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Chapter 1
 
 
I swear, every time we move to another town and I have to start over at another school, my mother looks at me and thinks, “Maybe this time she’ll make some friends.” She’s a realist. She never advises me to go out there and be myself. Instead she tells me to use this fresh start to reinvent myself, which means to fix whatever is wrong with me.
All I want is to be invisible. My plan for senior year at my new school: Get straight A’s and get into a top-tier college. But this move is different from all the others. This time, my dad keeps reminding me, we’re moving home, to the town where he grew up. This isn’t Texas (which is like another planet) or California (which is like another universe). My entire life, this has been the one place we’ve always returned to, but up until now, only for short visits. There’s the park where I learned to ride a bike, the ice cream shop that makes the world’s best mint chocolate chip, the hill behind my grandmother’s house where my brother and I used to go sledding on snowy Christmases. Maybe this time I can let my guard down a little and not just be the quiet new girl. Or maybe that’s just wishful thinking.
The other day I was sitting on the back deck struggling to start my summer reading (and let me just say whoever cast Keira Knightley as Elizabeth Bennet cannot have read Pride and Prejudice), when I heard a girl’s voice through the fence between our yard and our neighbors’.
“I don’t know,” the voice said, “my mom wants me to invite her to hang out this weekend… No! I haven't seen her, but my mom says she’s cute… Uh-huh. A little pudgy… I know, right? My mom, like, had a tea party with her or something the other day... Yeah, like with a tea pot and everything... They’re coming to the cookout this weekend... Hell, no! He’s not my father... Whatever... Okay, see you tonight.”
Then I heard a sliding door open and shut. The voice had been talking about me. I was the one her mother “like, had a tea party with” a few days earlier. I wondered if my parents knew we were going to some cookout and if Mrs. Morgan had really called me pudgy. 
I wished I’d never let that stupid woman in the door, with her Talbots clothes and fancy plate of store-bought cookies. She had rung the bell about a half an hour after my parents left for Home Depot. 
“Welcome to Hillside,” she chirped, extending the plate of cookies toward me as I opened the door. “I’m Patty Morgan! Your neighbor!” She gestured toward the house to the left of ours. She stood there smiling at me, her hands clasped in front of her chest like a girl scout awaiting a merit badge. When I didn’t say anything, she tried to peek around me into the house and asked, “Are your parents home?”
I felt like I was in a made-for-TV movie. “Are your parents home” are the magic words that unleash unspeakable horrors. I shook my head.
“They’ll be back soon,” I said, when she continued to stand there expectantly. And then, without quite realizing what I was doing, I invited her in for tea. I guess a week of being cooped up with just my mom and dad for company had started to get to me.
She followed me into the kitchen, the one room of the house my mom had somewhat organized. I filled the kettle and set out the teapot and two cups and saucers beside the plate of cookies.
“Lovely!” she said, settling onto a stool at the kitchen island. “Like playing tea party! I usually just nuke water for tea in the microwave.”
I wished the water would hurry up and boil. It was a mistake letting her in. My mom would be furious—the house was still a mess and this woman obviously wanted to spy on us. Besides, what did I have to talk about with a woman as old as my mom?
“So you must be in high school,” she said, her eyes shamelessly scanning our kitchen, taking everything in.
I told her I’d be a senior.
“So will my daughter Maura,” she said, raising her eyebrows.
This comment piqued my interest in my new neighbor. I thought it would be good to meet some people before school started. This was, of course, before I actually heard Maura talking on the phone.
“I would have guessed you were a freshman or sophomore at best,” Mrs. Morgan said. Noticing my expression, she added, “Believe me, one day you’ll be happy you look young.”
I forced a smile. The kettle whistled and I filled the teapot.
Then Mrs. Morgan started plying me with questions about myself. I’ve been well-schooled in etiquette for interacting with grownups. Rule #1: Answer their questions politely to show how appreciative you are that they are faking an interest in you. I found myself babbling away about English class and how I used to do swim team because my dad thought everyone should participate in sports, but I really hated it, and I only joined because there were no cuts.
Mrs. Morgan is a smooth operator. By the time she started pumping me for information about my parents and why we had moved to Hillside, it didn’t even occur to me not to answer. It’s not like we have any secrets, but my mom is a very private person. If she had heard me tell Mrs. Morgan about my dad’s new job as CFO at St. Maria’s Hospital, she would have killed me. When I mentioned it, Mrs. Morgan’s eyes lit up the way cartoon characters’ eyes turn to dollar signs when they think they’ve hit the jackpot. Mrs. Morgan is clever, though. She knew better than to linger on the subject of my parents for long. Instead she asked me how I was adjusting to the new neighborhood.
The truth: I don’t like it at all. I wanted to live in the New England of Little Women with old houses on a charming town common, but I got McMansions on Corn Row Avenue, Pumpkin Patch Terrace, Hayfield Lane. Seriously. And the whole thing is arranged like a maze with winding streets that sometimes connect to others and sometimes dead end in cul-de-sacs like the one we share with the Morgans. It’s like a medieval fortress designed to confuse advancing armies so they never reach the castle. Every time my mom goes out on an errand, she gets lost coming or going or both. It’s tragic. Since no one ever seems to be out in the perfect green yards, she can’t even ask directions. My dad might have to overcome his hatred of GPS units if she doesn’t figure it out soon.
But I didn’t say that to Mrs. Morgan. Instead I said, “It’s really quiet.”
“As long as we keep Maura inside,” Mrs. Morgan said laughing. At the time I didn’t know what she meant, but now I do.
Anyway my parents eventually came back and as anticipated my mother was pissed that I let a “stranger” in. But she put on her polite face until Mrs. Morgan left. Then she grounded me, which was no punishment at all since I didn’t know anyone here and I had nowhere to go.
 
*          *          *
 
“You look like a page right out of the L. L. Bean catalog,” I tell my mother, having been summoned to give my opinion of her outfit for the Morgans’ cookout. I’m pretty sure she actually opened to a page of the catalog and ordered the entire outfit off of one of the models: khaki skirt, nautical blue-and-white-striped twin set with the sweater draped across her shoulders and tied in the front, a woven belt, and slip-on campus boat shoes. I watch her inspect herself in the mirror.
“You know it’s like 85° out, right?” I ask. “You really won’t need a sweater.”
“Are you making fun of me?” she asks, turning to look at me. “And what are you going to wear?”
I stand up from her bed and pose. I have on a jean skirt, a black T-shirt, and flip-flops.
She frowns. “What about your hair?”
Again with the hair. She hated it a couple of years ago when I cut it short because it was “too boyish.” She hates it now because “it just hangs there like a mop.” She thinks I need layers to make it “squishy” and “cute.” I like it how it is—simple, shoulder-length, easy to put in a ponytail.
“Can you put some mousse in it or something, make it look nice? And how about some earrings? Do you have to wear that necklace?”
I have on a hemp rope necklace with a big multicolored bead in the center of it. My brother Jeff gave it to me for my birthday and I wear it all the time. He’s in college, and this summer he isn’t coming home at all because he has some internship. I don’t blame him for not coming home—I mean, this isn’t any home he’s ever known—but I wish he were here. Everything is easier with him around.
I agree to put on some earrings and scoot from the room before she can make any more “suggestions.”
 
*          *          *
 
From the window of the unpacked mess of my room, I can see into the Morgans’ backyard. The pool water glitters in the sun. The table on the deck has been dressed up with a festive tablecloth. As much as my mother’s obsession with appearances drives me nuts, I know she’s just nervous, and I am too. It’s like my first day at a new school, except instead of blending into a crowd of a thousand kids, jocks and nerds alike, I will have to face Maura and her friends all alone.
I’ve practically only eaten fruit all week in hopes that I’ll look good for these new people who can make or break my senior year with one word. I hate myself for caring so much, but I feel along my jaw for a double chin anyway. My face definitely looks thinner around my cheekbones. I wish it wasn’t too hot for long pants that would hide my stubby legs, but if I can’t be skinny, at least I can avoid being one big pit stain.
 
*          *          *
 
Mrs. Morgan descends upon us the minute we arrive, gushing over the cucumber salad my mom brought. We follow her like little puppies on parade, shaking hands with some of the neighbors and Mr. Morgan and Billy, their five-year-old son who is covered in the sticky residue of purple popsicles.
Maura is sitting on the far side of the pool with her friends. She has on a red and white bikini and is flicking red polish over her fingernails. She’s wearing big, stylish sunglasses, and her hair is arranged in a perfect mess atop her head. Mrs. Morgan seems hesitant to take us over to her daughter or even to approach the group herself. She tells us to wait and then she goes to get Maura. Obediently we watch her circle the pool and return with her daughter.
Maura flashes a smile and gives a coy hello. She speaks with a sugary drawl. She declines shaking my parents’ hands—wet nail polish—but she answers their questions politely enough.
“Why don’t you introduce Lizzie to your friends?” Mrs. Morgan suggests.
Maura smiles again and turns to me. “My mom said you used to live in California. We’re dying to get to know you.”
So I join the circle of half-dressed girls sitting in the sun looking bored. Maura makes quick introductions. The girls’ names are Tina, Jessica, and Katherine. All of them wear tiny bikinis and flashy sunglasses and have long messy hair. And they all greet me with close-lipped smiles. And then no one says anything.
Finally, to break the silence, I ask, “Are you all on the cheerleading squad or something?” I mean, they look like Laker Girls or Playboy Bunnies. It seems like a logical question.
“Oh my God, no!” Jessica answers. “Cheerleading is social death! You weren’t a cheerleader at your old school, were you?”
I shake my head.
“Good. And if you really were, don’t tell anyone,” she says. “So, like, what do you do at school?”
“Study,” I say.
“No, like, sports or drama or something? We do drama. Maura does costumes and makeup, and Katherine and I act.”
Before I can respond Maura interrupts. “Didn’t my mom tell you it was a pool party? You should’ve worn your bathing suit. She said you did swim team.”
“Uh, yeah, I’m not much of a swimmer,” I say.
“But you told her you swam at your old school,” Maura insists.
“My dad made me,” I say.
“We don’t swim either,” Jessica says. “The water turns my hair green, but at least we can work on our tans out here. Aren’t you worried you’ll get funny tan lines?”
I’m thankful that Jessica appears to be genuinely interested in having a conversation, but I also suspect she isn’t too bright and that she has probably missed all the cues from the others to shut up. “I don’t really sunbathe,” I say. “Actually I was just wishing I’d thought to put on sunscreen before I came over.”
“And you being from California!” Jessica says, her eyes searching me for proof. 
“We have sunscreen. Jess, be a doll and go ask my mom,” Maura says.
“You’re from California?” Tina asks dubiously.
“Most recently from North Carolina. We left California when I was in middle school.”
“Oh. North Carolina,” she says, like somehow that clears up everything.
“I was in California once,” Katherine chimes in. “We went to San Diego. My mom wouldn’t let us go to Tijuana, though.”
“Tijuana’s pretty dirty. You didn’t miss much,” I say.
“It’s supposed to be really fun.” Katherine’s voice takes on a defensive edge. 
“I know, but I’m just saying, San Diego is really nice but Tijuana isn’t.”
“Well I would have liked to see for myself. Maybe I would’ve liked it.” 
I’m not trying to be stubborn about it and see no need to continue the conversation. Katherine clearly finds me objectionable, so I drop it. I’m glad when Jessica returns. She hands me a bottle of Waterbabies SPF 50 and shrugs. “That was all Mrs. Morgan could find,” she says, but I’m just grateful she came back with real sun block and not some kind of tanning oil SPF 4. Jessica plops back down onto the lounge chair. “So anyway, I really want to know about California,” she says. Apparently she did not forget where she’d left off in our conversation when Maura sent her on her little errand. 
“You missed it, Jess. She hasn’t lived in California since middle school,” Tina says. Katherine just rolls her eyes.
“Oh! Well it’s not like middle school was that long ago. She probably still remembers some stuff. I’ve always wanted to go to California. I’m going to go there for college if my parents let me,” Jessica says, turning to me.
“Sure. What do you want to know?”
“Well, you know, what’s it like?”
“When did you say the guys are getting here?” Katherine asks Maura before I can answer Jessica.
“After Jim’s baseball game.”
“I hope that’s soon. Can I have that nail polish? I want to do my toes.”
Maura hands it to her and turns back to me. “I want to hear about California, too.”
“To see the sunset over the ocean. That would be amazing,” Jessica says. She is about the cheesiest person I’ve ever met, but in a sweet way.
“It’s a big state, you know. I lived in Southern California, so I can’t tell you much about San Francisco or anything, but it’s pretty nice where I lived. Warm all the time, if you like that. People are pretty nice. I mean, everyone’s trying to get famous, but still people are mostly nice.” I try to give the safest answer I can, nothing controversial. I don’t bother with cynicism, since I am sure at least one-third of my audience—the third that actually wants to talk to me—won’t get it. No need to mention that I prefer to live in places where the four seasons are different from one another, that I like open green spaces, or that I despise all the phonies who’ll do anything to get on TV. 
“Ooh, did you ever see celebrities?” Jessica wants to know.
“Yeah, a few times, but not up close. I never met any.”
“Oh.”
“You have to remember, I was pretty young. I was never hanging out on Sunset Boulevard or anything.” 
Jessica nods. I’m sure she is thinking how if she moves to California she’ll know where to hang out to spot celebs. 
“So that’s it?” Maura says. “It’s warm and people are nice?” Maura isn’t impressed and I am sort of glad. I don’t think I would like myself much if there was anything I could say that would impress Maura. 
I notice that my parents have installed themselves at the umbrella table and are not talking to anyone. Mom probably refuses to let dad leave her side. “It’s been great to meet all of you, but I think I’ll just go see how my parents are doing,” I say.
“No, you should stay,” Jessica says. “Don’t you want to meet the guys?”
“Maybe some other time. My mom gets really shy and I’m afraid she thinks she has to stay if I stay.”
“Well you should come out with us sometime. We can show you around,” Jessica offers.
I just smile and try to walk away as gracefully as possible, hoping that the backs of my legs aren’t horribly covered in stripes from the sticky lawn chair.
 
*          *          *
 
“Did you notice how they were dressed?” I ask my mom later when she suggests I try to make friends with Maura.
“Well, it was a pool party of a sort.” 
“They don’t want to be my friends. They were totally fake, and some of them couldn’t even fake friendliness.”
“They’re probably intimidated by you.”
“Right.” They were intimidated by me. Four skinny beauty queens. For one thing, they have safety in numbers. Maybe one of them alone might be intimidated by the thought that I am somehow more sophisticated than them because my family moved around (and because I lived in California, which is apparently their Mecca), but four against one, why should they be intimidated? They can’t possibly be worried I’d steal their boyfriends. To them I am a weirdo with a few pounds to lose. And my mother’s desire for me to make friends with them is infuriating and absurd. She wants me to be the perfect, straight-A student and to be pretty and popular, but she doesn’t trust me to be either of those things without her firm hand guiding me. She has no clue what a walking contradiction she is. “What did you think of the adult crowd?” I ask, changing the subject.
“They seemed nice,” Mom says, not looking up from the box she’s unpacking.
“Did you talk to any of them?”
That makes her look up. “We were introduced to just about everyone there. They seemed very nice.” She bends back over the box for a moment and then pauses again. “Are you going to help me or are you going to just sit there?”
I had been planning on just sitting there. “I have to go do summer reading,” I say, excusing myself.
 
*          *          *
 
I know eavesdropping isn’t nice, but is it eavesdropping if you are sitting in your own backyard, minding your own business, and someone else talks so loud that you cannot help but hear? The fact is, my new neighborhood is a ghost town from nine to five, with one little exception: Our cul-de-sac, or more specifically, the Morgans’ pool deck. Apparently, Maura is used to being able to gab all day without anyone overhearing. All the adults are at work and all the kids are either at camp somewhere or are hiding in the air-conditioning playing video games. And I guess it doesn’t occur to her that I might be on the deck in the middle of the day; it’s not like we have a pool to sit by. But as it happens, I like being outside, and while the house is a mess of boxes and clutter, the deck is clean and calm. If I go out there to do my summer reading, my mom leaves me alone and even applauds my studious efforts. So while I sit as quiet as a librarian, book in hand, Maura gabs away at the top of her lungs, and once Maura gets started, she’s hard to ignore. Earlier today I overheard her half of a conversation that went something like this:
“She’s not going to be around this weekend… Nope. One of her pageants… You should come over… Uh-huh, I’m babysitting my brother… My parents won’t be home until like two A.M…. Hardly. I can’t, like, have a party with Billy in the next room…Just you and me…Play Monopoly!” She laughed. “I’m sure I can keep you entertained… OK, I’ll be waiting for you.” 
It’s pretty much what I expect of a girl like Maura, obviously luring some boy over while she’s supposed to be watching her brother. She’d been off the phone only a minute when it rang again.
“Hey,” she answered. “I know. I was on the other line… Shit, I have to babysit… My brother. I can’t get out of it… Yeah, you should see if she wants to go… She seems like a real party animal.” Maura laughed. “No seriously, though, she can probably drink you under the table.” More laughter. I wondered if they were talking about me. I knew they could have been talking about anyone, and I also knew that girls like them probably find plenty of people to ridicule, but still, I couldn’t help but wonder. “And what’s up with Jess? Why do we even hang out with that moron? Did you see the way she was hanging all over John? Talk about obvious… I know, right?... Well, I can’t go, and Katherine’s got some pageant, so it looks like you’re stuck with her… Oh, please, everyone knows she does pageants… She tells people herself! You can’t tell one person and expect that no one else’ll find out… Hold on, I got a beep.
“Hey… Yeah, she’s on the other line… Yeah, I heard about the party… Nope… Lemme call you back later.
“Tina?... Yeah, it was Jess… Listen, I gotta go. I’m supposed to drive Billy to karate… I know, right?... Good luck with Matt… Yeah, call me if you need to… okay. Bye!”
I heard a little shuffling from the other side of the fence, the slider opened and shut, and quiet returned to the neighborhood. 
I feel a little bad for listening to her conversations, but then again, it isn’t like Maura is acting secretive. It is hilarious to think of Katherine doing a pageant smile and wave. She wasn’t too smiley at the party. I do feel bad for Jessica, though, knowing her so-called friends talk about her like that. But then again, at least she has friends. 
 
 
 
 


Chapter 2
 
 
I’m not surprised when Mrs. Morgan knocks on the door on Friday afternoon to ask if I can babysit. I listened to Maura’s entire plot unfold the day before. The plan went something like this: Friday morning Maura told her mother that Tina’s boyfriend just broke up with her, so Maura needed to go be a good friend and cheer Tina up. Maura then helpfully suggested they ask their nice new neighbor to watch Billy. 
As Mrs. Morgan stands at the door explaining the pitiful situation, I am tempted to say no just to make Maura’s life more difficult. But then again, my curiosity is high; I want to get inside the house and see what Queen Maura’s life is like. Anyway, my mother doesn’t give me a chance to say no.
“Lizzie loves kids!” she says, coming up behind me at the door. “She’s a great babysitter!”
This is an embellishment. Children too young to speak in utterances that at least resemble sentences make me nervous, but I do have a fair amount of practice as a babysitter thanks to my dad, who is always encouraging his colleagues to call me whenever they need a sitter. He sees this as a win-win-win proposition: It saves me the embarrassment of another Friday or Saturday night at home; it keeps me in spending money so he doesn’t have to; and his colleagues have someone to babysit when they want a night out. The money is good. Most people come home and round up whatever hourly figure they promised me before they left.
“Wonderful!” Mrs. Morgan says, clasping her hands in front of her chest. She has a way of addressing me that makes me feel like some sort of munchkin in the presence of Glenda the Good Witch. “And what’s your usual rate?”
I pause. I hate it when they expect me to name the price.
“Don’t be silly,” my mother jumps in. “This is a favor between neighbors.” She gives me a knowing nod and smile.
“No, no, no—we’ll insist on paying Lizzie for her time,” Mrs. Morgan says. “I’ll talk to Maura and see what the going rate is these days among her friends. We rely on her so much that we never have to call a sitter anymore.” She smiles at me again. “OK, then! Tomorrow at six thirty.”
 
