg rolls have those browned ends, Ingrid said. No one else does that.

Ty examined the remaining end of his egg roll. Browned, he said. Cool. He gave her a quick look. How do you know stuff like that?

From Sherlock Holmes, of course, who believed in the importance of observing small things. But one small thing Ingrid had noticed was the way most peoples eyes glazed over when she got started on Holmes. She just shrugged and said, What does Dad do for Mr. Ferrand?

They develop things, Ty said. Invest. Dads the number-two guy, vice president.

How many vice presidents are there?

Just Dad. Gonna eat that last one?

Ingrid passed Ty the last egg roll.

Somewhere upstairs a door closed. Dads voice rose for a moment. Then Mom said something and Dad got quieter. The whole house grew quiet, except for Tys chewing.

Time to clean up.

Rock paper scissors, Ingrid said.

Ty nodded. They made fists. Their eyes met. They tried to read each others minds.

One, two, three, said Ty.

They pumped their hands. He was going for rock, beyond doubt. There was no one Ingrid knew better than Ty. She flashed spread fingerspaper.

And Ty: scissors. Scissors? He never did scissors. Dont forget the countertops, he said on his way out.

Ingrid cleaned up. First came scraping off the plates. That meant opening the trash cupboard and again setting eyes on The Echotwo copies now, theirs and the Grunellos. Ms. Julia LeCaine, formerly blah blahvice president of operations. Did that make Dad vice president of everything else? Maybe it was a good thing. Maybe the richer the company, the more vice presidents. Microsoft probably had thousands, all of them with money piling up faster than they could count. If they got rich, the four of them, this family, the first thing shed buy would bewhat, exactly? Ingrid, loading the dishwasher, was trying to come up with the perfect kickass something when the doorbell rang.

Ingrid went to the hall, switched on the outside light, opened the door. Sean Rubino? Sean was the older brother of her best friend, Stacy, and had dropped Stacy off at the house once or twice, but hed never come to the door.

Yo, he said.

Ingrid peered past him. His car, a dinged-up old Firebird with a HELL ON WHEELS bumper sticker, was parked on the street, no one in it.

Hi, Ingrid said. Had he come to pick Stacy up? Shes not here.

Who? said Sean.

Stacy. And come to think of it, wasnt his license suspended because of that DUI thing on Labor Day?

Im looking for Ty, Sean said.

Ty? Sean and Ty werent friends. Sean was two years older for one thing, a junior at Echo Falls High, and also not into sports, although he was pretty big.

He in? said Sean.

Ingrid gazed up at him. Sean looked a lot like his sister: same broad face, same color hairalthough hers wasnt gelled up like thatbut the feeling you got from seeing them was very different. Ill get him, she said.

He came in, stood in the hall, glanced around.

Ingrid went upstairs. Mom and Dads door was closed, Tys open. He had a pile of books on his desk but was playing a video game.

Sean Rubinos here to see you, Ingrid said.

Ty turned away from an exploding worm creature. Yeah? Tell him to come up.

Ingrid paused. You want Sean Rubino to come up?

Tys eyes got that squinty look she knew so well. Whats your problem?

Ingrid went downstairs. Dads golf clubs stood in the corner by the door. Sean was over there, examining the putter.

He says go up, said Ingrid. Second door on the right.

Sean slid the putter back into Dads bag and went upstairs. She didnt like the way he put his hand on the rail, which was crazy.

Ingrid got her backpack and sat down at the kitchen table, her first choice homework venue. She closed her eyes, pulled out a book. Whatever it was, shed do first. Except it turned out to be math. She tried again. English. That was better.

The assignment: Write ten complete, grammatical sentences using two adverbs in each.

Ingrid went to the fridge, snapped open a Fresca. Ah.


1. This corpse has been frozen recently, said Sherlock Holmes icily.

2. Holmes stepped into the hansom cab handsomely as the horse neighed nasally.

3. Dr. Watson coughed harumphingly when the woman in red



Ingrid heard footsteps coming down the stairs. The front door opened and closed. She went to the hall, looked out the window in time to see Sean driving off in the Firebird, one taillight out. He turned right on Avondale and disappeared. Ingrid was about to return to her homework when headlights flashed down the street. A second car drove by, also turning right on Avondale. This one read ECHO FALLS POLICE on the drivers door, and in smaller letters: CHIEF. But Ingrid would have recognized Chief Gilbert L. Strade anyway, just from the massive silhouetted form behind the wheel.



Homework all done, at least to her satisfaction. Sometimes Ingrid was easily pleased. Up in her room, she went online, sent an IM to Stacy.


Gridster22: sean was here

Powerup77: ???

Gridster22: to see ty

Powerup77: sean my stupid bro?

Gridster22: yup

Powerup77: wha for?

Gridster22: im asking u

Powerup77: dunnowanna come over after the game?

Gridster22: sounds gooooooodill




Ty poked his head in the door.

Got a minute? he said.


Gridster22: cul8tr



What? said Ingrid.

Need a safety, he said.

What about Dad?

They went to bed.

Why so early?

Do I look like a search engine? Ty said. You gonna help me or not?

Ingrid went to the basement with Ty. They had practically a whole gym down thereStairMaster, treadmill, slant board, bench press, and machines for leg curls, leg extensions, leg presses, ab crunches, delt thises and pec thats, none of which Ingrid ever used. Shed read in a magazineon the letters-to-the-editor page, actually, just a letter from some reader who didnt even have an MD after his name, but it did get printedthat thirteen was too young for weight training. No sense taking chances.

