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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!"
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