*          *          *
 
When I arrive, Mrs. Morgan explains that Billy was at soccer camp all day, so he will probably fall asleep early. I look across the breakfast bar that separates the kitchen and living room. Billy sits on an ottoman in the center of the floor in front of a huge TV. He doesn’t take his eyes off the video game he’s playing. I wonder if he even knows I’m here.
“You can make him this macaroni and cheese for supper,” Mrs. Morgan says, setting out a box and a saucepan. “Aside from using the stove and remembering to brush his teeth, he’s pretty self-sufficient. He’s old enough to entertain himself.”
I nod, half listening. I’m thinking about what I saw an hour ago. I was in the living room when I heard a car screech to a halt outside. When I looked out the window, I saw a red Volkswagen bug in front of the Morgans’ house. The driver beeped a couple times, and then Maura trotted down the driveway and gestured to the girl in the passenger seat who got out and moved to the backseat so Maura could ride shotgun. Then the little car peeled out, music blaring.
“Well, if you’re all set, I’ll be heading out,” Mrs. Morgan says.
“Sure. All set,” I answer.
Mrs. Morgan’s prediction that Billy will conk out early is accurate. He practically falls asleep in his dinner. By eight o’clock I have the house to myself. I sit in a recliner in the family room and try to read but I can’t concentrate. Looking around the room, I can’t help but think the décor is odd. The house, like my own, is a newer home built in the colonial style, but the Morgans have stylish, modern furniture and decorations inside. The couch, love seat, and recliner in the living room are all black leather, the smell of which is starting to get to me. The coffee table has a metal base and glass top, and the lamps in the room are all sleek and modern with shiny stainless steel bases. Everything is black, gray, or beige, colors that carry through the whole first floor and the hallway upstairs. When Mrs. Morgan gave me the tour, I noticed a few odd abstract sculptures on end tables or in corners. Not at all what you’d expect to find inside a plain green colonial with tidy tan shutters. The rooms look like a page from the IKEA catalog, but not as logically coordinated.
The one room Mrs. Morgan didn’t include on the tour was Maura’s room. “It’s a mess,” she said, gesturing toward the closed door. “We just keep the door shut. You know how it is,” she added, and then she looked at me and shook her head. “I’ll bet your room is always in order.”
“Not always,” I said. This is partially true. At the moment, my room is a mess, but my general habit is to keep it pretty neat. Since we moved in, I haven’t figured out how to organize things in my new room, and my parents haven’t had the time to help me get situated.
I know it isn’t right to go snooping around Maura’s room, but I want to anyway. After all, I’m doing Maura a favor, right? 
I try to put the thought out of my mind by turning on the TV, but I can’t figure out how to make it work. The Morgans have one of those Direct TV things, and none of the buttons I push on the oversized remote make a picture appear. 
I wander into the kitchen and look through the cupboards. This is one of my favorite babysitting diversions. The best babysitting jobs are those where the kids fall asleep early and the cabinets are full of snacks. Not much by way of tasty treats here, though. The Morgans have every manner of diet protein bar, low-fat cookie, and baked (not fried) potato chip, even two kinds of fat-free ice cream in the freezer, but nothing I can even imagine enjoying. In the back of the bread drawer, I find a half-eaten box of Fig Newtons, but when I try one, I discover that they must have been there since the dawn of time. 
No TV, nothing to eat, nothing good to read, and Maura’s room upstairs beckoning like a high tree limb to a curious kitty. I tiptoe up the stairs, listen for a moment at Billy’s door, and then creep down the hall to Maura’s door. The door swings open silently and I slip inside.
The room is indeed a mess; that wasn’t just an excuse Mrs. Morgan came up with to keep me out. The bed is unmade. There are clothes on the floor and a few sketchy half-full glasses of soda or juice or something on the bedside table. The room smells of perfume and hair spray from Maura’s pre-party preparations just a few hours ago. The dresser is littered with makeup tubes and compacts and hairstyling products. There are a few photos in the edge of the mirror, and I carefully lean across the dresser to take a look. Two are of Maura and a boy, both professional wallet-sized pictures from formal dances, and the other is a picture of Maura and a girl I didn’t recognize. Also on the dresser is a framed snapshot of Maura as a little girl, maybe six or seven, in a fancy dress, sitting on the lap of a middle-aged man with dark hair just turning gray around his temples. Too young to be her grandfather, but I can’t imagine who else it could be. Turning from the dresser, I notice that on the door of the closet Maura taped up Absolut Vodka ads from magazines. I wonder what Mrs. Morgan thinks about that, and then I conclude that Mrs. Morgan hasn’t been in this room in quite some time. 
Stepping over a pile of clothes, I cross to Maura’s desk in the corner of the room, noting with a twinge of jealousy that Maura has her own computer. In fact she has her own computer, television, and phone—all things forbidden from my bedroom. I notice the green monitor light on the computer and tap the mouse. The screen comes to life and I’m staring at an image of Maura and Katherine posing at the beach in their tiny swimsuits.
In the lower right of the screen, I spot a flashing icon and without even thinking about what I’m doing, I click on it. The Internet browser opens revealing Maura’s Facebook page, with a chat window open. I’m not allowed to have a Facebook account. Jeff tried to convince my parents to let me have one when he went to college so that we could keep in touch, but they told him the phone was good enough. Fascinated, I scroll down Maura’s profile. Her latest status reads, “See ya at John’s, beee-ahtches!” Charming. On the side of the screen I notice that Maura has 1,168 friends who theoretically have seen that status. For once, I don’t feel like I’m missing much by not having my own account.
You know how sometimes, half-way through doing something, you realize that you don’t even know how you got started? It’s like your brain goes on autopilot. That’s what happens to me as I stand in front of Maura’s computer, because next thing I know, I am sitting at her desk staring at the contents of her “My Documents” folder. And the thing is, when I realize that I am snooping on Maura in a completely uncool way, I don’t stop. I can’t stop. I scroll through her files, seeing some stuff that looks like schoolwork, pictures that I skim with growing disgust at Maura’s revealing attire and love of posing, and then a file called “poetry.” How can I resist? I click on it. There are probably fifty files in it with titles like “Vengeance” and “Not this time.” I open one called “Illusive Reflections.”
 
 
Illusive Reflections
By Maura Campbell
 
Maura Campbell? I think for a moment, and then I remember once overhearing Maura say something like “he’s not my father.” It occurs to me that her mother is probably remarried. Sometimes it seems like my parents are the only people on the planet who have only been married once. I keep reading:
 
 
Looking in the mirror
I see fading reflections of who I used to be
Slowly dying images
Of the little girl that’s me.
 
If I close my eyes and open them
The reflections just grow older,
Smiles less often seen,
Something in my eyes grown colder.
 
And deep inside my eyes
You may detect a speck of fear
For all of the uncertainties drawing oh so near.
 
And peeling back a façade of smiles
You’ll find a veil of tears
Shed for my insignificant sorrows of passing years.
 
Looking in the mirror
I see fading reflections of what used to be me.
I don’t even recognize myself.
 
 
I read and reread the poem. A little juvenile, but not terrible. Could there be more to Maura? I am tempted to open more, but then I notice the clock—almost 11. The Morgans are supposed to be home by midnight, and the last thing I need is to be caught in Maura’s room. I make sure the screen is just as I found it and quietly step back into the hallway.
I could have spent another hour and a half at Maura’s computer without being caught. The Morgans are late getting home. Instead I sit in the living room listening to the clock tick and trying to stay awake. I do not succeed. 
I awake to the sound of the garage door and have just a few seconds to rouse myself before the Morgans come in. They are, of course, all apologies, and they pay me generously for keeping me so late.
But back in my own room, I’m wide awake. I can’t get Maura’s poem out of my head, not because it was so good or anything, but because I haven’t written anything in ages. Ever since I learned how to write, I have wanted to be a writer. Back in grade school I wrote terrible imitations of Shel Silverstein and called myself a poet. In eighth grade, after reading Romeo and Juliet, I tried to be a playwright, writing a modern-day version. But since I started high school, all I ever do is study. I’m probably the only person who actually does all the summer reading. But if Maura, with her crazy social calendar, can find time to write, I can, too. 
Which brings me to what I’m really thinking about right now: I can write a better poem than Maura, right? I mean, she’s prettier than me, and she has more friends, but I’m a better poet. I think. I mean, I have to be. This is the one arena where I can actually compete with her. So why have I been sitting here for two hours without writing a single decent line?
 
 


Chapter 3
 
 
The afternoon after my big babysitting gig, I came downstairs after hours of trying to make progress on boring summer reading to find Mrs. Morgan in the living room having tea with my mother.
“Lizzie!” Mrs. Morgan said. “I was just telling your mom how much Billy enjoyed your company. And it was so nice of you to take care of his dinner dishes!”
“Oh,” I said. Billy enjoyed my company? Billy and I exchanged maybe a dozen words.
“No surprise there. Right, Liz?” my mother said.
So I am now Billy’s and Mrs. Morgan’s new favorite babysitter. I watch Billy on Thursday evenings when Mrs. Morgan goes to her book club (which my mother is going to join, too) and Mr. Morgan plays golf. Apparently Maura’s schedule is too unpredictable for her to be a reliable sitter anymore.
Sure, I enjoy the steady stream of money, but I may as well be honest. My real motive in agreeing to this regular babysitting schedule is to get back onto Maura’s computer. Of course when I said yes, I failed to consider the fact that the hours of the book club meeting are early enough that Billy will not be asleep, and I will not be able to sneak into Maura’s room. So each Thursday I arrive at five forty-five, feed Billy his supper, and watch him play video games until Mr. Morgan comes home, usually around eight o’clock. 
Ever since I looked at Maura’s poetry, I can’t seem to write any of my own. I need another look at Maura’s work. Why? I know it’s ridiculous, and I want to convince myself it is just innocent curiosity, but I know that really I want to read more to prove to myself that Maura’s poetry isn’t very good—not as good as mine, anyway. Finally this Saturday I’ll get my chance. Mr. and Mrs. Morgan are attending a wedding. Maura is going with them, but Billy is too young, so he’s staying home with me. You won’t hear me complaining about giving up my Saturday to babysit. Not this time, anyway.
 
*          *          *
 
As soon as I am sure Billy is asleep, I go to Maura’s room and sit at the computer. I open the poetry folder and scan the titles. I read a few and, almost against my will, start to feel a sort of sympathy for Maura. Maybe she isn’t so bad. Certainly her life isn’t perfect. Then I read one that convinces me that if Maura and I can ever have an honest conversation, we might discover we have a lot in common.
 
Thoughts on a Page
By Maura Campbell
 
I hate the way my life works.
I hate the confusion,
I hate the loneliness,
and I hate the pain. I hate sad love songs
and fairy tales. I can’t even watch
Disney movies. I miss the days when life
was Sesame Street and friends
were friends. Where have all the Muppets gone?
 
I hate the way
everyone must wear a label
at all times,
a brand on their foreheads.
You say everyone loves me.
They only hurt me anyway.
You never admit
that you’re wrong.
Why can’t you just be wrong for once?
 
Why can’t you let down your guard?
Why can’t you look into my eyes
and see me beyond the brand?
Why must you lead me down the road
to this dead end,
This hole in the ground, this hole
in my soul can’t recover.
 
 
 
After I read it, I reach over and grab a sheet of paper from Maura’s printer and search the desk for a pen. I feel like I absolutely need to write something right this minute, something about how people aren’t as different from one another as they seem. I want to write something and give it to Maura. A crazy thought, I know as soon as it enters my mind. 
I close the poem and look at Maura’s picture again, the smiling face, the bikini, the hair perfectly styled, even at the beach. How can I ever have a real conversation with that girl? How can that girl have written that poem?
I am about to stand up, but then my hand reaches for the mouse without the full consent of my brain and opens the Internet browser. Surely I can cheer myself up with mindless browsing. The homepage is set to Facebook, and Maura is still logged in.
I feel a familiar tug of annoyance at my parents for their stupid rules. They don’t even allow me to have my own Email address. If I have a reason to use Email, I have to use the family account, and they always read my messages. They are convinced that the only thing that can come of letting a teenager use the Internet for fun is that she will become plotting and secretive and will fall into the grasp of some sexual predator. They monitor the home computer constantly and have strict parental controls set to keep me “safe” and “out of trouble.” And they wonder why I’m not more popular.
Sitting at the computer in Maura’s room and scrolling through her Facebook account, I see my chance to finally find a group of friends and maybe even fit in for my senior year of high school. I can create a profile and become virtual “friends” with Maura and the other girls I met at the cookout a few weeks ago, and I can be “friends” with their “friends,” too. At least I’ll be in the loop, if not genuinely part of the clique.
As I read through Maura’s friends’ status updates and event invitations and open some of her friends’ profiles, I become more convinced that this is the perfect way to get to know people at my new school—and maybe even get them to like me—before ever setting foot on campus. 
Spotting the words “log out” at the top of the screen, I click the mouse and, with my stomach fluttering, begin to set up my own profile. The first problem I encounter is that I need to have an Email address to sign up for the site. Certainly my family account won’t do, so I have to get one of my own. I remember the silly voice of the “Go Mail” commercials and type the address into the browser. Within minutes, I have an address: LizzieLeigh@gomail.com. I can hardly believe how easy it is. Giddy, I go back to Facebook and set up an account. 
Soon, however, I run into my second problem. I have no picture for my profile. If I try to befriend people who don’t know me, they’ll probably think I’m ugly or fat or weird. I decide to fill out all the rest of the profile and wait to try to make Facebook friends until I have not just a picture, but a whole bunch of pictures to make an album like those of Maura and her friends.
I am contemplating what I should list as my favorite quotation when I hear a door open in the hallway. I freeze and listen. I hear Billy’s footsteps on the stairs. Scrambling to make sure the desk looks as I found it, I slip as quickly and quietly as I can out the door and down the stairs. Billy is standing in the middle of the TV room, wide-eyed, lower lip quivering.
“I had a bad dream,” Billy says. “And I couldn’t find you.” He’s trying not to cry.
“It’s OK, Billy. I was just in the bathroom.”
Billy looks doubtful. “When are my mom and dad coming home?”
I glance at the clock on the DVD player. 11:45. I lost all track of time. Good thing I heard Billy or I might have been caught at Maura’s computer. “Any minute now,” I say. I walk over to Billy and put an arm around his shoulder. “Want to wait here on the couch with me? You can put in a video.”
Billy nods and walks over to the TV stand. He puts in a DVD and manages to hit all the right buttons on a series of remotes to make it play. I settle on the couch beside him, my heart still racing at the thought of the forbidden online life I just began. 
 
*          *          *
 
Finding pictures worthy of a Facebook profile is no easy task. First of all, my parents are probably the only people on the planet who still use a film camera; and second, they only ever take pictures on holidays and vacations. Luckily, for the past year or so, whenever my mom has film developed, she also gets photo CDs because she finally learned how to Email pictures to her sisters.
I spend an entire afternoon sifting through half a dozen CDs. The biggest problem is that there are few pictures of me alone. In holiday shots there are always cousins or my brother or parents. I find exactly one of myself alone—Christmas morning, in my pajamas, my hair a mess, wearing my dreaded glasses. Hardly putting my best face forward. I mean, I never even leave my house without putting my contact lenses in. Then there are a few from last summer’s vacation in New Hampshire. They are sort of fun, action pictures from hiking and kayaking, but my hair was still a lot shorter then and the pictures were taken from too far a distance to be good profile material. Finally, after hours of agonizing, I decide on cropping my brother out of our Easter picture. It will have to do. 
Now the problem is that I can’t upload the picture to Facebook from my house. I can get online at the library, but first I have to have a way to get there. Everything would be so much easier if I could drive, but learning to drive is just one of those things I haven’t gotten around to. I am young for my grade; I didn’t turn 16 until December of junior year, and during school I was too busy with academics to make time for drivers’ ed. Now my parents are so busy with the house they don’t really have time. My mother is so nervous to let me behind the wheel that I’m not sure I want her to teach me anyway, and my dad is always promising, but he never gets home until after dark, and everyone agrees I need daylight practice before I can try driving at night. It isn’t like I have a lot of places to go, so I haven’t complained much, but if only I had the freedom of a driver’s license now, I could start making things happen in my life. I could go to the library—and wouldn’t my mother be delighted not to have to drive me!—and once there, I could use the public computer without anyone looking over my shoulder. The library is only a few blocks from my grandmother’s house, so maybe I can convince my mom to let me walk to Gram’s after, instead of having her wait for me. It might just work. Poor Gram. If only she knew she was getting tangled up in my little plots.
 
*          *          *
 
The same afternoon I am planning to go to the library to finish my Facebook profile, while I am waiting on the deck for my mother to give me a ride, I hear the Morgans’ screen door swish open and click shut again, and then I hear not one voice but two float over the fence—Maura’s and Tina’s.
“Not gonna happen,” Maura says. I hear the clatter of patio chairs being dragged on the concrete. Adjusting for optimal sun, I assume.
“Why not? Are your parents sick of paying her when they could have you for free?” Tina asks.
They’re talking about me. I straighten up in my chair and lean forward, nearly holding my breath.
“That bitch isn’t coming to this house again,” Maura says.
“So she was in your room. Big deal,” Tina says. 
Of course I left some obvious clue behind. Sometimes I really am that stupid. Still I can’t imagine what—I thought I’d been so careful.
“It’s a small price to pay,” Tina says, “for all the freedom you get out of the deal.”
“It’s not your stuff she’s been going through,” Maura says.
“Yeah, but it’s not like she stole anything, did she?”
“Not that I noticed, but—”
I’m afraid I’m going to hyperventilate. Is Maura planning on setting me up? Is she going to make it look like I stole something? That’s probably what I would do if someone had been snooping through my stuff.
“I just don’t trust her,” Maura says.
“Whatever. If you were babysitting, you’d be into every corner of the house seeing what dirt you could dig up,” Tina says. “Admit it.”
“She was in my computer!” Maura’s voice is shrill.
“I use your computer all the time.” 
Thank you, Tina, but why is she so willing to defend me?
“You use my computer when I’m there. This is different.”
“We’re talking about the party of the summer!” Tina says. So that’s it. Tina just wants Maura to be available for some party. She isn’t trying to defend me.
“There’ll be more parties.”
That is all I need to hear to know Maura must be seriously upset. She’s been having me babysit just so she could go to the movies, and now she’s willing to miss a party to be sure I can’t get near her room again.
“Seriously, what is your deal?” Tina asks. “Did she, like, give your computer a virus or something?”
“OK, so I figured out she was using my computer because I went online and I was logged out of Facebook, and an Email address that could only be hers was in the login line.”
“So she used Facebook? I go on Facebook on your computer all the time.”
“There’s more, if you’d let me finish. Anyway, yesterday I opened Word and in my recently viewed files were file names I haven’t opened in like two years, seriously.”
“What, she’s been reading your old essays?”
Why would I want to read her old essays? I was reading much more personal things. Even a dimwit like Tina should be smart enough to figure out that one.
“That’s what I’m saying. She didn’t just use my computer. She was digging through all my files.”
“What the hell does she want with your old school stuff?” Tina asks. 
And then I realized Maura’s “BFF” doesn’t know about her poetry.
“Damned if I know,” Maura answers. 
They’re silent for a few moments. I sit as still as a statue. I need to hear more. Is Maura going to retaliate somehow? How can I have been so stupid? I left an obvious trail on Maura’s computer. Really, though, it’s my parents’ fault. If they let me use the computer more, none of this would have happened. I don’t know how I ever thought my plan would work.
“So did you, like, tell your mom?” Tina asks finally.
“What, and all but hand her a letter saying, ‘I’m hiding stuff on my computer that I don’t want you to see’? I do not need my mother in my business.”
Sweet relief—she didn’t tell on me! If Maura told her mother, Mrs. Morgan would surely tell my mother and that’s more than I need.
“I wouldn’t have expected her to be such a skank,” Tina says.
“No shit. You should hear my stupid mom going on and on. Lizzie does the dishes when she watches your brother. Lizzie reads instead of watching TV. Lizzie doesn’t get an allowance. Whatever. She’s a two-faced bitch. And I’ve been nothing but nice to her.”
When was she nice to me? More like she’d been nothing to me. Or maybe it’d be fair to say that at the cookout she’d been about as nice as she might be to a lab rat that she was going to dissect. And how could Maura call me a two-faced bitch? Maura, who is always talking about her so-called friends behind their backs, whose best friend doesn’t even know she writes poetry, has no right to call anyone two-faced. 
I hear the back door squeak open behind me, and I leap up before my mom has a chance to call me and make known to Maura just how close our deck is to her pool.
 
*          *          *
 
At the library, I head straight for the computers. I have about an hour before my mom will be back to pick me up after getting the groceries. It’s a weekday so there’s no line for the Internet stations. I go straight to my new Email account. My inbox is shockingly full, considering I haven’t given the address to anyone. It’s mostly spam, but then I see a message that catches my eye.
 
 
From: MauraBell@fastmail.com
To: LizzieLeigh@gomail.com
Subject:
 
U THINK IM TOO DUMB TOO CATCH A SNOOP?
JOKES ON U.
I CAN MAKE UR SENIOR YR HELL.
U SHOULD OF THOUGHT OF THAT.
SO MUCH FOR SWEET, INNOCENT LIZY.
 