Ty went to the bench press, slid a forty-five-pound plate on each end of the bar, then added two twenty-fives. Forty-five plus forty-five was ninety, plus fifty made one thirty, and dont forget the weight of the bar itself, forty-five more: one eighty-five. Wow. The most shed ever seen him do was two twenty-fives on each endone forty-fiveand that had been only a few weeks ago. Those iron plates: so big.

What are you looking at? he said.

Nothing.

Ty lay down on the bench. Ingrid stood at the end, ready to help if he had trouble raising the bar back up to the cradle. But what kind of help could she be with one eighty-five? Ingrid weighed ninety-four pounds.

Ty gripped the bar, his fingers wriggling around for the spot that felt right. He planted his feet on the floor, first wriggling them a bit too. Then he took a deep breath, jerked all that weight up out of the cradle, lowered it to his chest, pushed up again.

One, said Ingrid.

Down. Up.

Two.

He grunted.

Three.

The grunts got louder. His face got red. His eyes bugged out. He looked like a freak. But he did ten. Ten at one eighty-five, and lowered the bar into the cradle with no help.

Hey, Ingrid said.

Ty lay on the bench, chest rising and falling, the muscles stretching his T-shirt. RED RAIDER FOOTBALL it said on the front. BIGGER, FASTER, STRONGER.

What was Sean doing over here? Ingrid said.

Nothing, said Ty, reaching up for the bar. He took a few deep breaths. Ready, he said, and lifted on the last exhale.

One, said Ingrid. This was what being a slave master in a Roman galley must have been like, easy work but boring and a bit smelly. Ty grunted louder, got redder and more bug-eyed, but did ten more.

Good job, she said.

He got up, rubbing his shoulder. Ingrid turned to go. One more set, he said. He fetched two tens from the weight stack, added them to the bar.

One eighty-five plus twenty? That madeWhat are you doing? Ingrid said.

Just three reps, said Ty.

Whoa, said Ingrid.

Did I ask for your opinion? said Ty.

He lay on the bench, grasped the bar, planted his feet, took a huge deep breath, pushed. The bar lifted off the cradle. Ty lowered it to his chest, grunted, tried to heave the weight back up, a vein popping out in his neck, all blue and throbbing. Slowly, oh so slowly, the bar rose. Ingrid heard his teeth grinding, got ready to say one. But at that moment, the bar still maybe six inches below the cradle, Tys arms started shaking and the bar stalled.

A little help, he said, almost in a normal tone of voice.

Help? What was she supposed

Help! This time not normal at all.

Ingrid stepped forward, grabbed the bar, her hands between his, his upside-down face, purple now, right under all that iron. She bent her legs, drove up with all her might. The bar didnt budge, except for the quiver from the way Tys arms were shaking.

Damn it, said Ty. Lift.

Ingrid found a little extra. Now she was grunting too. They grunted together, fighting the weight of that bar. It rose, inch by inch, up to cradle level and clanged into place. For a second she felt lighter than air, as though she could float up to the ceiling.

That was lucky, Ingrid said.

You dont know what the hell youre talking about, Ty said.

Huh?

He sat up, pulled off his T-shirt, mopped his face. Im so damn weak.

Maybe mentally, Ingrid said.

His voice rose, that deep man voice he sometimes had now. Youre such a jerk, he said, throwing the T-shirt at her.

Ingrid ducked. For just a second, a scary second, she thought he might hit her. Theyd had an incident or two like that in the past. Instead he turned and drove his fist into the padded bench, very hard, making a sound that boomed through the house. He was acting so weird. What was wrong with him? And his back: Ty had always been one of those lucky acne-free kids, and his face still was smooth and unblemished. But under the ceiling lights, she could see dark-red pimples all over his upper back. He rose and started stripping off the weights.



In the morning when Ingrid went downstairs, Mom and Ty were already gone. Echo Falls High started half an hour before Ferrand Middle, and Mom went right by it on her way to work. That meant Ingrid and Dad ate a lot of breakfasts together, Dad never going in before his nine-oclock meeting with Mr. Ferrand. Dad would read her little snippets from The Wall Street Journal, and Ingrid would eat the kind of things she ate when no one was paying attention. But today The Wall Street Journal was still in its plastic wrapper and Dad was already packing his briefcase, tie knotted, suit jacket on.

Morning, Dad.

Morning, he said, barely looking up. Going in a little early today.

Something special happening?

Probably be going in a little early for the foreseeable future.

How come?

Globalization, if you want to put it in one word.

A word that was in the air, even if Ingrid didnt really understand it. What does it mean, anyway?

Means were all going to have to work harder, Dad said. Including you.

Me?

Not just you, said Dad. Kids in general.

Kids have to work harder?

Thats the future. Big forces are on the move.

What kind of forces?

History will judge.

Dad poured coffee into a thermoshe never did that, always enjoyed his second cup at homeand headed for the door that led from the kitchen to the garage.

I like your shirt, Dad. A beautiful deep blue with white collar and cuffs, but Dad, already out the door, didnt hear. For the first time in her life, Ingrid felt a little nostalgic. History would judge how hard she was working? The future sounded grim.







End of sample
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