 
She couldn’t even copy the correct spelling of my name. I could hardly believe this message was from the same person who’d written those poems. I’m not used to the shorthand of Email or text messages and it isn’t what I expect of Maura, although I realize that I probably should have expected as much. I stare at the message for a minute and then delete it. I sign into Facebook.
“Four friend requests,” I read on my home page. Three are from people who will be my classmates in the fall. One of those requests includes a message saying, “I’m new, too.” My faith is renewed. This really might work, with or without befriending Maura. But at the last request, my heart sinks—my brother. He included a personal message in the request: “Busted. Mom and dad are gonna kill you.” 
 
*          *          *
 
 “So your brother called this afternoon,” mom says at dinner, passing me the salad. My heart beats so hard I’m afraid I’ll have a heart attack, and I have a hard time keeping the worry off my face. “He can’t make it home in August after all.” 
No mention of Facebook. He hadn’t ratted me out. If he had, she’d already be yelling. I dump some salad onto my plate. 
“I guess between his internship and soccer,” she continues, “he just can’t get away. I’m going to find him a flight for Thanksgiving.”
“Whoever would have thought our party-boy would turn out to be so industrious,” dad says, winking at me. 
My mother glares at him. Her beloved son isn’t going to come home until Thanksgiving. She is not in the mood for joking or for the sarcastic reminder that Jeff’s behavior since leaving for college has not always been admirable. During the semester, he lives for the weekend, and we all know it.
“Thanksgiving will be here before we know it,” I say, hoping to bring mom back to her happy place. And it’s true—time is flying by. It’s already the end of July. Still that’s a small consolation. I’ve been looking forward to having Jeff home in August, too. I have hardly talked to him since we moved. 
Since Jeff left for college, he’s managed to come home as little as possible. Last summer he stayed at school to work in the admissions office. If I were him, out of the house and free all through the school year, I wouldn’t want to come home and deal with our nutty mother either. She’s enough to make anyone want to head for the door. Then again, she adores Jeff and she’s much nicer to him than to me, so he has less cause to flee her grasp than I do.
Everyone loves Jeff. He’s good looking and charming, an All-American soccer player, a decent student. What’s not to like? Jeff was always Mr. Popularity in school. It was definitely easier going to school when Jeff was there, too. I am certain things would have gone better at my last school if Jeff had been there, but when I was a sophomore in high school, he was a freshman in college. It was the first time in my life I ever had to face a new school without him, and I was not prepared. I was used to being known as Jeff’s little sister, and that was OK with me. Jeff made friends and he introduced them to me, and they were nice to me. Without him, I was just the new girl. 
 
*          *          *
 
After dinner, I go straight to the computer with the pretense of writing my summer reading essay on Beowulf. I do have to write an essay about it, and I have managed to finish reading it, but my real motive is to talk to Jeff. I have my “essay” open in one window, and Instant Messenger in another. I’m only allowed to have an IM account to chat with Jeff. He convinced our parents to allow it as a compromise when they forbid Facebook. Most of my attention is on a game of Solitaire. My parents hate it when I play Solitaire or Snood, so every time the floor creaks and I think one of them is entering the room to check on my progress, I close the game, which means I am not experiencing too many wins. 
Around nine thirty, my mom comes to the door and tells me to wrap things up. My parents go to bed around ten, which means I have to go to bed around ten. The only response I’ve gotten so far from Jeff is his away message. I try to crank out a couple of pages of my essay because summer is half over and I still have three books to go. Also anything I can get done will serve as proof to my parents that I have not been using the computer for shady purposes. I am just about to call it quits when Jeff finally replies.
“What’s up, sis?” he writes.
“If you tell mom and dad, I’ll never talk to you again,” I respond. Okay, maybe I am being overly dramatic, but I need to know that he is on my side.
“I’m proud of you, you little rebel,” he writes.
“Lizzie!” my mother calls from upstairs. “I told you to shut that thing off!” What timing she has. At least I have some reassurance that my secret is safe with my brother.
“A few more sentences, mom!” I shout back.
“Mom’s calling. I have to go,” I tell Jeff.
“OK, but how’d you do it? I gotta know,” he asks.
“At the neighbors’ house. I was babysitting,” I write quickly.
“No more sentences! Now!” mom yells. “Do not make me come down there!”
Believe me, I do not want her to come downstairs. “I’ll tell you more later. TTFN,” I write and shut down the computer.
 
*          *          *
 
I am obsessed with Facebook. I’m not proud of it, but it’s true. It drives me nuts that I can’t get on at my house. I obsess for hours about stuff I can add to my profile. It’s torture. Overprotective parents really know how to make life hell.
The good part of my obsession is that I am getting into excellent shape by walking to the library. It is almost three miles from our house, with several hills thrown in for good measure. I don’t have to walk both ways. I walk there and then go to Gram’s after, and my mom picks me up on her way back from her errands. For her part, she’s delighted that I am interested in “getting exercise” and is already offering to take me to the outlets for new school clothes because she is sure my old ones will be “hanging off me” by the fall. “No more big sweatshirts for you,” she keeps saying. She isn’t thrilled about having to see my grandmother so frequently, but she knows it is her daughter-in-law duty.
The worst part about walking to the library is the catcalls and other taunts from people driving by. Apparently it is unusual to be a pedestrian around this town, and people in cars get endless entertainment out of seeing someone walking. Creepy old guys whistle, and fellow teenagers jeer about my lack of wheels. But when I’m walking, I’m on a mission. I need to go see how my online life is shaping up.
So far I have a budding friendship with fellow Wilson High newbie Missy Howston. She’s one of the ones who friended me back when I first set the account up, and we have a lot in common. Both of us have moved around a lot because of our dads’ jobs, both of us are applying to prestigious, selective colleges, and both of us have thus far found high school to be a cold, unwelcoming place. While I’m into the arts and humanities, Missy is interested in sciences, but we both are good students with hefty loads of AP classes, so I can forgive her for being more interested in molecules than sonnets. So far I’ve kept my growing friendship with Missy limited to conversations via Facebook. She suggested IM, but how would I explain to my parents who I was talking to all the time? I never leave the house without at least one of my parents except to go to the library, so I’d have to come up with some kind of fantastic lie to explain my new friend. Besides, we’ll see each other face to face in a few weeks when school starts. 
Most people from Wilson High have accepted my friend requests but then they just let me languish in their long lists of friends. Not many have bothered to reject me, which is nice—I mean, no one likes to get rejected, even on Facebook. And the great thing is that even if people who have friended me don’t post things on my wall or stuff like that, I get to see everyone’s status updates. I am suddenly informed of all the social happenings of my school. That is a new experience. Whenever someone posts something interesting in their status update, I check out their profile and see what else I can discover. In an excellent turn of events someone started sending around a note called “25 Random Things About Me.” Basically everyone just makes a list of random things and then they ask friends to post their random things. I can read all about my new classmates. When I walk into school the first day, I will know the faces and interests of tons of people. It’s bizarre.
Last week, after a hot and sweaty trek to the library, I logged on to discover that Missy had posted her 25 random things, and she had tagged me to do the same. I wasn’t sure about this. Posting something for everyone to read—wouldn’t people think that was dorky? Then again, everyone else was doing it, too. I couldn’t handle whipping up a list right then and there off the top of my head. If I’m going to create a list, I want it to be good. Most people’s lists are trite and boring—favorite color, favorite movie, things like that. I want my list to stand out. I want to create a list that makes me seem smart, funny, witty, poetic. I want people to read it and like me. 
I spent an entire week contemplating my list. I actually made several drafts. One was sarcastic and self-deprecating, and when I reread it, I knew if I posted it, I’d just seem like an elitist snob. One was sincere to the point of sappy. Obviously I couldn’t share that one. I did write one I was very fond of, but it had a serious flaw: Most of what I wrote in it was not true. It was all revisions of actual fact. For instance, in one item I wrote that I once went diving off of cliffs in Hawaii. Actually, my family took a vacation to Hawaii when we lived in California, and we went to these beautiful pools fed by waterfalls where you could go diving, but I just stood there, on the cliff, for like an hour, trying to work up the nerve to jump. In the end, I just walked back down and watched my dad and brother. It was all stuff like that—how I wished things were, instead of the truth. That one I just filed away in my journal. 
Like all Facebook fads, “25 Random Things About Me” quickly faded as a hot topic, and I never managed to post one, which is okay with me in the end. I’m not interested in Facebook to share my life; I’m interested in everyone else.
 
 


Chapter 4
 
 
“Music in the Park” is what everyone was talking about on Facebook the other day. I have gleaned that it’s some kind of week-long festival with music and food and other entertainment in City Park. Thursday night is a high school battle of the bands. Mrs. Morgan filled my mother in on the event, even suggesting that I go with Maura and her friends to meet more people. Clearly she didn’t run that one by Maura first. My mother badgered me to go, to get out there and have fun “like all the other kids.” It does sound like it could be fun, if you have friends to go with, which obviously I do not. Or so I thought. Then, this afternoon, I got a message from Missy asking me if I want to meet her to go hear the bands. She suggested I have my parents drop me off at her house, which is near the park, so we can walk over together.
Hang out with someone I met online? It doesn’t seem like a great idea. Missy hasn’t posted any photos yet; maybe “Missy” is really some sexual predator, just like my parents always warn me about. Besides, I still don’t know how I will explain to my parents how I met her. In the message, she included her cell phone number. I scribbled it down in my notebook—if only my parents allowed me a cell phone, I would have called her on the spot—and logged off the computer. All afternoon I have been contemplating the situation.
I can’t ask for a ride. I can’t have Missy pick me up at my house. I can’t drive myself. I can’t think of a single way to make it happen. Unless I beg Maura for a ride. How would that go? I’d have to explain to her why my parents don’t know about Facebook or Missy. I’d probably have to apologize for using her computer. And still I can’t really picture her agreeing. Well, at least calling Missy will reassure me that she isn’t some sex fiend posing as a teenage girl. I’ll hear her voice and talk to her and maybe we’ll make a plan.
 
*          *          *
 
I dial the number Missy gave me and after a couple of rings it goes to voice mail. I guess everyone screens calls from numbers they don’t recognize. Makes sense. I leave a message, and a minute later she calls back.
“Wow! It’s so cool to finally talk to you,” she says. “We should have exchanged numbers weeks ago.”
It’s true. For almost a month I’ve been walking my butt off to carry out a choppy Email correspondence with her, and all I ever needed to do was pass along my number. It’s absurd. Then again, the eternal problem: How would I have explained to my parents this newfound friend? Even at that very moment, if my mother came in and asked who was on the phone, what would I say?
“So listen,” I say. “My parents are kind of strict.” I pause, trying to figure out how to explain my predicament.
“Look, if you don’t want to go, it’s cool,” Missy says, suddenly sounding defensive.
“That’s not it at all! Let me explain.” I tell her about how I have been sneaking around to use Facebook and how as far as my parents are concerned I have yet to make any friends here. She waits patiently.
“Geez,” she says when I finish. “There must be some way, though, don’t you think?”
“I don’t know. I mean, what’s a plausible way we might have met?” And as I say the words, I think of one. “We could say we met at the library,” I say, before Missy has a chance to throw out any ideas.
“Hmmm, that could work, unless your parents talk to my parents. I’ve never gone to the library here.”
“My parents are pretty big on meeting friends’ parents,” I say.
“What if I go to the library tomorrow? That way, at least my parents will know I’ve been there,” she says. 
“Wait, do you drive?” 
“Yeah, of course.” 
Of course. Everyone going into senior year of high school drives. “So you can just go there any time?” I ask.
“Sure, but it’s really close to my house, so I don’t really need to drive.”
“And you can walk from the library to the concert?” I ask. A plan is developing. I will tell my parents I am going to the concert with a girl I met at the library, and that we are meeting at the library before the concert to walk there together. Then my parents can pick me up at the end of the night and meet Missy and everything will be cool. Even if they want to meet her first, my mom can drop me at the library and meet her then. I convey the idea to Missy, and she’s on board.
There is only one other thing to find out: What she looks like. For one thing, I have to greet her as if I’ve seen her before and recognize her easily on sight. For another, what if she looks like a freak? My parents will not be OK with me going anywhere with a Goth, or a grungy girl, or someone with piercings, tattoos, or a crazy hair color.
“OK, well I hope this doesn’t sound weird, but can you tell me what you look like?”
Missy laughs. “Yeah, my parents will only let me use Facebook if I don’t post a picture. Apparently they’re afraid some creep will stalk me.”
I feel better. I’m not the only one with strict parents, and Missy isn’t afraid of posting a picture because she’s strange looking or something like that. She tells me she’s 5’8” with curly red hair and freckles.
“Anyway, I’ll recognize you from your picture, right, so I can just greet you with extra enthusiasm to convince your mom we’ve known each other for ages,” she says.
When we hang up the phone, I am amazed at myself. Can I really deceive my parents this way? Am I becoming the type of person who makes friends online? I’m also nervous. It is so easy to be both utterly invisible and boldly outgoing online. I have presented myself as a confident, witty person, but I know I’m anything but. What if in person we have nothing to talk about? What if Missy meets me and immediately thinks I’m not cool? But as nervous as I am, I am excited to have concocted a sneaky plan with a friend. It seems like such a stereotypical teenage thing, and yet it’s something I’ve never before done. 
If a secret plan isn’t enough to create the initial bonds of friendship, what is?
 
*          *          *
 
 
After Missy and I get off the phone, I begin mentally rehearsing how to ask my parents to let me go to the concert. I know I’ll have to wait until dinner and get my appeal just right. I learned at a young age that when I want permission to do something, I should ask my parents at dinner when both of them are present. When I do, my father tempers my mother’s habitual objections and I have at least a chance of getting my way. If I approach my mother alone, I can be guaranteed she’ll turn me down no matter what I ask for—even if it is something she might like if she suggested it to me. The fact that I want it changes everything. And if I just go to my dad, he’ll usually half listen, tell me it sounds good, and then add, “Just check with your mother first to be sure.” Right. The only way to ask for anything is to get them both in the same room. Whenever my dad is out of town for work, I know better than to ask for a single thing.
I put off asking through salad and only when we are all half-way through our dry baked chicken do I finally take a deep breath and make my request. “I think I’d like to go to Music in the Park on Thursday after all,” I say, looking at my mother. 
“I’m glad. I think you’ll have fun,” she says, but I am pretty sure she isn’t going to like the next bit of news. As I consider how to bring up Missy, my mother continues, “I’ll call Patty tonight. Maybe you and Maura could chat to make plans.”
“Actually, mom,” I start. I don’t look at her this time. I move some chicken around my plate.
“Eat your food or put your fork down,” she says. 
I obligingly set my fork down. “I’d rather go with this other girl, Missy,” I say, looking at my hands.
“What are you talking about?” she asks.
“This girl, Missy, I met her at the library a few weeks ago, and I’d rather go with her.” I look at my father for encouragement.
“A few weeks ago?” my mother says.
“That’s nice,” my father chimes in.
“You met her a few weeks ago and this is the first we’re hearing about her?” my mother asks. “This is why you’ve been walking to the library? To meet some strange girl named Missy?” She spits out the name with disgust. My mother has very strong opinions about names; she feels that children need good, sturdy, old-fashioned names that won’t embarrass them when they get older. Missy is one of the names she hates, right up there with Lacey and Jade.
“Am I supposed to tell you everything every day?” My father and brother are constantly counseling me to avoid such defensive replies, but I can never remember to hold my tongue.
“We like to know who you spend your time with. How can you expect us to let you go somewhere with someone we’ve never seen? We haven’t even met her parents. You know we need to trust your friends’ parents.”
And that is why I never have any friends. “The fact that you’d trust me to go out with Maura shows just how little use it is for you to know my friends’ parents. Maura’s not the sort of girl you want me hanging around. Believe me,” I say, crossing my arms and leaning back in my chair.
“Maura is a lovely girl,” my mother answers. I cannot fathom how she formed that opinion.
“Tell us more about your friend Missy,” my father says. 
I look at my mother to see if I should say any more or just drop it.
“Fine,” she says. “What about this Missy?”
“Well, like I said, we met at the library, and we’ve met up there a few times since then to work on summer reading and stuff. The first time we met, we were in line next to each other to check out books and she noticed what I was taking out. We got to talking and it seemed like we have a lot in common,” I say, twisting the edge of the tablecloth in front me, not looking at either of my parents. 
“What book?” my mother asks.
I should have been expecting that question. What books have I taken out recently? “The Bell Jar,” I say.
My mother nods but her eyes are narrowed. She knows I brought that book home—she always looks at what I check out. She takes a few deep breaths through her nose like she does whenever she’s considering something carefully. Then she breaks the silence. “What I still don’t understand is why you haven’t mentioned this girl sooner. It’s not like you to keep things from us.”
“Now, Beth, it doesn’t sound like she was trying to keep her friend a secret,” my father says in my defense. “This move has been pretty stressful. Maybe we should give Lizzie a break on this one.”
Yes, a break! For once, if my mother could relax like a normal person, maybe I could go out and have a normal teenage experience.
“I just think we need to meet the girl and her parents first,” my mother says, shaking her head.
“If you drop me off tomorrow afternoon at the library, you can meet her then. We were hoping to meet at the library around 5:30 and then walk over to the park from there. It isn’t far,” I say quickly, trying not to be too hopeful. 
“I don’t know, Lizzie,” my mother says.
“You can meet her parents sometime soon. You can pick me up early from the concert if you want. Please.” I am close to begging. 
“Maybe your mother and I should go to the concert, too. That way, if you need us, we’re there,” my father says. I know he’s trying to be helpful, but really, I do not need my parents hovering around the first time I meet Missy face to face. And besides, it’s a high school battle of the bands. Maybe the parents of the kids playing will be there, but seriously, what kind of dork will I be if my parents are there chaperoning me?
“Please, Greg. Do you think I want to spend my evening listening to amateur rock music with a bunch of kids?” she asks.
“Okay, okay,” he says. “Well how about this: We’ll go pick Missy up at her house and then drop the girls off at the park. You and I will go out for a nice dinner right down the street from the park and pick Lizzie up when we’re done. We’ll be close by in case Lizzie needs anything.”
“I don’t see why you’re bending over backwards to take her to some silly concert,” my mother says. 
“Maybe I’m bending over backwards to take my wife on a date,” my dad answers.
“Don’t expect to stay late at this thing,” she says, turning to me. “You be ready to come home at 9:00.”
“Okay, sure, 9:00,” I say, standing up from the table. They are going to let me go! I can hardly believe it. My dad really is the best. I have no clue how he puts up with my mother. 
I help clear the table and load the dishwasher, and then I wait for my mom to leave the kitchen before calling Missy to tell her the news.
 
*          *          *
 
It’s been drizzling all morning.
“I don’t think you should go in the rain,” my mother keeps saying. “They’ll probably cancel.” But they’re holding the battle of the bands in one of the picnic pavilions where the rain won’t make a difference, and the website says rain or shine, so I’m ignoring her. 
My biggest problem right now is deciding what to wear. Even though it’s raining, it’s hot as hell, being August. The rain hasn’t cooled things off. Everything is sticky. I can’t wear jeans. I’ll roast, and besides if it does turn to an all-out downpour, they’ll be heavy and miserable. I always have my trusty jean skirt, but in the heat my legs will stick together and be ridiculously uncomfortable. I’m going to be uncomfortable enough in a crowd of strangers—my clothes at least have to be okay. At the beginning of the summer my mother bought me a pair of long shorts, “Bermuda shorts,” she called them. I have worn them once. I’m pretty sure they are not flattering on me (I have never met a pair of shorts I could agree with), but they are black and sort of dressy-looking for shorts. I can wear them with a black t-shirt and look okay, if my mom’s fashion sense is to be trusted.
Maybe with the right jewelry, I can even make my outfit look cool. I have this habit of buying funky jewelry when my family goes on vacation, but aside from vacation I never manage to wear it. Chunky necklaces or bracelets, dangling earrings, colorful beads—it all just looks over-the-top when I look at myself in my bedroom mirror at home. But I’m trying to turn over a new leaf, to be more outgoing, to get noticed a little. I take out the coral-colored bangle bracelets and a silver necklace with a coral pendant I got in Hawaii. I lay out the outfit and study it. Put together but not overly coordinated like an old lady. The jewelry is stylish. My poor hair is beyond help in the muggy weather, though. All I can manage is a stubby pony tail. It will have to do.
 
*          *          *
 
My parents and I don’t talk on the way to Missy’s house. When we get there, Missy is sitting on the front porch waiting for us. She and I planned this out to make sure my parents (well, mostly my mother) don’t have to get out of the car, knock on the door, and interrogate her parents before letting us go to the concert. She comes bounding down the stairs waving. 
The minute I see her I begin to think I’ve made a mistake agreeing to do this. She wasn’t kidding when she said she has curly red hair. A wild mess of crazy curls erupts from her head and tumbles half way down her back. I can’t even imagine how you’d contain such a mop in a ponytail or any other way. She said she’s 5’8” but she looks taller, maybe because she is ridiculously thin. Even Maura would look like she needed to lose a few pounds next to Missy. She has on snug khaki Capri pants and a fitted turquoise t-shirt that thankfully does not reveal any cleavage or her belly button. Around one wrist she has a thick collection of silver bangle bracelets. I can see why her parents won’t let her put a photo on Facebook; she is gorgeous in a wild, exotic way. I don’t know what perverts look for online, but I’m guessing it’s girls like Missy. 
My first reaction is, “I can’t be friends with a girl who looks like that.” I mean, going on the stereotype that pretty girls are shallow and self-centered, I just can’t imagine befriending someone so striking. Pretty people stick together and put down all the average and less-than-average looking people, right?
With a knot in my stomach, I lean over across the backseat and open the door for her as she approaches the car. She climbs in with an enthusiastic “Hey!” and turns to me with a smile. She has a mouth full of serious braces, and it relieves me greatly to see that. She is a beauty in progress, not a fully formed one. I relax a little, and then it occurs to me that maybe if we are friends, I can sort of be pretty by association. 
“Aren’t you going to introduce us?” my mother says, turning around from the passenger seat, waking me from my racing thoughts.
“Sorry, mom,” I mumble. I give Missy what I hope is an encouraging smile. “Mom, dad, this is my friend Missy. Missy, these are my parents, Greg and Beth Richards.”
“Hi! It’s so great to meet you! Lizzie’s told me a lot about you!” Missy gushes. 
“All bad, I’m sure,” my dad jokes.
“Greg!” my mother says.
Thank God it isn’t far to the park.
“I love your necklace,” Missy says.
I bring my hand to it. “Thanks,” I say. I’m not sure how to comment on her ensemble. I mean, I am fairly thrown off by her appearance, but as far as my parents know Missy and I are already fast friends, so I can’t say anything that suggests I haven’t seen her before. “Your hair looks fantastic,” I say finally. I spent years wishing for curly hair, eating the crust of my bread even though I hated it because my mother told me it would make my hair curly. Eventually I realized the crust of my bread would do nothing for my hair, but by that time I liked eating it anyway, and while I still wish for curls, my one experience getting a perm convinced me that I probably should just stick with the straight hair God gave me.
“This weather!” Missy says laughing. “I can’t control it when it’s muggy like this.”
“So Missy, Lizzie says your dad is a military man?” my dad asks. Here we go. We are only a few blocks from the park, but we’ve sat through two lights at a busy intersection. Rush hour. I silently curse the traffic.
As it turns out, Missy is the fastest talker on the planet, and she loves to talk. All it takes is one question from my dad, and she is off. In the ten minutes we sit in traffic, she manages to explain how her father retired from the army three years ago, and his last post had been teaching at West Point. They’ve actually moved three times in the three years since he got out because he was working as a professor and he’s been trying to get a tenure-track position somewhere, which he finally got at the university in town, which is how they wound up here. She also tells us that her mother is an artist who gives lessons and has been selling paintings online. It’s a whirlwind tour of family history.
“What did you say your father teaches?” my mother asks. I can’t believe Missy left out a single detail—she said so much—or that my mother noticed she’d left out any details—she had been talking so fast.
“Psychology,” she says, “I know everyone thinks that’s odd because you don’t really associate that sort of stuff with the army and all, but yeah, he has a PhD and stuff and he’s a West Point man himself, I don’t know if I mentioned that, so he’s not your typical soldier.”
“I see,” my mother says, sounding unimpressed. She doesn’t have a lot of use for psychology. She thinks it’s all a bunch of garbage that makes people self-obsessed. I think that’s because she knows any shrink would say she’s an insane control freak.
At last we reach the entrance to the park. My dad pulls out of traffic and lets us out, handing me twenty bucks with a wink and telling us to have fun. 
“And no mischief!” my mother calls out the window as Missy and I walk through the brick archway that marks the main park gate.
 
*          *          *
 
 “They seem really nice,” Missy says, nodding toward my parents’ car.
“Yeah, they’re ok. A little uptight.” I wonder how she could have noticed they’re nice, considering she was doing all the talking.
“I’m so excited,” she says, clapping her hands in front of her as we walk. 
I feel like a midget beside her and self-consciously tug at the hem of my shorts which seem to be creeping up as I walk. “Yeah, it’s going to be fun,” I say, trying to sound like I believe it.
Missy unexpectedly hooks her arm through mine and starts skipping, dragging me along with her. 
“So what kind of music do you like, anyway?” she asks when her burst of exuberance calms down and she lets go of my arm.
I brush sweat from my forehead and upper lip. “I’m not particular, I guess. A little bit of this, a little bit of that.” In truth I mostly listen to whatever Jeff listens to. At the beginning of the summer he sent me a Mumford & Sons CD, so I’ve been listening to that. 
“Did you check out any of the bands?” she asks.
It never even occurred to me to do so.
“You really are sheltered at home, aren’t you?” she asks. She, of course, checked them all out on YouTube and Facebook and determined that the one called Volume of a Cube is the best because they have a singer who sounds like Pink. 
“Do you ever listen to Ani DiFranco?” she asks. 
I shake my head. “You really should!” she says. “Her lyrics are, like, amazing!”
I don’t ask what makes her think I will like Ani DiFranco, but my cynical side is tempted. I mean, she doesn’t know me at all. As smart as she sounds on Facebook, she seems like a real flake in person.
There’s already a crowd forming at the pavilion where the stage is. The Girl Scouts have a table set up with a bake sale, and the Boy Scouts have hot dog and popcorn stands going. A few kids dressed mostly in black lurk in the back corner of the pavilion, looking like they are trying to seem nonchalant, occasionally laughing in a conspiratorial way. A number of others, mostly girls, are gathering up near the stage. Some of them have on homemade T-shirts supporting their friends’ bands. Missy and I stand near the middle of the concrete floor, looking around, wondering what to do.
“Want to sit at one of the picnic tables over there?” I ask, pointing to a row of tables near the back on the opposite side of the pavilion from the too-cool kids.
“What’re we going to do all the way back there? I think we should go up by the stage where we can dance and have fun,” she says, doing some funny little dance move with her shoulders. “And meet more people, like maybe some boys,” she adds.
I debate whether or not I should point out that there aren’t many boys up there, but before I can object, Missy once again hooks her arm in mine and drags me toward the stage. 
While the first band plays, Missy and I stand in the middle of the pack of girls who have gathered near the stage. Missy claps and cheers and sort of bops and bounces to the music. Every now and then she nudges me and says something like, “Come on! Move those hips!” The music, I have to admit, is pretty good, much better than I expected from amateur bands. Standing there, smack in the middle of a growing crowd, with all eyes on the stage (and therefore no one noticing me), I am even able to start to relax a little. Then, all of a sudden, just after the first band announces their last song, Missy grabs my arm and yanks me out of the crowd to the edge of the pavilion.
“How do I look?” she asks, brushing some stray curls from her forehead.
“What?” I say.
She pulls me further out of the pavilion so that we are behind one of the pillars. “Okay, I didn’t mention this before because I was afraid you’d think I was a total loser, but,” she pauses dramatically, “I’ve been talking to this guy, Wes, online, and I’m supposed to meet him here.”
“Oh,” I say. I’m not sure how to feel about this. Am I tagging along on some kind of blind date?
“I know, it’s stupid, right? Like, online dating? But he seems nice,” she says.
I was under the impression that Missy, like me, had not had any luck connecting with anyone else online. I thought we were here to stick together and scope out the scene. And what if this guy turns out to be some forty-year-old sex freak?
“He’s here. I saw him a minute ago. With some other guys,” she says.
“But he doesn’t know what you look like, right? I mean, you don’t have a picture on your profile,” I say, realizing as soon as I say it that she probably sent him a picture. My stomach is churning.
“I sent him one from my cell phone,” she confirms.
“So you’ve, like, talked to him?”
“Yeah, a few times.”
“Wow.”
“I should have told you sooner,” she says, her voice rising like a question.
“Probably.”
“Don’t be mad,” she says. “I’m so glad you were able to come with me tonight, Lizzie. I would be so nervous if I didn’t have a friend to back me up.”
“Yeah,” I say. 
“And anyway, wasn’t the whole point of coming here to meet people?” Missy forces a grin. 
She wants me to cheer up and go with her to meet Wes. I guess I thought the point was to meet each other, and already I’m being pressed into service as her defensive guard. I want to shout, “Meet people? I haven’t even really met you yet!” but instead I just nod.
“So I look all right?” she asks again.
“Yeah, you look great,” I answer. 
“Ok, let’s risk it,” she says, walking back into the pavilion.
 
*          *          *
 
Wes and his friends are a grade behind us, which makes me feel a little better about the whole situation. We might be the new girls, but they are still lower on the totem pole. Also, Missy is a good two inches taller than Wes, which cracks me up, but she doesn’t seem to mind (or notice). On the whole he seems kind of nerdy. Wes and company are not the guys who get all the ladies; they’re probably just psyched to have two senior girls hanging out with them. 
Missy is as friendly and enthusiastic with Wes and his friends as she is with me. She keeps up a steady stream of questions, half the time answering them herself. What she has in book smarts she seems to lack in social sense, but her outgoing nature is working in our favor, so I decide to just go with it.
Our little group—Missy, me, Wes and his three pals—move back to one of the tables far from the speakers so we can talk. Mathletes though they are, they are knowledgeable sources of school gossip. It doesn’t take long before I am totally engrossed in the dirt they’re dishing. Apparently Maura’s friend Katherine, the pageant queen, was hospitalized for bulimia in ninth grade. No one seems very sympathetic about that, and behind her back she is still called “Retch.” The boys insist she deserves no sympathy because she considers everyone to be ten steps beneath her, something I have experienced firsthand. I am disappointed they don’t have much dirt on Maura, but they give us little tidbits about almost everyone else who walks by our table. 
“That kid,” Wes says, nodding his head toward a tall, thin, brown haired kid who is buying a cookie at the bake sale table, “He’s the one to beat.”
“To beat?” I ask.
“Yeah, he’s got the highest average in the senior class. He’s won the high average award the past three years, so unless someone can knock him down this year, he’ll be valedictorian.”
“Him?” I ask. The kid in question looks like some kind of wide-eyed farm boy, not like a valedictorian. He is tan and athletic-looking, but there is nothing cocky in his walk or his expression. If I had to guess just based on appearances, I would say he is probably of average intelligence at best but great with big animals like cows and horses. It is hard to picture him acing a calculus exam.
“Yep. His name is Hunter Groves. Valedictorian and star of the soccer team.”
“No kidding,” I say. 
“He’s a nice kid,” Wes adds. “Usually the number one guy is a serious geek, but Hunter’s ok.”
I either hate Hunter Groves or love him. Maybe I am even madly in love with him. It may be shallow, but the guy of my dreams is both hot and smart, and he’s genuine enough to fall for me despite my mere average appearance. I know it’s a double standard to want a guy with looks and brains and maybe even athletic talent, and simultaneously to want people not to judge me by my looks and lack of athletic talent, but there it is. I guess I’m not a good person. And anyway, whatever dream guy I have in my mind, real boys intimidate me completely, and I steer clear of them. The good-looking jocks use their arrogance to compensate for their dull minds, and the really smart guys usually have the people skills of lab rats. There I go again, proving myself to be superficial and judgmental, but I’m just calling it like I see it. The point is, if Hunter Groves is the smart, athletic, nice guy Wes says he is, maybe dreams do come true.
“Lizzie!” Missy says, plopping down beside me on the picnic table bench. “Brian lives just down the street from you!”
I can’t remember who Brian is, which is terrible because there are only four of them to keep track of, but I guess I haven’t paid much attention. I swivel to look at the guys on the bench behind me. A kid with wavy, dirty blond hair and glasses gives a little wave. 
“Cool, right?” Missy says. “You should go talk to him.”
It occurs to me that I have been monopolizing Wes. As this is a sort of date for Missy and Wes, she might want me to buzz off. I can’t believe she’s still interested in him in more than a purely curious way. Think about it: Missy is drop-dead gorgeous, and Wes is short, with silly hair (chin length, but all slicked back behind his ears and sort of flipped up at the ends), and a habit of irritatingly wiping the back of his hand underneath his running nose. 
“I think I’ll go grab a soda,” I say, standing up. I have no intention of going to chat with Brian, but I have to get a closer look at Hunter.
He is standing with a couple of other guys facing the stage. From the Boy Scouts’ snack table, I can clearly see his profile. I desperately want to hear him talk—I want some confirmation that what Wes said is true. I imagine he has the tell-tale Massachusetts accent—that would make sense with his appearance. I am curious about his friends, too. I mean, smart kids don’t hang around with really stupid ones, so they must be smart, too, right? There’s nothing like coming face to face with someone who challenges half a dozen stereotypes that you hold dear. I wish I were the sort of girl who could walk over to three strange guys and say hello, but I’m not. I consider moving closer to get a better look, and then I see something that deters me: Maura.
She is teetering down the center aisle between the picnic tables and there is no place for me to hide. I probably should have expected to see her—I knew she was planning to attend—but once I made plans with Missy I dismissed any thought of Maura from my mind. And now here she is, slightly wavering as she walks in my direction. I watch as one of Hunter’s pals motions with his head toward Maura, says something to Hunter, and then laughs. Maura gives them a little wave, stumbling as she does. It takes me that long to realize she must be roaring drunk. 
For a moment I think I am safe. I think that perhaps in her drunken haze she will not recognize me. I am wrong.
“Lizzie! Is that Lizzie?” she shouts, vaguely pointing in my direction.
Hunter and his friends turn to see who she’s pointing at. I am frozen on the spot.
“Little Lizzie two shoes,” Maura slurs, walking up to me. “Too good to come to the concert with Maura, but not too good to come all alone.” 
I guess Maura is not a happy drunk.
“Lizzie,” she says again, poking my shoulder with a pointy fingernail. “A lot of nerve you’ve got.” She sways and hiccups.
Maura is attracting attention, and I can feel my face turning red. I cannot think of a single thing to say that will defuse the situation because I cannot imagine what she is thinking or what she might do next.
“I warned you. Remember?” she says. Then she burps in a most unladylike way, and I can see her face turn green.
“Maura,” I say, taking a step back.
“No, you listen to me!” she shouts, her voice shrill. She stumbles toward me and suddenly she is doubled over puking at my feet. 
The sight, the sound, the smell—it’s everything I can do not to puke in response. There is vomit on the tips of my toes and I feel sweat trickling down my back. A lot of people are looking now, and laughing. I want to run away and rub my feet in the wet grass, but I can’t move. I glance up and for a moment make eye contact with Hunter. He isn’t laughing. If anything, the look he gives me says, “Sorry.” I adore him.
“Lizzie?” a voice says at my ear. It’s Missy. She tugs my elbow. “Come on!” 
I take a step in her direction.
“Not so fast, girls,” someone says. We both look past Maura to see a police officer behind her.
“We aren’t with her,” Missy says.
By this point Maura has stopped puking but has dissolved into a drunken puddle sobbing on the ground next to a pool of vomit.
“Is that so?” 
None of Maura’s friends have come forward to claim her, although pretty much everyone except the band on stage is now watching the spectacle unfold. 
“She’s my neighbor,” I say softly. This is everything I dread in life: standing in the spotlight, looking like a fool. 
“We didn’t come here together,” Missy adds. “Our friends are over there,” she says pointing.
“Officer?” a boy’s voice says.
We all turn to see one of the guys who’d been standing with Hunter. He has the smug look of a kid who is used to charming his way through life.
“They’re telling the truth,” he says. “She’s not with them, but she’s my friend. I can take her home or call her parents.”
The police officer looks at me and Missy, then down at Maura, and then the boy. After a moment, he nods. “You girls get out of here,” he says. 
We do not waste a minute.
The drizzling rain has returned. I drag my bare feet in the grass. My hands are shaking. Wes and his friends follow us from the pavilion. We stand in a misshapen circle in the dark. 
“What the heck was that about?” Missy asks.
I shake my head. “She’s my neighbor, and she hates me.”
 “No kidding,” Wes says. After a moment he adds, “If it makes you feel any better, most people hate her.”
“Her? Miss Popularity?” I ask, looking at him. 
He pushes his hair back behind his ears. “Maybe she used to be,” he says, “but she’s been making people’s lives hell since middle school, and even the prettiest girl can’t get away with that forever.”
That’s news to me. I am pretty sure that beautiful people are generally immune to the rules of polite society that the rest of us must obey. “Yeah, but she doesn’t know that, does she?” I ask.
“I doubt it,” he says.
“Uh, Lizzie?” Missy says, touching my elbow. “Is that your dad?” She points toward a man who is indeed my father, standing in the middle of the pavilion.
“What time is it?” 
“9:20,” one of Wes’s friends chimes in.
I had lost track of the time. It had been such a gray and gloomy day that it never sunk in how dark it had gotten outside. And I have to admit, before Maura lost her dinner at my feet, I was having fun. I guess the old “time flies” expression contains some truth. As I hurry toward my dad, I hear Missy quickly explaining to Wes and his friends.
“If it were up to me, I’d let you stay until the end,” my dad says when I reach him. He turns to lead Missy and me to the car where undoubtedly my mother is getting ever more annoyed with me.
Oddly enough, I don’t feel the usual dread of my mother’s anger. It was sort of a fun night (up until the end), and I guess I am ready to pay the price. Besides, I so seldom give her real cause for anger (sure we snip at each other, but I don’t get into real trouble. Even tonight—9:20—it’s not like I stayed out hours past curfew or anything). Anyway, I know she will save her true temper for when we get home. She won’t get too heated in front of Missy.
 
*          *          *
 
Turns out my mother thought her best reproach tonight was the silent treatment. She said nothing to me or Missy in the car, she said nothing after we dropped Missy off, and when we got home, she went straight upstairs without a word to me. My dad and I sat in the living room watching TV until around 10 when he went to bed.
I finally had my first real high school social experience. I went out with a friend to a large gathering of teenagers where there were few adults. I sat around gossiping with other kids from school. I was actually part of a group, if only for a couple of hours. And—the only part I would have liked to skip—I was the center of attention in a scene of teenaged drunkenness. At least I had not been the one drinking, and I had not gotten into any trouble. But best of all, I have a friend. Missy came to my side when I was on the spot, while Maura’s friends, except that one boy, just stood by and watched. 
As I sit here now, half replaying the evening in my mind, half-watching Tosh.0 (Just imagine if my mother came downstairs right now and learned that on top of everything else, my dad did not enforce “bed time” and I’m watching completely trash on TV!), it occurs to me that although I still cannot get away with using Facebook at home, I can communicate with Missy freely on the phone now, and I can even talk to Wes and his friends without wondering how I will explain meeting them to my parents. I can have an almost normal teenage existence. All I am missing is a cell phone.
 
 


Chapter 5
 
 
 
This afternoon I was hanging out in the kitchen while Mrs. Morgan and my mom sat in the living room. They weren’t talking to me, but they weren’t talking so softly that I couldn’t hear them either. I wanted to see if Mrs. Morgan would reveal Maura’s bad behavior to my mother. I hadn’t mentioned it. The less I mention the Morgans to my mom the better. She already takes every opportunity she can find to compare Missy to Maura. No need to give her an opening.
Anyway, as I slowly spread peanut butter on graham crackers, what I heard was not a despairing Mrs. Morgan asking my mother how to make her wayward daughter into a good girl like me. Instead, I heard that one week from Friday they are having Maura’s birthday party at the country club. Apparently Maura not only got through the weekend without punishment, but she is also about to have the birthday party of the century.
“We started this when she was in middle school,” Mrs. Morgan said, sipping her tea. “Maybe we’ve let things get too elaborate, but it is her eighteenth birthday. She wants to have a Roaring Twenties theme, so that’s what we’ll do. Last year it was Gone with the Wind. You should have seen the gowns the girls showed up in!”
“Wow,” my mother said, but I could hear the judgments she was making in her head about the way parents spoil their kids these days. I don’t know what it is about Mrs. Morgan that has her so enthralled. It’s like she thinks this is her chance to be one of the cool kids.
“Anyway, there’s a lot of shopping involved,” Mrs. Morgan said. “I think half the reason Maura has kept it up is to have my undivided attention. Since Billy was born, she’s been obsessed with her birthday parties. She decided on this year’s theme about a week after last year’s party.”
My mother nodded. Then she glanced over at me. I’m sure she was getting suspicious of my lurking in the kitchen.
“Why don’t you and Lizzie come with us on Sunday? We’re going into Boston to shop for outfits and favors. It’ll be fun.”
All I could think was that it would not be fun. I hate shopping and Maura hates me. If we go, the day will surely end in disaster. 
Mrs. Morgan turned around on the couch where she was sitting so she could see me in the kitchen. “What do you say, Lizzie? A day of shopping? It’s about time to do some back-to-school shopping anyway.”
I stood frozen on the spot, butter knife dripping peanut butter in one hand, trying to think of how to respond.
“Lizzie isn’t much of a shopper,” my mother said. “But it might be fun, huh, Lizzie? Maybe you’d like shopping if you had someone your own age to give fashion advice instead of just your old mom?”
The cheerful act my mother is always putting on in front of Mrs. Morgan is so frustrating. She and I had barely spoken since the night of the battle of the bands, but with Mrs. Morgan in the room, suddenly we were chums, pals, the perfect mother-daughter duo. 
But as I stood there trying to come up with a reasonable way out of shopping with the Morgans, I had to concede that my mother often tries to lure me into shopping trips, and I almost never give in and go. She wants to be the sort of mom who takes her daughter to the mall and gossips, and I don’t let her. Besides, she and I do not have the same taste. Usually I just let her buy me things and then I convince her nothing fits or I stick the stuff I don’t like in the back of the closet. Lately she’s been more willing to let me order stuff from catalogs. I think she’s just glad I’ve taken an interest. 
“I’m just not sure,” I said. 
“Let me check the calendar with Greg to make sure he won’t miss us,” my mom said. 
On the one hand I was glad she had just rescued me from having to answer. On the other hand, I knew this meant she was going to get her way. Once Mrs. Morgan was gone, she’d tell me in no uncertain terms that we were going and I was going to like it, and that would be that. I put my snack on a plate. I wasn’t even hungry, but I’d made a pretty big project of putting a snack together, so I had to keep up the show. I took it to the den, where I could call Missy in relative privacy.
 
*          *          *
 
The second time I heard about Maura’s party was from the birthday girl herself. She wasn’t talking to me, but she was talking so loudly I hardly think she was trying to keep her conversation private. I was out on the deck with the last of my summer reading books when I heard her.
“Whatever, my mother can’t stand the idea that I might have outgrown theme birthday parties,” she said. “The upside is I’m going to get an amazing dress out of it… Yeah, the challenge is going to be avoiding the adults… Uh-huh, John is bringing it… He says you can’t smell vodka, so that shouldn’t be a problem… If it’s anything like last year, my mom will be so lit up she won’t have a clue what I’m up to... Nope, she doesn’t give a shit… Mr. Recovering Alcoholic? He’s not my father. He knows he can’t control me. Hang on, I got a beep.
“Hey… No… Yeah, I’m talking to Jess… Do me a favor, don’t tell her about the pre-party stuff, ok?... No, she’s just been driving me nuts lately… Uh-huh… Okay, see you at six.
“Jess?... I gotta go… Okay, tomorrow.”
A minute later I heard the slider open and shut and I was left with the quiet of the neighborhood. I wonder whose account of Maura’s elaborate theme birthday parties is true. Mrs. Morgan said Maura insists on keeping up the tradition, and Maura said her mother keeps it up. For some reason, I’m inclined to believe Mrs. Morgan. Enormous parties at which she gets to dress up and be the center of attention sounds to me like Maura’s lifeblood. 
I wonder if Maura knows her mother invited my family to the party. There will be enough people at the gala event that she can ignore me without much effort, so I hope she doesn’t care that my mother will be dragging me along. Really the more pressing question I have is if I can get my invite extended to Missy. It will be easier to go with a friend at my side. I’m hoping that maybe somehow I can snag Missy an invite during our big shopping outing, but it will have to be during a moment alone with Mrs. Morgan. There is no way I can ask Maura for anything. 
My mother, as predicted, insists we go on the shopping trip. Besides the fact that it will “be fun,” she also noted that I have absolutely nothing to wear to a “Roaring Twenties” party. We will have to go shopping, so we might as well go with our neighbors. Missy thinks it’s fantastic that I’ll be spending the day with my arch enemy. She can’t wait to hear all about it. Although Missy and Maura have not officially met, the night in the park was enough to grab Missy’s interest. That and the Facebook group devoted to hating Maura. So it’s settled. I will spend half the day cooped up in the car with someone who hates me and who I’m not too fond of either, and I will spend the rest of the day feigning interest in fashion and being scrutinized by my mother.
 
*          *          *
 
When we first get in Mrs. Morgan’s car for our shopping adventure, I can barely hide my shock at Maura’s appearance. While I am used to her skimpy apparel—the sundress she has on is no exception—it is the rest of her that catches me off guard. She looks like she just rolled out of bed, pulled the dress on, and walked out the door without even running a brush through her hair or washing her face. Without makeup, her features look soft, sort of blurred and undefined. Actually, I think that her eyes look bigger without the dark liner she usually wears. Without any makeup, they stand out strikingly.  Her hair looks straggly and greasy. I wonder if she was out partying last night. Maybe she hasn’t even changed clothes.
As soon as we pull out of the driveway, she leans against the door and falls asleep until the stop-start motion of the car at a tollbooth wakes her. The ride is quiet, Mrs. Morgan and my mother chatting, everyone ignoring me. When Maura awakes, the first thing she does is scold her mother for not waking her sooner so she could get ready. Then she begins rummaging through an enormous bohemian-style bag at her feet. In moments, using a small handheld mirror and unshaken by the motion of the car, she manages to put on a complete face of makeup. Out of the corner of my eye I watch as she blends foundation all over her face, pencils in her eyebrows, draws a dramatic line of charcoal around her eyes, sweeps not one but three colors across her eyelids, brushes mascara over her lashes, sucks in her cheeks to find the perfect placement of a rosy blush, and finishes with a swipe of gloss over her lips. I am surprised by just how much makeup she wears. I knew she owned a lot of makeup—I saw it in her room—but I hadn’t guessed (even seeing her without any makeup) that she wears so much at once. She instantly looks older, her face thinner, her cheekbones more pronounced. 
“Ma, do you have any gum?” she asks, when she’s happy with her look. Mrs. Morgan hands her a piece, and once she’s chomping away on that, she digs through her purse some more until she produces a brush, some hair clips, and a gauzy scarf. She moves around in the seat until she can see herself in the rearview mirror and arranges her hair into a messy pile on top of her head. Then she ties the scarf around her head to hide her greasy roots. She looks effortlessly lovely and fresh. I am so jealous I can barely keep myself from staring at her in disgust. My only small measure of comfort comes from the fact that since she woke, she’s ignored me completely. 
I cannot believe the dress Maura buys. It is a shiny silver thing with a deep-v neck that plunges to her belly button and deep-v back that plunges almost to her butt-crack. The material is so slinky you can see the shape of her belly button, and the hem—I assume this is the flapper connection—has several rows of fringe. She also buys strappy silver shoes that buckle at the ankle. She completes the outfit with gloves that come up above her elbows and a jaunty little hat with a white feather protruding from the side. I watch her posing in the dressing room mirror, pretending to bring a cigarette to her lips. Not satisfied with her appearance, she rummages through her purse and finds a tube of red lipstick. She’s right. The look is not complete without it. I have to give it to her—she looks like a 1920s starlet. 
Every now and then I catch a glimpse of my mother’s expression when she thinks no one is looking. I can tell she is appalled—I mean, the dress requires double-stick tape to remain in place. And then there is the expense; you would think she was buying her wedding dress. Meanwhile, every store we go in, I look for some place to sit down and spend much of the day yawning. At some point after lunch, when Maura moves on to back-to-school clothes, Mrs. Morgan realizes that I haven’t tried anything on yet. Maura’s dress bought and bagged, she turns her attention to me. 
The things she pulls off the racks! Maybe I should be flattered that she thinks I can pull off low-cut, clingy dresses, but honestly there is no way. Eventually, in a store called Upscale Consignment that Maura insists we check out, Mrs. Morgan produces a black sleeveless number that falls shapelessly to a drop-waist, with a ruffled skirt down to mid-calf. She also finds a sequin headband that I can wear flapper style. I feel like a little kid on Halloween as I pull it on. In it, my body is an undefined blob, but at least I can both sit and stand in it without fearing indecent exposure. 
“That’s cute,” Maura says, taking a turn at sitting outside the dressing room. Although it was her idea to check out the store, she got bored with it quickly. “I mean, it fits the theme really well.”
I am surprised that she bothers to comment. “You think so?” I ask.
“Mmm. Doesn’t do much for your figure, though.”
I know she’s right but I don’t like hearing her say it. 
“And all that black washes you out,” she says, chewing on one of her cuticles and not looking at me at all. “Maybe if you had the right makeup. And some highlights in your hair.”
The initial compliment just turned into the suggestion of a total makeover. I go into the dressing room to change.
“Wait,” she says. She dips into her purse and comes up with a makeup bag. “Watch.” She instructs me to pout and paints some color onto my lips. Then she has me close my eyes and I feel a soft brush tickle my eyelids. She brushes blush over the apples of my cheeks and tells me to look at myself. She stands behind me at the mirror, pinching the dress in a bit at the waist. “See?” she asks.
She hasn’t put much makeup on me, just a touch, but I don’t look so pasty and dull. 
“If you just have the dress taken in here, that’ll get you a better fit,” she says.
I nod. 
“That’s nice,” my mother says, coming over to see what we’re up to. 
“Very cute,” Mrs. Morgan adds.
“Don’t you think she’d look cute with a little bit of blonde highlights in her hair?” Maura asks.
“She’d look like she spent the summer at the beach,” Mrs. Morgan says.
“I’m always telling her to give that hair a little more style,” my mother says.
I take off the dress and my mom pays for it while I put my own clothes back on. I stand for a moment in the dressing room taking in the makeup Maura put on me. I’m not sure why she is being so nice. Maybe she is just that bored. Maybe she pities me a little. I wonder how she’ll react if I ask her about the makeup. 
Maura has amassed quite a hefty load of “birthday presents” by the time we head back to the car. I wish my mom would let me pick out my own birthday presents. I guess the heat and all the walking wore us out because none of us really talk on the drive. We stop at the rest stop on the Mass Pike for frozen yogurt at Maura’s request, and then we are home. After we locate my two bags in Maura’s dozen, I start across the lawn to our house but Maura stops me.
“About the other week,” she says.
I wait for her to go on.
“You didn’t say anything about that to your parents, did you?”
I shake my head.
“Good,” she says. 
She might have said “thanks” but she didn’t.
“It was just a really bad day, you know?” she asks.
I nod like some head-bobbing dummy.
“Okay,” she says.
I start to walk away but then I stop. “Hey, Maura?”
She looks at me expectantly.
“I was wondering, do you think you could help me some more with the makeup stuff? I never really wear any, but what you put on me at the store was nice.”
“Oh,” she says. “Yeah, I can help you out. We can go to CVS or something one day this week.”
I thank her and walk across her yard to mine. 
 
*          *          *
 
Tonight when I called Missy and told her about the day and how Maura is going to teach me how to wear makeup, she had a fit of hysterical laughter. 
“Can I come, too?” she asked. 
“Maybe,” I said, but she told me she had just been joking.
“So she isn’t as bad as we thought?” Missy asked.
“Well, she wasn’t today,” I answered. “Oh, and Mrs. Morgan told me that she’d be delighted to include you in the party,” I said. I thought to ask her in the morning while Maura was asleep. My mother shot me a dirty look when I did, but Mrs. Morgan thought it was a great idea. After all, she said, she hated the thought of a kid starting a new school senior year.
Missy and I made plans to hang out the next afternoon. She thought she could put together an outfit for the party using some of her mom’s stuff. When I hung up the phone, I went upstairs and looked at my dress again. I am starting to get my hopes up for this party, and even for the start of school, just a few weeks away. 
 
 


Chapter 6
 
 
The first time I meet Missy’s mom, she is in her studio painting. Her studio is an airy room on the second floor—a spare bedroom, really—with enormous windows that flood the room with light. There are potted plants everywhere, a wind chime mounted just outside one of the windows tinkles in the breeze, and the gauzy blue curtains flutter. She is working on a still life of broken pieces of pottery arranged on a table near the window. Missy inherited her hair and her height from her mother. She stands at her easel with her back to us, an enormous men’s oxford shirt as her smock, bare feet peeking out of flowing, wide-legged pants, the image of some serene goddess at work. We watch her quietly for a moment, and then Missy taps at the doorframe. Her mom turns around to reveal the round swell of a pregnant belly. Before I can react, she’s embracing me.
“Lizzie!” she says. “You are exactly as Missy described you. I’m so happy to meet you.” Her stomach feels hard against mine as she puts her arms around me.
“It’s great to meet you, too, Mrs. Howston,” I manage to say.
“Oh, no! You have to call me Anna,” she says. “Mrs. Howston is my mother-in-law.” She laughs. “So you two are putting together a flapper costume today?” she asks, stepping back from our prolonged hug.
I nod.
“I think you’ll find everything you need, although you’ll have to do some rummaging. A lot of that stuff hasn’t gotten unpacked, and I feel less inclined by the day,” she says, patting her belly. She sighs and turns toward her canvas. “What do you think, Mis? Better?”
Missy walks over to look at her mother’s painting. “Hmm. I do like the way you’ve brightened the colors,” she says after a moment.
“Missy is my consultant,” Anna says, casting me a smile. “Well, I have some more to do here, and then it’s time for my midmorning nap.” She fakes a yawn and then turns back to Missy. “How do fajitas sound for lunch?” 
“That’s great, mom,” Missy says.
“Ok for you, Lizzie?”
They eat fajitas for lunch. I love it. We don’t eat Mexican food ever at my house. My mother thinks it’s too fattening and low class. “Yeah, that’s fantastic,” I say.
In the attic, Missy moves boxes around, but I am still distracted by the news that Anna is ready to pop any day now.
“You didn’t tell me your mother was pregnant,” I say.
“Really? No. I must have told you,” Missy answers.
“I think I would remember.” I wonder if Missy hasn’t mentioned it because she’s embarrassed or something.
“Well, I guess I’m so used to her being pregnant now that I didn’t think to tell you.” She moves aside a few more boxes. “When she first found out, I told everyone.”
“Wow. So how do you feel about it?” I know how I would feel. I would be pissed. I mean, my mom barely has enough affection for two kids. If she had another baby, I’d end up being a full-time nanny. Not that it would ever happen anyway, because my mom had her tubes tied right after I was born. In her words, two are enough.
“Are you kidding? I’m so excited! I’ve always wanted a sister or brother.” She looks at me and I can see from the smile on her face that she is sincere.
“But did your parents plan this?” 
“Oh, yeah. My mom has wanted this for years, but she didn’t want to do it while my dad was still in the army. I guess it was pretty hard on her when I was little and he was deployed, and anyway, with a war going on, it was just too scary. But as soon as he got out, they got busy. Hey, I think I found the right boxes,” she says, kneeling down and pulling open the top of a large box labeled “Costumes.”
“But how old is your mom?” I ask. However nonchalant Missy is about her family situation, I’m having a hard time taking it in.
“Thirty-seven,” she says, pulling various pieces of clothing from the box. “Look at this!” She holds up a leather vest with fringe on it. “My cowgirl vest! I wore this to school every day in the third grade.”
“Wait, your mom is only thirty-seven?”
“Yep. She was a child bride.”
“She had you when she was twenty?” I ask, trying to sort out the math in my head.
“Yep. My parents were childhood sweethearts, but my dad is a few years older than my mom.”
“Wow.”
“I know, right? Makes me wish I had a childhood sweetheart. I guess we’ve missed the age cut-off for that, though.”
“Yeah,” I say.
“Shoot! This box is just kid stuff. Somewhere over here there’s a box of my mom’s dress-up stuff, costume jewelry, stuff like that.”
I haven’t been very helpful. I kneel down beside Missy and start combing through the boxes she set out. I want to hear more about her parents’ romance, but I don’t want to seem too nosy, so I drop it. Eventually we find a couple of boxes full of Anna’s old dresses and random adult-sized costumes. By the time we emerge from the attic for lunch, Missy is wearing a gold lamé dress that drapes at the neck and falls to the floor with a slit up to the middle of her thigh, elbow-high black gloves, a black boa, an enormous rope of fake (but convincing) pearls, a “hat” made of black feathers mounted on a hair comb that sits slightly askew on her head and looks like some wild bird—Anna tells us at lunch it is a cocktail hat that she wore to a wedding in England—and strappy black stilettos. She also found one of those long cigarette-filters that you see women holding in old movies. 
“I’m going to have to practice if I want this to look natural,” she says, balancing the filter between her fingertips and bringing it up to her lips.
I think the hat is too much, but Missy is in love with it. That’s the thing about Missy; she doesn’t take herself too seriously. I mean, take away the hat and she looks like Nicole Kidman going to the Oscars. Add the hat and she looks like a cross between a celebrity and a lunatic. Missy tries to dress me up, too, but I only wear the wacky bits of apparel long enough to humor her, and then I put them back into the boxes where she found them.
“Come on! Live a little!” she says, when I take off the bowler hat she placed on my head. 
I roll my eyes.
She pretends to pout. “You’re no fun,” she says.
She’s right. I’m not much fun. I put the hat back on. “There. Happy now?”
She smiles. “You should wear hats. You look good.”
“Yeah, sure,” I say. But I am flattered by the compliment. Actually I do think I look good in hats, but I’m not brave enough to wear them because I’m afraid people will think I’m trying to look cool or be too stylish or something. Even in the winter or at the beach, I resist wearing hats, which I realize is foolish—think how much warmer my ears would be, how much less sunburned my face and neck. I just don’t want to draw attention to myself.
We eat lunch with Anna in the small backyard. It is all fenced in, but the landscaping is a crazy, overgrown tangle of flowers and leafy plants. The picnic table on the patio is under a pergola covered in climbing roses. It’s magical, and I say so. 
“We’re lucky,” Anna says. “I’m not much of a green thumb, but this garden was a major factor in choosing this house. I can’t tell weed from flower, so it’s getting out of control, but I like it.”
We eat chicken fajitas and drink limeade and breathe in the scent of roses. I never want to leave.
“So Missy tells me there was some excitement at the concert the other week,” Anna says after we eat. She leans back in her chair and rests her hands on the shelf of her stomach. 
“Uh, yeah,” I say. Of course Missy told her mother about Maura and that whole affair. She probably tells her mother everything. Missy and Anna actually have the relationship my mother wants with me and Mrs. Morgan wants with Maura.
“I have to say, I can’t understand why you two want to go to that girl’s party,” she says.
“Mom,” Missy says, half-whining, “everybody is going.”
“My parents are making me go,” I say.
“Ah, yes. And I hear your parents are also eager to meet us.”
“Yeah, it’s a policy they have. I had to beg to come over here today. They want to know my friends’ parents.”
“Well, that’s smart,” Anna says. “We love to know Missy’s friends’ parents. Besides, that’s the only way old geezers like us meet new people. You become a parent and suddenly all of your friends are the parents of your kid’s friends. That’s how it works.” She laughs.
“I guess soon you’ll be making a whole new round of friends, then,” I say, nodding toward her belly.
“We’ll be the old folks at all the kiddie birthday parties and school events. All the young couples will seek out our sage advice,” she says, laughing some more.
“Oh please,” Missy says. “No one will believe you’re old enough to have a seventeen-year-old at home. And then they’ll be jealous. You have a built-in babysitter.” Missy turns to me. “Everyone always thinks we’re sisters.”
Anna does look young, until you look closely around her eyes and mouth. Besides, the age difference between Anna and Missy is only slightly greater than the age difference between Missy and her new sibling will be. It isn’t hard to imagine them passing as sisters.
“I don’t know, Mis. I feel old.”
“Well, then,” Missy answers, “we’ll take care of cleaning up and you go rest.” She starts gathering plates, and I happily assist. 
Back inside, I finally get a chance to look around. The entire house is as enchanting as Anna’s studio and the backyard. Over the kitchen sink is a beautiful stained glass window. Houseplants and knick-knacks from their world travels decorate every corner and cubby. Books line shelves, nest in piles by the sofa, and cover the coffee table. It is my dream house.
After cleaning up, Missy and I settle in on the couch in the living room. It’s soft, worn-in, old brown leather. We sink into the cushions and Missy talks about the developments in her burgeoning romance with Wes. They went to a matinee on Sunday and then out for coffee. She talks to him on the phone every day.
“Last night, we talked all night,” she says. “And I’m supposed to go with him and his friends for a hike tomorrow.”
“That’s cool,” I say.
“Yeah, but here’s the thing. I don’t think he’s ever kissed anyone.”
Neither have I but I don’t say so. I wait for Missy to continue.
“I don’t know how to initiate that, you know?” she says. “And I think maybe he’s too shy.”
I think about Missy’s braces and the merciless teasing of kids who had braces back in middle school. I had been convinced that people with braces couldn’t kiss anyone. I have since learned otherwise, but still, kissing a mouth full of braces just doesn’t sound appealing to me. Maybe Wes feels the same way.
“Yeah, but on this hike, his friends are going to be there. It’s not like you’re going to the woods to make out,” I say.
“We might be alone sometimes.”
“I guess you just have to see how it goes,” I say. I hear a clock chime in the front room. “Damn! What time is it?” 
“I think it’s 2:30,” Missy says.
“I’m late.” I push myself off of the couch. “My mom’s probably waiting at Gram’s house.” 
“Oh, right,” Missy says. 
I make a mental note to wear a watch when hanging out with Missy. It is easy to lose track of time with her. The last thing I need is to give my mom more reasons to dislike her, especially now that I’ve been inside her house. Whatever my mom thinks, Missy and her family are exactly the kind of influence I need in my life.
 
*          *          *
 
 “Your grandmother was just telling me how lovely Missy’s family is,” my mother says when I come rushing, somewhat out of breath, onto the porch.
“You’ve met them?” I ask, confused.
“Oh, yes,” she says. “And that house belonged to an old friend who was devastated to have to sell it after thirty years, but then she met the Howstons, and she was happy to have such a nice family moving in. She’s in one of the high rises now.” Gram says, rocking back and forth on the glider. 
“The Howstons apparently had a meet-and-greet when they first moved in,” my mother says. “Gram says they invited the whole neighborhood.”
“It was very nice,” Gram says. “Has she had the baby yet?”
“Uh, no,” I say, wondering if Gram already told my mother that Anna was pregnant and if so how she took the news. “I guess she’s due in like three weeks.”
“Ah. That’s nice.”
“Well,” my mother says, “we’d better get home. You’re late, you know.”
I had hoped she hadn’t noticed. Gram, like my dad, can be a great distraction to my mother. 
“See you in a few days,” my mother says to Gram.
“All right.”
“Don’t fall asleep out here.”
“I’m old, Beth, but I’m not an idiot.
My mother wastes no time with her reprimands once we’re in the car. She doesn’t like my new habit of lateness. She isn’t sure she likes the idea of my hanging around with someone whose mother will be too busy with a new baby to pay attention to a teenager. She will not be letting me go to Missy’s again until she’s met her parents. And why haven’t I mentioned how tired Gram is looking? 
“You know the whole reason we moved here was to take care of Gram. She’s not exactly young,” my mother says.
“I know.” I also know it won’t help to point out that Gram likes Missy and her family or that I hadn’t noticed that Gram seemed especially tired lately. It also won’t help to suggest that maybe Gram is just tired of my mother’s company, because let’s face it, what adult wants to be told what to do? I let my mother rant and watch the scenery roll by.
“If you want to have Missy come here, fine,” she concludes as we pull into the driveway, “but we have to meet her parents before you go there again. Do you hear me?”
I nod and get out of the car.
 
*          *          *
 
I’m sitting in my room trying to focus on the last of my summer reading when the doorbell rings. A minute later I hear Maura’s sticky sweet voice greeting my mother. Then she calls up the stairs for me to come down.
“Katherine and I are going to the mall,” Maura says. “Want to come with us? We can look at makeup and stuff.”
I can feel my mother hovering behind me. I can only imagine the look of delight on her face. The mall. Makeup. Her little girl hanging out with the pretty, popular girls. It is her dream come true. I know I have to answer in the affirmative. I am the one who asked Maura for help with makeup. But Katherine is going. I can handle spending some time with Maura; I have seen that there is more to her than the persona I first met. But Katherine is another story. She was overtly rude to me at the Morgans’ cookout and she sent me some not-so-nice messages on Facebook earlier this summer. And undoubtedly Maura with Katherine will not be the same as Maura with me and our mothers. Then again, Maura silenced Katherine at the cookout when Jessica asked me about California. In their friendship, Maura is the one with the power.
“Yeah, okay,” I say. “Are you going now?”
“Like twenty minutes,” Maura says. “Katherine’s driving. Just come out when you’re ready.”
I go back upstairs to change and dig out my babysitting money, and when I come back down, my mother is waiting for me with her debit card.
“No more than a hundred and fifty dollars,” she says, handing it to me.
This is new. “What?” I say.
“Makeup is expensive. And maybe you’ll see some clothes or shoes for back-to-school.”
“It’s okay, mom. I have money.”
“Well then now you have a little more. Just get receipts.”
“But I’ll have to sign your name.”
“They never check,” she says.
“Are you sure?”
“Go and have fun. I think they’re already out there waiting for you.”
And that’s it. I am going to the mall with Maura and Katherine in Katherine’s sporty little red car—her sixteenth birthday present—with my mother’s debit card in my purse. I keep wondering when the Twilight Zone theme music will start playing. 
I seriously think my mother doesn’t even realize the mixed messages she sends me sometimes. How does she not get that it is not possible to stick to all her rules and to be friends with girls like Maura and Katherine? 
Before we can look at makeup, we have to do a couple of laps around the mall to find out if anyone worth seeing is also there. Then we have to look at the clearance racks in a few trendy stores and cruise the shoe department of Macy’s. At one point, when Maura and I are waiting for Katherine to finish up in the dressing room at Old Navy, I see my chance to hash some things out with Maura. I am still afraid she is setting me up somehow, getting back at me for using her computer. After all, she has a good reason to hate me, and she doesn’t owe me anything for not telling my parents about her drunken scene. After all, I assume her parents already know.
“Listen, Maura,” I say, glancing toward the dressing room, making sure Katherine isn’t approaching. “About earlier this summer, your computer…”
“Hey, no sweat,” she interrupts.
“No, I should explain.”
“Seriously,” she says, not letting me finish. “I probably would have done the same in your shoes.”
“Still,” I say. “It wasn’t cool, and I’m sorry.” I want to explain about my insanely strict parents, but Maura cuts me off again.
“Say no more,” she insists. “It’s totally forgotten. You know, I was really unfair about all that.”
“Thanks,” I say, seeing Katherine coming toward us, a pair of jeans in her hands.
“Sephora next?” she asks, and we follow her to the front of the store.
I know the point of this makeup quest is to enhance my appearance, just as Maura was able to do so easily when we were dress shopping, but is it necessary to have someone point out all of your flaws before they enhance your face? Maura and Katherine study me like a rare old painting, recently discovered and in need of much repair before it can be displayed. I may see flaws in my appearance, but I’ve always felt good about my complexion and my eyes. I have often thought I’d gladly stay chubby if the price of being thin were bad skin, and people have always complimented me on my big blue eyes. But there, under the carefully designed lighting of Sephora, Katherine finds all sorts of flaws with my skin and Maura can’t decide how best to brighten the grayish tone of my eye color. They proceed through my makeover without talking to me much. They just sort of examine me and put various colors on my face and then sometimes wipe it all off to start again. I think they’re having fun, not with me, but because of me.
“Do you tweeze?” Maura asks, tracing a finger along my right eyebrow.
“No,” I say. I have nicely shaped eyebrows. Not bushy or anything. “Should I?”
“Hmm. You could really use some more definition here. I mean, we can put some brow pencil on them, but you have to pluck these strays,” she says. “We can take care of that when we get home.”
“But won’t it hurt?” I ask.
“No beauty without a little pain,” Katherine says.
By the time they’re done with me, they have applied a yellow concealer beneath my eyes where Katherine says my thin skin gives me a tired appearance, foundation over my entire face (which I protested on the grounds that I have nice skin, but Maura and Katherine both insisted that to be sure one is always ready to be photographed, foundation is a must), rosy blush on my cheeks, eyeliner all around my eyes, three shades of eye shadow in progressing layers, mascara, brow pencil, and “face illuminating” powder over the top, which is like a hint of glitter over my whole face.
“I cannot go out in public like this,” I say when they turn me to the mirror.
“You look great,” Maura says.
“It doesn’t really go with your hair and clothes, does it?” Katherine says.
She’s right.
“It’s just too much.” 
“Well, what don’t you like?” Maura asks.
The eyeliner. There is nothing subtle about it, and I am pretty sure it makes my eyes look smaller. 
“If you’re going to be all dressed up, you need eyeliner,” Maura reasons. “You don’t have to wear it every day, but you do need it.”
I look in the basket where they’ve been collecting the various products I have to buy. It is going to cost a fortune. I wonder if my mom’s spending limit will even cover it. I wasn’t planning to use her debit card, but seeing the price tags, I decide I should take this opportunity, as it might be once-in-a-lifetime.
“How do you normally wear your hair?” Katherine asks.
“Like this,” I say. My hair, as usual, is in a ponytail. 
Katherine tugs out the elastic and ruffles her hand through my hair. “Maybe we should look at some styling products too,” she says.
“You guys are going to teach me how to use all this stuff, right?”
Maura assures me they will. I am becoming their little test dummy and protégé. 
In addition to my basket full of makeup, I also buy fancy shampoo, conditioner, styling mousse, a straightening iron, and hair spray. And perfume. I blow right by the hundred and fifty dollar limit and have to contribute fifty bucks of my own. When we get back to Maura’s, they make me wash off all the makeup and wash my hair. Then I get my first lesson in hairstyling and makeup application. 
I like the makeup better when I put it on myself. I apply it more lightly than they had, so it looks more natural. Try as I might, I’m not very handy at hairstyling, though. I can’t seem to tease the roots as Katherine instructed, and I have no luck with the up-dos they showed me. In the end, Katherine produces a small set of scissors and, while I hold my breath, trims some fringy bangs and layers, which we iron flat into a funky style. When we’re done, I don’t look like me, but I look sort of good. And good thing, too, because all the little pieces she cut are never going to fit into a ponytail.
“See,” Maura says. “That wasn’t so hard.”
“Maybe we should come raid your closet and see what we can do with that,” Katherine says, laughing smugly. She has gotten a little friendlier as the day has gone on. When I let her cut my hair, I think that sealed the deal. She is willing to at least consider extending friendship to me.
“You won’t find much interesting in my closet,” I say.
“What, no secrets?” Maura asks, suddenly turning our conversation away from the safe realm of appearances. My heart pounds. I’m not ready for this kind of conversation. Is this where they turn on me?
“No,” I say. “No cute clothes or skeletons.”
“How disappointing,” Maura says. “I thought there was a wild child in you that we had yet to uncover.”
“You’ve met my parents. They don’t allow much for wildness.”
“Exactly. Kids with strict parents are usually the ones who let it all out when they step outside their parents’ grasp.”
“I guess I’m still pretty much within their grasp,” I say.
Maura makes a tsk sound. “I thought for sure there was more to you, Lizzie,” she says.
I shrug. I wish there was more to me, too.
“No time like the present,” Maura says. “Spend some time with us and we might find your inner wild child yet.”
 
*          *          *
 
Now, after enduring my mother’s ohhing and ahhing over my new hairdo and makeup, which she made me remove and reapply to prove that I could in fact put it on by myself, I sit in my room, every now and then giving in to the temptation to study my new reflection, thinking about what Maura said. My inner wild child. I’m pretty sure I don’t have one, and yet if I just cast my lot with Maura—who seems completely willing, for reasons I cannot comprehend, to add me to her posse—I can have unprecedented freedom. My mother handed me her debit card only a few hours ago to send me off to the mall. She watched me get into Katherine’s car, the very car we have seen peeling out next door countless times, even though she’s never met Katherine’s parents, or Katherine for that matter. All that freedom just because I am becoming friends with Maura. I wonder what else I might get away with if I make a habit of this.
 
 
 


Chapter 7
 
 
I know I can be judgmental, but it isn’t my fault. I learned from the best. Look at my mother. She so seldom finds anyone who meets her standards. It’s amazing she’s ever had a friend in her life. I try not to be judgmental, but sometimes I just fall into it before I even know what I’m doing. Maybe I see an overweight woman eating a sandwich and I think, “Yeah, that’s what you need. Bread and mayonnaise. Pile it on.” Or I see some kid with acne and in my head I name him “pizza face.” Or I see a gorgeous, thin girl in stylish (that is, skimpy) clothing and I think “slutty bitch” without ever even talking to her.
At least I try not to let these thoughts influence my actions. I try to be nice to people even when the thoughts going through my mind are nasty, not like my mother who thinks anyone in cut-off jeans is trash and not worth her time. It’s just when I notice the thoughts that play in my head, I feel like such a bitch. The more I get to know Maura and her friends, the more I think maybe I’m the bitchy one, not the other way around. As long as they’re willing to make a new start with me, I figure I can give them the benefit of the doubt, too. 
Missy—in typical friendly, optimistic Missy fashion—agrees. If they are extending friendship, why not take them up on it? I’m hesitant to bring Missy into the group, though, and I am disgusted with myself to admit the reason. I’m afraid they’ll like her more than me. Who wouldn’t? She’s beautiful, funny, outgoing. Her only flaw that I can see is her incessant chatter, and that isn’t enough to make her hard to like. But I got Missy an invitation to Maura’s birthday bash, so at least for one night I will try to balance both friendships. 
Missy comes over in the afternoon before the party to get ready. My parents are taking us, and afterwards Missy is going to stay at my house. Another first for me—I haven’t had a sleepover before, unless cousins count. I would rather stay at Missy’s house, but that is out of the question. Even if my parents had met hers, they’d never allow it. How could they trust me if I am out of their sight all night? I am still finding ways to delay our parents meeting, and I know I can’t keep it up forever. For now, though, having Missy stay at my house is already a huge step forward.
When we are all dressed and ready to go, we stand side by side looking into the mirror in the bathroom. Missy slips her arm around my waist.
“We look fantastic,” she says. “We’ll be the belles of the ball.”
“You look fantastic,” I say. Beside Missy, I look like a sad sack destined to become a lonely old maid. 
“So do you!” Missy says. “Stop frowning!”
I give a half-hearted smile.
“More,” Missy commands.
I force my face into a close-lipped smile.
“For real!” she says, poking my ribs. 
I laugh and crack a real smile. 
“See,” she says. “A smile makes all the difference.”
“That’s really corny,” I say.
“But true. Wait, I want to take a picture,” she says, dashing to my bedroom to find her cell phone. 
I follow her into the hallway. “We can probably find a better place than the bathroom,” I say. 
We take one of the classic long-armed shots in which Missy holds the camera away from us and snaps the picture. It is slightly off-centered and charming for that. Then, we get my dad to take some better ones so you can see our outfits. And then we’re off to the party of the decade.
 
*          *          *
 
The party is ridiculous. Mr. and Mrs. Morgan’s adult friends, for the most part not in 1920s costumes, stand near the bar drinking, and Maura’s friends mill around the patio of the clubhouse holding “mocktails” in fancy glasses and talking over the upbeat jazz the DJ had chosen for cocktail hour. The boys are mostly just wearing regular suits, a few even have on tuxedos, but the girls are wearing dresses that are completely over-the-top. Each is hoping to outdo the others. Of course, none can rival Maura. It’s like a wedding where the bride is always the most beautiful woman. Maura is the center of the universe for the evening.
Still, when Missy and I walk in, I notice that Missy draws a lot of glances. Looks that say, Who is that gorgeous girl? It’s a relief to be beside her because no one really sees me at all. I am a blur in a black dress beside the girl with the outrageous red hair who looks like a fashion model.
“This is so exciting,” Missy says, leaning down toward my ear and clutching my arm. Although I am wearing shoes with a heel, in her stilettos Missy towers over me like a giant. 
A server offers us pink drinks in martini glasses—it’s pink lemonade—and we make our way to the edge of the patio to survey the scene. Maura’s mother has pulled Maura away from her friends to say hello to the adults, and in her absence, Katherine and Jessica are holding court. 
Missy and I stand on the edge of the patio. I can tell she’s dying to go over and introduce herself. She’s not afraid to put herself out there. And she knows that I have no intention of going over to those kids.
Then I see Katherine approaching.
“Lizzie! Looking good,” she says. “I didn’t see you come in.” She hooks an arm in mine. “Come meet some of the guys, ok?” She doesn’t acknowledge Missy. As Katherine leads me away, I look back at Missy and she just smiles and nods encouragingly. 
“Who’s that?” Katherine asks when we’re out of earshot.
“Missy Howston. She just moved here too,” I say. “Mrs. Morgan thought it would be fun for her to come and meet people.”
“She’s pretty,” Katherine says. It’s an absurd understatement and also not spoken as a compliment. “How do you know her?”
“Facebook,” I say.
“Oh, wait, I remember that name now. But she doesn’t have a profile picture, right?”
I shake my head. “Her parents won’t let her.”
“Go figure,” Katherine says. “Well, you ready to meet everyone?”
I nod and let her lead me into her circle of friends. As Katherine goes around the group making introductions, it is all I can do to breathe normally. My heart is pounding and I can feel sweat forming on my face. I try to pay attention to all the names—to put together faces I recognize from Facebook profiles and names I also recognize but that don’t seem to match the people in front of me—but it’s hard to stay focused when I realize I am standing next to Hunter Groves. 
“So that’s everyone, and this is Lizzie Richards,” Katherine concludes. “She’s Maura’s new neighbor.”
“Are you going to be a freshman?” someone asks.
“Senior,” I say. 
“Really?”
I nod.
“Hey, you’re the girl from the battle of the bands,” a guy says. I look up and see that it’s the same guy who rescued me from the cop. “I wouldn’t have expected to see you here,” he continues. “Seemed like you weren’t a big favorite of Maura’s that night.” 
“It was a misunderstanding,” I say and everyone laughs.
“Yeah, I guess so,” he says. He looks amused. 
“I’m sorry,” I say, “what’s your name again?”
“Ouch,” another male voice says. “That’s gotta hurt.”
“Huh?” 
“It’s just, we all thought everyone knew Pauly, here.”
Paul. That name came up in several of Maura’s poems. I look at him again. He is tallish with light brown hair and dark brown eyes. His smile reveals dimples. And he is the guy in Maura’s prom pictures.
“Not the new kid,” I say.
Paul steps across the circle and sticks out his hand. When I extend mine, he takes it, and instead of shaking it, he brings it up to his lips. Everyone has a good laugh over that, and I can’t even imagine the shade of red my face has turned. “Pleased to meet you, Lizzie,” he says, like some sort of prince charming.
“And in case you forgot me, I’m John,” says the guy who introduced Paul. He takes my hand and kisses it. I am too stunned by all this to do much of anything.
“Now, boys,” Katherine says, rescuing me when she’s deemed I’m sufficiently flustered. “Don’t embarrass our new friend.”
Thankfully everyone backs off. People resume the conversations Katherine had interrupted to introduce me and I wish I was still standing off to the side with Missy. Here in the middle of the patio in Maura’s inner circle, I have no one to talk to. I stand by myself for a minute, and then I start back toward Missy.
“Lizzie,” a voice says behind me.
I stop and turn around. It’s Hunter. He reintroduces himself, which is totally unnecessary.
“What’s your friend’s name?” he asks gesturing toward Missy.
Of course he wants to meet her. “That’s Missy Howston,” I say. 
“She was at the battle of the bands with you.”
“Yep,” I say. When he doesn’t say anything else, I ask him if he wants me to introduce him.
“Maybe later,” he says. “Nice to meet you.” And he turns to walk back to his friends.
Yeah, nice to meet you, too, I think. 
 
*          *          *
 
It isn’t long before the DJ announces that everyone should take a seat for dinner. My mother signals me unmistakably to come sit with her and my father.
Missy and I walk over to the table where my mother saved us seats.
“So are you girls having fun?” my dad asks when everyone is seated and we have been introduced to the others at our table, Mr. and Mrs. Beaudry and Mr. and Mrs. Perkins, who also live on our cul-de-sac.
“This is fantastic,” Missy says. Fantastic is her word of the day.
“It sure is some party,” my dad replies.
“The Morgans spare no expense,” Mrs. Perkins adds.
“Every year it gets bigger and better,” says Mrs. Beaudry.
“Do you golf, Greg?” asks Mr. Beaudry, and the table splits into several conversations at once.
After we eat our salad and before dinner is served, I nudge Missy and excuse myself to the ladies’ room. She follows me.
“Why so glum?” she asks, leaning against the sinks while I listlessly rearrange my bangs.
“This party sucks,” I say.
“Seriously?”
“It’s boring.”
“You’ve got to be kidding. This is the best people-watching I’ve had since my last trip to New York.”
I try not to pout, but I can’t help it.
“Did something happen when you met everyone?” 
“Some of the guys acted like real dicks, you know?”
“What did you expect?” Missy says. “They’re the cool kids. They aren’t going to fall all over your feet and beg you to like them.”
“Whatever.”
“I saw you talking to Hunter,” Missy says. 
I sigh and then say, “He likes you.”
“He hasn’t even met me,” Missy says.
“He only talked to me to ask me about you.”
“Well what did he say?” If anyone else asked that question, I would think they were asking because they were flattered, but I can tell from Missy’s tone she’s asking because she wants to show me how silly I am being.
“He wanted to know who you were.”
“Right. Everyone wants to know who we are,” she says. “We’re the new girls.”
“No, they want to know who you are.”
“Well, you’re the one who got the endorsement from Maura’s lady-in-waiting. You’re the one who actually got an introduction.”
“I think they’re up to something,” I say. 
“Stop it, Miss Cynicism. We’re here to have fun. After dinner, there’s going to be dancing.”
“Oh, God.”
“Let’s go,” Missy says, leading me back to the table.
 
*          *          *
 
Missy is right. There is dancing after dinner. Or at least there is a DJ loudly playing dance music and half-heartedly encouraging people to fill the dance floor. The adults have regrouped near the bar, and for some reason the teenaged crowd seems to have shrunk. Missy keeps tapping her foot and swaying. She wants to dance desperately.
But as we stand there, I notice that the crowd is diminished. 
“Where’d everyone go?” I ask.
Missy shakes her head.
A few minutes later, I notice them trickling back into the crowd a few at a time, looking flushed and bright-eyed. The girls seem more giggly than usual. 
“I think they’re drunk,” Missy says.
I see Maura talk to the DJ, and he switches songs. “The birthday girl wants everyone to get this party started,” he announces, and like brainwashed morons, all the girls move to the dance floor. Most of the guys stand off to the side watching, but those who are dancing are really showing off their moves.
“Finally!” Missy says. She starts walking toward the dance floor, but when she realizes I’m not with her she stops. “Come on! This is the fun part.”
“We’ve been through this,” I say. “I don’t dance.”
“Fine. But at least come closer to the dance floor.”
I cross my arms, but reluctantly follow her. So I just stand there, yawning, watching everyone dance in a manner that strikes me as out-of-sync with the party’s theme. It is hard to believe none of the adults realize that most of the kids are hammered, and I conclude that in fact most of the adults understand the situation and are just letting it happen. I wonder when my own parents will get wise and decide it’s time to go home. I am about to go ask them how much longer when Jessica finds me.
“Lizzie! I’m so glad you’re here,” she says, slurring her words, and draping a sweaty arm around me. “Back when we met, I thought how much I’d like us to be friends.”
Her breath could kill a cow.
“Come dance with us, Lizzie!” she says, trying to tug me toward the dance floor.
“You know, I kind of have a headache,” I say.
“Ah, we can fix that. Just ask John. You have to come dance,” she says. “Come get a drink and then you’ll want to dance.”
I try to remove Jessica’s arm gently and when that doesn’t work I shrug her off forcibly. “Maybe next time, ok?” I say, walking away quickly to find my parents.
“I promised Patty we would stay until the end,” my mother says when I plead to go home. “She wants some adults to stick around to keep an eye on everyone.”
“So you’re the chaperones, now?” I say. Some job they’re doing. All the kids are getting drunk under my parents’ watchful eyes.
“Anyway, they have a big surprise gift for Maura and I want to see the expression on her face.”
I look to my father, but he just shakes his head. “Looks like Missy is having fun.”
I turn to face the dance floor. Missy does indeed appear to be having fun. She has gone through a number of dance partners. Even from across the room, she is easy to spot with her red hair and gold dress. As I look on, I am surprised to see that her newest partner is Paul, and neither of them is holding anything back.
My mother follows my gaze and makes a “humph” noise. “They call that dancing,” she says.
A few minutes before ten, Mr. and Mrs. Morgan appear behind the DJ table to make the big announcement. “We are so excited you all could join us to celebrate our Maura’s eighteenth birthday,” Mrs. Morgan says, sounding a little nervous and out of breath. “Of course, her actual birthday is Monday, so she can’t go out and buy any lottery tickets until then.”
“Or cigarettes,” some kid shouts out, interrupting her.
Mrs. Morgan laughs nervously and looks puzzled, as if she had memorized her speech word for word but now, having been interrupted, she cannot locate in her mind the next word. Mr. Morgan takes over. “I’m so proud of Maura,” he begins. “When Patty and I found each other and decided to get married, I didn’t just get a wife. I got the best step-daughter I could ever ask for.” He focuses directly on Maura. “Maura, honey, we know you are destined for success.” He pauses and clears his throat. He looks at Patty who nods for him to continue. He digs in his pocket for a moment and then holds up a set of car keys. “We thought you’d like to cruise into your future in a car of your own,” he says.
Maura squeals like a game show contestant. She runs to her parents and hugs them both, and I wonder if they can smell the booze on her or if they are too drunk themselves to notice. They walk across the patio toward the parking lot. The car is a silver Volkswagen Jetta. Mr. Morgan places the keys in Maura’s hand and steps back as she clicks the remote lock. Everyone oohs at the sight of the interior lights coming on. Maura gets in and rolls down the window so everyone can admire her behind the wheel.  All I can think is how insane it will be if they let her drive home.
“One more thing, honey,” Mr. Morgan says, stepping over to the window. He hands her a credit card. “A gas card. We’ll keep you cruising, at least until you finish school.” Then he turns to the rest of us who had followed them to see the car. “Now, I think the DJ has one more song for us, if everyone wants to head back to the dance floor.”
Most people do as Mr. Morgan suggests, but a few of Maura’s friends move closer to the car to get a better look. I linger behind them. 
“All right, birthday girl! We need you on the dance floor,” the DJ announces after a moment. Reluctantly, her friends start back to the dance floor and Maura gets out of the car.
I fall in beside her as she heads back onto the patio. I try to get her attention—I have to make sure she isn’t going to drive. If she’s planning to get in that car, I will have no choice but to tell my parents what’s going on. All those lectures about drinking and driving apparently got through to me. But of course it isn’t a good time to talk. Everyone is waiting for her. 
“Come on,” she says, reaching out for my hand. And despite myself, I grasp her hand and hurry along with her to the dance floor. I feel special, walking up to the expectant circle with the birthday girl. I know everyone is looking at me, probably wondering what the hell I am doing, but it feels OK, too. If I’m with Maura, I have to be cool, right? 
When we arrive at the edge of the circle, Maura lets go of my hand and sashays into the middle of the group as the DJ starts the music. At first, “It’s my party, I’ll cry if I want to,” comes on, and when he is sure everyone recognizes the song, the DJ scratches it out and a Katy Perry song replaces it. “It’s my song!” Maura says, wiggling her hips. For the entire song, Maura stays in the center of the circle, luring different people in with her for a few seconds at a time. I had enough of the spotlight a few moments earlier, so I withdraw away from the dancers to wait it out. I plan to grab Maura for a minute before she leaves. 
The song ends and everyone gives Maura a big round of applause. A few people drift toward her to talk and I follow them. 
“Ready, Lizzie?” Missy asks, appearing at my side.
“In a minute.”
“Your parents—”
“Yeah,” I interrupt. “I just need to talk to Maura for a minute. My mom won’t mind.”
“Oh, ok,” Missy says. “Do you want—”
“Just tell my mom to give me a minute,” I answer. I know I sound snippy but I don’t care. 
Finally Maura starts walking toward her parents, but I rush up and catch her arm.
“Hey,” she says, turning toward me. “Have fun?”
“Yeah, uh, Maura,” I say, not sure how to ask her what I’ve been trying to ask her for ten minutes.
“Did you want a ride to the after-party?” she asks.
“Your birthday party has an after-party?”
“A girl’s gotta have some fun,” she says.
“Right, but are you driving?”
“Duh! Didn’t you see my new car?” she asks.
“But you’ve been drinking,” I say.
“Oh, Lizzie. Sweet little Lizzie. I haven’t been drinking.”
“I thought you were all drinking by the tennis courts.”
“Everyone else was, but I knew I was getting a car. I couldn’t spoil that, could I?”
“Your parents said it was a surprise,” I say.
“Right. Like they could keep it a secret from me. You are innocent, aren’t you?” she says. “So you want to come or what?”
“I can’t,” I say. “Have fun, though.”
“Will do,” she says. She starts to walk away, but then she stops and says, “Thanks, though, for checking on me. It’s sweet.”
I am relieved that Maura has enough sense not to drink and drive, although the entire ride home all I can think about is who is driving the rest of the kids to the after-party. How many drunk teenagers are on the road at that very moment? Thankfully Missy chatters away with my dad for the entire ride home so I don’t have to talk to anyone.
 
*          *          *
 
“I wouldn’t get too cozy with Paul if I were you,” I say to Missy later when we are settled on the couch with a bag of chips and a tub of ice cream. Missy is starving from all that dancing.
“Which one was Paul again?” she asks. 
I describe him. 
“Oh, he was a good dancer.”
“I think he’s like Maura’s ex or something,” I say, explaining how I had seen formal pictures of them in her room. I don’t mention the poetry. I haven’t quite explained to Missy how I snooped on Maura’s computer. I can’t imagine what Missy would think if she knew that.
“Whatever,” she says. “We were just dancing. Besides I’m sort of seeing Wes.”
I still wonder what she sees in him. For the rest of the night, I listen to Missy recount every moment she has spent with Wes, analyzing every detail. She knows he likes her. He held her hand on the hike and helped her over the hard parts. 
“I just haven’t worked up the nerve to kiss him, and I don’t know if he’ll ever make a move,” she concludes.
“Maybe you should get him drunk,” I suggest.
“Very funny, Lizzie,” she says, and I am thankful she takes it as a joke and laughs instead of being insulted.
We are both quiet for a minute and then she asks what I thought about everyone drinking at the party. We both agree, it was pretty stupid. Why put your parents through all the trouble of throwing a very expensive party so you can spend half the time hiding? Besides, it seems like such a ridiculous risk. I tell Missy that everyone was going to an after-party.
“We totally should have gone!” Missy says.
“Oh, right, my parents would have just waved us on our way. Better yet, they would have offered to give us a ride.” I am tempted to add that the invite was to me, not to me and Missy, but even as I think it, I know it is not a friendly thing to say. The thing is, I like Missy; she is funny and friendly and spunky all the time, and the fact that she seems to genuinely like me makes me feel good about myself, but there’s this part of me—a big part, to be honest—that is so insanely jealous of her that sometimes I find myself snipping at her for no good reason.
“Oh well,” she says.
“Wait,” I say, “you don’t drink, do you?” 
She shrugs. “It’s never really come up, you know?”
I know all too well. 
“Would you?” she asks.
“I’m afraid I’d just end up puking or make a real ass of myself. I’m too scared.”
“Yeah,” she says. “But who knows until you try it?”
“So you would?” I ask.
She grins. “Maybe just a sip, to see if I liked it.”
“I’m sure there’ll be opportunities,” I say.
We don’t go to bed until almost two o’clock. I finally have to tell Missy to shut up. I am exhausted, but she could talk all night. All of my jealousy aside, I am happy Missy stayed over. It would have been totally depressing to come home from that party and just hang out all alone in my room. It feels good to have a friend, even if the one I have is so annoyingly perfect. I wish I knew what she sees in me that makes her want to be my friend. I suppose she doesn’t want to start senior year friendless any more than I do. And maybe part of it is the fact that we’re such opposites. It is boring, after all, to always be with people just like you. 
 
 


Chapter 8
 
 
I was right; since Maura’s party, there have been plenty of opportunities to go to parties where kids stumble around with plastic cups of “punch” made from Kool-Aid and whatever can be pilfered from someone’s parents’ liquor cabinet or cans of cheap beer procured through the generosity of an older sibling. And Missy and I don’t need to wait to be invited, either. Missy sees something on Facebook (my own zeal for Facebook has cooled off. It’s too much effort to go to the library all the time when I can just call Missy or IM her), and then she asks around until she has the details. She insists we can just show up—she says no one will mind that we haven’t been invited. Missy has decided it’s time to act. She has her heart set on a party this weekend.
“Two pretty girls looking for fun,” she says when I hesitate. “Who’s going to turn us away?”
I’m dubious but willing to give it a try, if only I can find a way around my parents. I need to introduce them to Missy’s parents if I want to go over her house again, but now it is my mother’s turn to avoid the meeting. Every time I try to set up a time to meet, my mother has a reason to say no.
“You could ask Maura if she’s going and then tag along with her,” Missy suggests after we’ve talked through a half dozen other possibilities, each one more doomed to fail than the last.
I’m surprised by the idea, but it might just work. 
“You could go with her, and Wes and I will meet you there,” she says.
I figure it’s worth a try. The party is at John’s house—the same John who supplied the drinks at Maura’s party. It’s on Saturday night, and from what Missy can tell, everyone is going. So when I hear Maura gabbing away on the phone by her pool, I take a deep breath, say a prayer for courage, and walk next door. 
I haven’t talked to Maura at all since her party. I have thought a lot about what it might be like to be Maura’s friend, to really make an effort to become part of her circle. After Maura’s party and my sleepover with Missy, I decided I was happy enough to know Maura isn’t my enemy any more. It is impossible to relax around Maura and her friends. With them, I always have to wonder if I look all right and if I said the right thing. They all talk behind each other’s backs, and they scrutinize one another constantly. As much as part of me wants to associate with the popular crowd, my rational self knows better than to get involved in that kind of self-esteem destroying situation. I have made up my mind to stop being jealous of Missy and instead to just enjoy her friendship, which is so relaxed and easy that I never worry how I look or what I say.
But it is Missy’s idea that I approach Maura. Missy doesn’t need me to go to John’s party. She can go with Wes and have a great time. But she wants us to go together, and I don’t want to miss out when I’m finally finding out what it’s like to be included. 
Mrs. Morgan, as always delighted to see me, leads me through the house to the backyard where Maura sits in the sun, painting her toenails.
“Oh yeah, you heard about that?” Maura says, when I ask if she’s going to John’s party. 
“It sounds fun.” I don’t even know John’s last name, but I try to sound casual and in-the-know. 
Maura fills me in on the whole story. John lives out in the country somewhere, and behind his house, you can walk through the woods a little ways up a hill to a place with great views. They make a fire pit and probably some kids will bring guitars and, of course, there will be plenty of booze.
“And other stuff, if you’re into that,” Maura says. “A lot of kids eat mushrooms up there. I haven’t done it, but they say it’s fun.”
“That’s cool,” I say, trying to convince myself to ask the question I had really come to ask.
“So you gonna go?” Maura says.
“My parents don’t really let me go to things like that,” I say.
“No one’s do,” she answers. “You have to lie.”
“Yeah, I know, I just mean my parents are sort of insanely strict, so I can’t even get in someone’s car without their permission.”
“That sucks,” Maura says, reclining back in her chair and wiggling her toes with their fresh pink nail polish. I get the sense that she’s getting bored of our conversation.
“So anyway, I was wondering if maybe I could go with you. I mean, I think my parents will let me if I’m with you,” I say.
“Yeah, I guess,” Maura says. “But I’m not coming home after so you have to get a ride home.”
I figure a ride home will be no problem. Wes will be driving Missy home, so I’ll just get him to drop me off, too. I think for a minute and then I ask Maura what I should tell my parents. She looks at me like she’s amused by my needy-baby routine.
“Tell them whatever you want,” Maura says.
“No, I mean, my mom will probably talk to yours, so what should I say?”
Maura instructs me to say we are seeing a movie. When I insist we agree on what movie, I think she almost reconsiders letting me tag along with her, but she continues to help me generate my lie. I’ll tell them we’re going to see the new James Bond
and that afterwards we’re going to the ’50s Diner for ice cream.
“Hey, is your friend Missy coming?” Maura asks.
“Yeah, I think she is,” I say, reaching for the handle of the sliding door.
“She’s really pretty, don’t you think?”
“Yeah, she’s cute,” I say, waiting to see if Maura has more to add.
“I was surprised she came to my party,” Maura says. “I mean, I had never met her.”
“Yeah, about that,” I say. “Your mom said—”
“No, it’s cool,” Maura says. “I’m sure I’ll get to chat with her tomorrow. I’m sure she’s nice.”
“Okay,” I say, opening the door.
“7:30,” Maura says.
When I get home, just as I predicted, my mother is thrilled that I have plans with Maura. Also as predicted, she wants details.
“What time is Maura’s curfew?” she asks, after hearing the movie and ice cream story.
I tell her I doubt Maura has one, but that anyway, she’s staying over one of the other girl’s houses.
“Well, how are you getting home?”
“Someone else will give me a ride,” I say.
Of course my mother doesn’t like that idea at all. “Maybe we should come pick you up,” she says.
“Mom, seriously, it’ll be fine. A few of the girls live around here. Someone will drop me off,” I say.
She thinks it over and concludes that she should consult Patty. I wonder what, if anything, Maura has told her mother about the plans for the evening. I suspect all Mrs. Morgan knows is that Maura is going out and will not be home until Sunday. 
Over dinner that night my mother gives me the verdict. “You can go,” she says, “but you be home by 11:00, no excuses.” I know Missy won’t mind getting me home for curfew. Success! I am going out to a drinking party in the woods, and my parents are none the wiser.
 
*          *          *
 
At 7:30, Maura, Katherine, Jessica, and I climb into Maura’s car. Maura blasts the music, and the three of them sing along for most of the ride. It’s after eight when we pull into John’s long gravel driveway. It winds up a hill to the house. I can see why people like it. The house is so far off the road that you can park loads of cars and no one driving by will even know they’re all there. We are arriving fashionably late; there are already almost a dozen cars. I wonder what John’s parents will say when they see tire marks all over the lawn, but that’s John’s problem. 
Katherine produces a flashlight and Jessica opens her bag to reveal two bottles of Boone’s.
“You’ve never had it?” she asks when I ask what it is. “I’ll give you a taste when we get up there.”
“It’s gross,” Maura says. She holds up her Nalgene bottle, which appears to be full of some red juice. “This is the stuff,” she says. “Cranberry and vodka.”
“Do you have to bring your own?” I ask.
“I never take my chances with the shit they have,” Maura says. “You might luck out and get something good, or you might be drinking mystery punch.”
“Did you bring something, too?” I ask Katherine.
She shakes her head.
“Katherine’s afraid of getting a beer belly,” Jessica says, laughing. “She prefers—”
“Shut up!” Katherine says, interrupting her. “Can we go?”
We walk around the back of the house and up a path through the yard into the trees. It’s a short but steep hike to the clearing where the party is underway. Maura was right about the view. The party is scattered across an outcropping and you can see clear across the valley, the lights from all the towns, the sunset on a lake in the distance. It’s beautiful. Way better than what I always pictured as the typical high school drinking party locations: Someone’s dirty garage or damp basement.
A couple of guys are lingering around the fire, occasionally throwing things into it that cause loud pops or turn the flames strange colors. I scan the crowd for any sign of Missy, but I don’t see her.
“Hey, there,” someone says, walking up to me. In the dim light it takes me a moment to realize it’s Paul. “Know me this time?” he asks.
“Hey,” I say. 
“I don’t see a drink in your hand,” he says, extending a beer toward me.
I can’t exactly turn it down; I’m at a drinking party. I take it, and seeing he’s holding up his beer to toast, I tap my can to his and take a sip. It’s disgusting, and I try not to grimace, but I fail, and Paul laughs.
“Have you said hello to our kind host?” he asks.
I shake my head. 
“I think he’ll be very interested to know you’re here,” Paul says, putting an arm around my shoulder and steering me toward the fire.
John is holding a beer and roasting a marshmallow. He does seem particularly interested in talking to me, firing off one question after another and shamelessly looking me up and down. I guess I’m fresh meat. I wish Missy would get here already. Then everyone can ogle her instead. Besides, it took a while to get here, which means we’re going to have to leave pretty early for me to make curfew. Thankfully someone else comes over and demands John’s attention so I’m able to slip away. There’s a circle of kids sitting around listening to someone play guitar, and I find a place to sit just on the edge of their circle. No one seems to notice me. I’m still holding the same warm beer, and it occurs to me that I can hold that same can all night and probably nobody will notice. They’ll think I’ve been knocking them back, just like everyone else. I feel comforted by the thought. I am startled when the kid next to me nudges my arm. I turn to see that he’s offering me a joint.
“No thanks,” I say.
“Pass it on,” he says, nodding to the kid next to me.
Another first for me. I hand it carefully to the kid on my left.
I sit there for a while, and then someone is draping her arms around me from the back. It’s Katherine, being absurdly affectionate. She must have changed her mind about drinking tonight. “Somebody’s looking for you, pretty Lizzie,” she says, practically purring. Missy and Wes have arrived. Thank God.
“What’s she on?” Missy says, when Katherine wanders away.
“Probably E,” Wes answers. We both look at him, wondering how he knows this. He just shrugs. “Her reputation precedes her. Either E or valium.”
I notice the two of them are holding hands, and Missy is beaming. “Sorry we took so long,” she says. “We got lost.”
I look at my watch. Almost ten o’clock. “But you can still get me home for curfew, right?” I ask.
“Oh yeah, no problem. We don’t have to stay here long,” Missy says. “I just wanted to check it out.” Then she notices the beer I’m holding. “Are you drinking?” she asks.
“Not really. Somebody gave this to me.”
“I want one,” Missy says. Wes wanders off to find her one. “We totally made out,” Missy says as soon as Wes leaves. 
“Wow. And you didn’t even have to get him drunk,” I say.
“I know, right? I just told him I really want to kiss him.”
I’m impressed that Missy found the guts to declare her interest and make things happen. I still have no clue what she sees in Wes, but she’s happy. Once again I find myself feeling a little jealous. I wish I had someone to like who liked me back. “Did you do anything else?” I ask.
“I let him feel me up a little,” Missy confides. “And how about you? How’s the party? Any sightings of Hunter?”
“I haven’t seen him,” I say. “The party’s OK, though.”
“Good,” she smiles and hooks an arm in mine. “Let’s go by the fire. I think I smell toasted marshmallows.”
Wes finds us and hands Missy a beer. We discover that not only do they have marshmallows to toast, but also all the ingredients of s’mores, and somehow I quickly become the official s’mores maker of the evening, which is ok with me. It gives me something to do. 
“We’ll be right back,” Missy says, setting down her empty beer can beside me. So I sit there with some strangers making s’mores until no one else requests one, and then I just sit there. John notices and sits beside me.
“So. Does the new girl play with boys?” he asks, sliding his hand behind me on the log where we are sitting. 
“What?” I say. I should be flattered, I guess. Isn’t this what I want—a reasonably attractive guy (not my type at all, which is to say not tall, dark, and handsome, but he’s okay) asking me to make out with him? But he smells like beer and hot dogs, and he is staring at my chest instead of looking me in the eye.
He leans in toward me and puts his other hand on my leg. “You’re very cute,” he says.
And you’re very drunk, I think and stand up. “I have to go,” I say. And when I look at my watch I discover that I have not lied. I need to find Missy immediately or I am going to be late, and that might be the end of my freedom, regardless of my mother’s adoration for Maura.
I scurry from group to group looking for Missy but not finding her.
“Everything okay?” Paul asks, noticing me standing alone near the path back to the cars.
“I have to go home,” I say, nearing hysteria.
“Okay, chill out,” he says. “Bad trip or something?” 
“What? No. Curfew.”
“I think I know where your friend is,” he says. “I saw her walking over there with her little boyfriend.” He points up the hill further. “If you really want to interrupt that,” he says.
“My parents are going to kill me,” I say.
“I can take you home if you want,” he says. “This party is pretty lame anyway. Too many stoners.”
“You’re drunk,” I say.
“Maybe.”
What options do I have? Wander into the woods in search of Missy who is making out with Wes, sit around waiting for Missy and get home late, or get in a car with someone who probably shouldn’t be driving. “You’d seriously take me home?” I ask.
“Sure. What the hell,” he says. 
“Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.” I am so angry at Missy for her typical inability to keep track of time that I don’t even care. She’ll figure out that I got a ride and she’ll probably be relieved. She and Wes can have their gross little romance without any interference from me.
 “You live next door to Maura, right?” Paul asks once we’re on the road. I confirm this. “You know I was pretty surprised to see you at her party,” he says. When I don’t respond, he continues. “She launched a real campaign against you back at the beginning of the summer, you know. She warned everyone that you were, and I quote, ‘a sneaky little bitch with a bad attitude.’”
“We had a misunderstanding,” I say. 
“I see.”
“Does she know there’s a Facebook group devoted to hating her?” I ask.
“I’m surprised you know about that,” he says, “and I’m sure someone must have told her, although she pretty much thinks all press is good press.” Neither of us say anything for a moment, and then he asks how Maura and I patched things up.
“I don’t know really,” I say. “Our moms are friends, and one day she just sort of extended an olive branch.”
“And you trust her?” 
“No,” I answer. “Not really.”
“Smart. She’s one imbalanced girl, if you know what I mean.”
“Good to know.”
“And what about your friend Missy?” he asks.
“Everyone wants to know about Missy,” I say. I am tired and cranky and it’s dark in the car, which somehow makes talking to Paul easy.
“Sure. She’s beautiful. Don’t tell me you’re one of those girls who won’t admit another girl is pretty,” he says.
“What girls are like that? I think you’re thinking of guys who are afraid everyone will think they’re gay if they say another guy is good looking,” I say.
“Touché. But you have to admit, Wes is one lucky guy.”
“Yeah, I have no clue what she sees in him.”
“Me either, but I’ll tell you this; Wes has gone out with a lot of really hot girls, so he must have something the rest of us don’t.”
“You’re joking,” I say, looking at him to see if he’s smirking. He isn’t.
“I wish,” he says. “Seriously, he’s gone out with most of the hot girls in his class, and a few in ours, including Maura’s pal Katherine.”
“No way.” 
Paul insists it’s true. I tell him how Missy is convinced that Wes is shy and insecure. Paul suggests that perhaps that’s Wes’s approach, that maybe Wes lets girls think they’re doing him a favor, building up his ego and making him feel better about himself. That doesn’t seem very likely to me.
“Believe what you want, but maybe Missy should ask Wes a few more questions about his relationship history before she rides that train.”
“Nice,” I say.
“Good metaphor, huh?”
“Disgusting.”
He laughs. “And you didn’t care much for my buddy John, I noticed,” he says. “Too bad. You’re totally his type.”
“His type?” I really want to know what type Paul thinks I am.
“You know,” he says, “curvy.”
“You mean busty?”
“Yeah, sure. I was trying to be polite, but if you want me to be blunt, John really goes in for the double D’s.”
“Well, John’s not really my type, thanks,” I say. I am starting to wish the drive wasn’t so long or that Paul would at least shut up.
“Let me guess,” he says, “your type is taller, darker, more intellectual. Perhaps a tall, dark, handsome poet.”
“You really have me figured out,” I say, rolling my eyes.
“Oh no, there’s more. If you could have any guy in the senior class, you’d pick Hunter Groves,” he says. I don’t answer, which is all the confirmation he needs. “Listen, don’t waste your time. All the girls are in love with Hunter, and Hunter is so busy studying and playing soccer that he doesn’t have five minutes for any of them.”
“I’ll take that under advisement,” I say. “And as for you, your type is the standard long-legged, long-haired, skinny mini who bats her eyes at you and lets you feel big, strong, and intellectually superior.”
“Ouch.”
“But true.” 
“I don’t see your friend Missy as an eye-batter,” he says. “And I’m guessing she’s probably smarter than me.”
“So you want me to put in a good word with Missy, is that it?”
“You could mention me if you want.”
“But she’s dating Wes.”
“Not for long.”
“We’ll see,” I say.
We pull into my driveway with about two minutes to spare.
“Well, Lizzie,” Paul says, reaching across me to unlatch the door, “it’s been a pleasure.”
I can’t tell if he’s joking or not. “Thanks,” I say, an edge of sarcasm in my voice.
“No, seriously,” he says. “It was nice talking to you. You’re honest. I like it.”
“Oh, okay,” I say.
“And for the record,” he says, “I don’t drink, so you don’t have to spend the rest of your life imagining what might have happened the night you got in the car with a drunk.”
“But you put a beer in my hand.”
“John’s not much of a host, so I help him keep the party going.”
“Ok, well that’s a conversation for another day, because right now, I have to get inside before my mother comes out here and gets me.”
“Until next time,” he says. “And don’t forget to talk me up to Missy,” he calls as I shut the door.
 
*          *          *
 
This morning Missy called and gushed a stream of apologies before I could get a word in. It was not what I expected. I thought she might be pissed that I left without at least attempting to tell her. I would have been wild with rage to be ditched at a party. Then again, I was pretty upset that she had left no choice but to get another ride home. It was hard to imagine what scenario wouldn’t have pissed me off at least a little bit.
“I lost track of the time,” she said. Then she launched into an explanation of how Wes was showing her the constellations, which sounded to me like a euphemism for something dirty, but she insisted it was just about stars. “But hey, look on the bright side—you got a ride home from a really hot guy,” Missy concluded, apparently hoping we could just put the whole mess behind us.
“Oh, right. About that. He’s in love with you.”
“What are you talking about?”
“He said I should tell you how great he is and how you should dump Wes for him.”
“Knock it off, Lizzie. It’s not funny. You know, at Maura’s party when you were melodramatic about Hunter asking who I was, I let it go, but—”
“Not funny? Like realizing you might be grounded for the rest of your life because your ride is off in the woods with her boyfriend and forgot about you?” I was exaggerating just to make her feel bad. I wasn’t fighting fair and I knew it and I didn’t care. 
“I’m seriously so sorry.” She did sound contrite.
“Yeah, well I’m seriously telling you that Paul is into you and he wanted me to let you know.”
“Because he asked who I was?” she asked.
“Because he said, ‘Your friend Missy is hot and I want to bang her.’”
“Lizzie!”
“I’m just telling you what he said.”
“Look, I know last night was a disaster, and you have every right to be mad at me, but I am sorry, and in the end it turned out ok, right? You made it home in time for curfew, so no problem?”
“Yeah, sure. Whatever.”
“And you know, Lizzie, I think you’re being unfair to me right now. I was pretty worried when I couldn’t find you, and then when someone told me you left, I was completely convinced you were going to be front page news this morning, dead in a car accident because of some stupid kid drinking and driving. I was really glad when you answered the phone.”
How could I not feel guilty after a speech like that? Like I said, sometimes I’m so self-centered, and I don’t even know it until someone calls me on it. I apologized.
Then Missy returned to her upbeat self. “So seriously, Paul thinks I’m cute?” she asked, switching instantaneously from guilty to giggly.
We laughed and Missy told me what I missed as the party wore on. Not much.
So we had our first fight and then it was over and it was okay. It wasn’t like fighting with my mother, where the same petty problems are the subject of days of lengthy tense discussions and occasional shouting matches, where the implication is always, why aren’t you the way I want you to be? Missy didn’t want me to be anything other than myself.
 


Chapter 9
 
 
Missy doesn’t have much time on her hands these days. Last Thursday morning, Anna had a baby boy—Lucas Ryan Howston, 9 pounds 4 ounces. Then Monday, Missy’s cross country practices started. Between her practice schedule and her enthusiasm to be her mother’s helpmate, she’s too busy for much else. She keeps suggesting that I come over, but my mother feels it’s terrible timing for our parents to meet “with all her parents have going on,” so I am still banned from her house. One afternoon, Anna even got on the phone when Missy and I were talking and insisted that it wouldn’t be any trouble at all to meet my parents; actually, she’s so happy showing off the baby that she’d be thrilled. 
I could have put my mom on the phone to hear these words directly from Anna’s mouth, but I didn’t. I was falling back into the same old trap of savoring my seclusion and milking my misery. I was getting back in touch with the old familiar Lizzie who sits home reading books, feeling jealous of the kids who have friends and places to go. I know it’s perverse, but sometimes I think part of me wants to be miserable. It’s easy, anyway, and I am accustomed to it.
My mom keeps telling me to go see if Maura’s home, but I don’t want to. I don’t want to try to play the part of Maura’s friend. I don’t want to put on the expensive makeup that’s collecting dust on my dresser, I don’t want to style my hair or suck in my stomach or laugh at jokes that are stupid anyway. Paul thinks I shouldn’t trust Maura, and he knows her pretty well. I had my taste of a “normal” high school experience, it was interesting enough, and now it’s time to get back to my reality.
 
*          *          *
 
 “This moping has got to stop,” my mother says to me one afternoon as I listlessly flip through TV channels. “You’re being ridiculous.”
“If you’d just let me go hang out with Missy,” I say.
“Fine.”
Her agreement is an unexpected turn of events. I am too shocked to respond.
“I like seeing you happy,” she says. “It was nice to see you having some friends and acting like a kid. So if you want to go to Missy’s, fine.”
“You know her mom would like to meet you, too,” I say. “She said she’d be happy to meet you anytime.” 
“Lizzie, let me ask you something,” my mother says, stepping away from the ironing board where she’s working. “Have we been unreasonable?”
“What do you mean?” I wondered where this was coming from. Of course they’d been unreasonable. My whole life they’d been insanely strict and controlling. Well, mostly my mother, with my father just nodding along in the background.
“We’ve just wanted to keep you safe, to help you stay out of harm’s way, but maybe we’ve been too strict,” she says. “Seeing how Patty interacts with Maura and little Billy—it makes me think. Honestly, Lizzie, you’ve never been a very happy child, and I told myself that was just your nature, but maybe it’s my fault. Maybe I’ve been wrong.”
Of course she’s been wrong. Of course she’s to blame. But there’s no way I can openly concur, is there? “You have been strict with me,” I say.
“Well, I’m sorry, Lizzie, but everything we’ve ever done for you was because we love you.”
I nod.
“And there are some things that are going to stay the same, too,” she says. “We’re not going to let you have a computer in your room or stay out all night, but maybe it’s time we gave you some more freedoms. I mean, look at your brother. He always had the same rules you had, and then he went off to college and was totally unprepared to live his own life.” 
This is true. His freshman year he failed two courses and got put on probation by the school for having a big party in his room.
“We should have let him make more of his own choices before he left home,” my mother continues. “I know you’re a good girl, Lizzie. I think you know well enough to make good decisions.”
“I do,” I say, wondering where exactly this is going.
“All right. Your father and I talked it over. We’re going to get you a cell phone, but we have conditions: No texting—we’re not paying for it, so you’re not doing it. No sending pictures to people, because we aren’t paying for that either, and every night you hand it over until the next morning.”
I barely hear her rules and conditions. They are getting me a cell phone! Whatever the rules are, it is still unprecedented freedom.
“And of course, one of these days, you’re going to have to learn to drive, and if we ever catch you talking on the phone and driving, that’ll be the end of that,” she says. “Now, go get dressed in something decent, and we’ll go to the mall and see what we can do.”
Later that day I have the extreme pleasure of calling Missy from my very own phone.
“What number is this?” she asks.
“My cell phone.”
“No way! I can’t believe they let you get a cell phone!”
“Honestly, me either. My mom’s friendship with Mrs. Morgan is finally paying off. My mother actually asked me if she’s been too strict with me.”
“Crazy!”
“And part of my new relationship with my mom includes the ability to choose my own friends, which means I can come hang out with you.”
“Lizzie, this is awesome,” Missy says. “Can you come over tonight? I have practice until 6, but you can come for dinner after that.”
It seems as if true and lasting happiness can come from something as simple as a cell phone. Things are looking up again.
My newfound liberty is extended beyond having a cell phone and hanging out with Missy. I am also allowed to have my own Email address, as long as I write the password down and put it in a sealed envelope next to the computer. My mother promises she will not open it unless something happens to me, in which case she can access my account like some kind of super-sleuth. She got that idea from a PBS documentary on teens and the Internet. She also told me I can have a Facebook account if I want, but for that one, I have to give her the password now and let her patrol my account whenever she wants. I opt out of that. For one thing, I would have to make a new profile or she’d see that I’d been a member for two months already. Besides, a lot of the appeal of Facebook for me was that I was doing something forbidden, and anyway, I can still log on at Missy’s house or the library without having my mom scrutinize my profile or stuff other people are posting. Lastly, she set up lessons for me with a driving school, so I will finally be able to drive myself places instead of having to rely on someone else all the time. It’s all pretty overwhelming.
The first time I go to Missy’s house after I get my cell phone, I add my number to my Facebook profile. If my mother knew, that would be the end of the cell phone and my friendship with Missy. Somehow, even with all my new privileges, I still have to sneak around.
I spend the last week of the summer hanging out with Missy and Wes, who have become inseparable. We watch Lucas when Anna runs errands or just wants a nap, or we drive out to the state park where the water in the swimming area is spring-fed and therefore always freezing, even at the end of August. Even I go swimming; I know neither Missy nor Wes care what I look like in a bathing suit or what my hair looks like when it air-dries in the sun. I know I’m going to sound melodramatic here, but honestly it’s the best week of my life so far.
 
 


Chapter 10
 
 
 
And then school starts. Summer is gone as if it never happened, and I am once again learning my way around, trying to keep track of all the new faces and names. At least this time I know a few people, some of whom even smile or say hello in the hallway. 
Missy and I have two classes together, AP Physics and AP History. I also have one class with Maura, AP Art History, and I see Maura bright and early every morning, as she is my ride to school, an arrangement worked out by our mothers. Right from the first day, I have been drowning in work. Maura and her friends are talking about senior slide, but I know I will be working straight through May to do well on my AP exams. Maura and Jessica seem utterly unconcerned with college admissions. Both have already made up their minds on UMass Amherst, and they are both certain they’ll get in. Katherine is more studious; she intends to go to Wellesley like her mother and her grandmother before her. Katherine and I have several classes together, but she’s wound so tight I mostly try to steer clear of her.
The person with whom I have the most classes is Hunter Groves. It is no surprise really; we’re both taking mostly AP classes. The only class we don’t have together is studio art, my one non-AP elective, a class I share with Paul. Hunter takes AP Anatomy and Physiology that period. There are a few of us who travel together all day from one AP to another. Kids were already talking about study groups before any tests had been announced, and they included me in their plans. I’m glad; if school is going to be my entire life until May, at least I’m not alone. 
At my last school, there weren’t many opportunities to take advanced classes, and it wasn’t “cool” to be smart. If you did well in school, you either had to accept outcast status or not tell anyone. I had no social life anyway, so I had no one to tell about my grades one way or the other. I just floated along, asking for extra assignments from my teachers. To get accepted to Middlebury, I have to do more than just get good grades, especially considering the lousy system my old school was in. But Wilson is a really good school, so now if I want to stand out, I am going to have to make an effort to do so. I can’t just rely on A’s to win my teachers’ good graces. I have to raise my hand and participate, I have to jockey for position with all the other smart kids, which is something I’m not used to at all.
On the first day of school, we were sorted into alphabetically-assigned seats in every class except art. Generally, being an “R,” I sit somewhere near the middle of the second-to-last row. Hunter usually sits near the front of the middle row. In Physics and History, Missy is seated directly behind him. She tells me the same is true in Anatomy and Physiology. I wish my last name started with F or G or H. I also wonder if alphabetical luck has contributed to Hunter’s and Missy’s academic success, always sitting right in the center of the room where they have so much of the teacher’s attention and very little chance to let their own attention drift. 
In the art studio, however, there are no assigned seats. The room is full of tables with four students to a table and we sit wherever we want. Whenever I have a choice, I sit in the back corner as close to the windows as possible. I have art second-to-last period. By that point on the first day, I was exhausted from the strain of remembering the names and “essential rules” of my teachers. I dropped my bag and scooted onto the stool before me, rubbing my eyes before remembering that I had put on makeup that morning (to make a good first impression). I wondered if I now had mascara everywhere, but quickly decided that there probably wasn’t any left on my lashes at that point in the day anyway. At that resigned thought, I rummaged in my bag and produced a hair elastic, hastily tucking my hair back into a ponytail, knowing that the front would fall down and not even caring. Besides, no one had noticed me all day, or if they did, they didn’t care about my hair or makeup. I rested my head in my hands and waited for class to start.
“If it isn’t my new best friend, the beautiful and talented Lizzie Richards,” a voice said. A backpack thudded to the floor beside me. I looked up. It was Paul. “This seat taken?”
I rolled my eyes and shook my head. I wasn’t in the mood for Paul.
“Perfecto,” he replied, sitting beside me. “Didn’t know you were an artist.”
“I’m not.”
“Me either. Mr. Simmons is hilarious. That’s pretty much why I took this class. He was my favorite teacher freshman year.”
“Oh,” I said. “My guidance counselor signed me up because you have to take an art elective to graduate. It was this or theater arts.”
“You chose well.”
“I’d rather be in study hall,” I said, thinking of all the homework I had that night, the first night of school. It wasn’t a good sign of things to come.
“You don’t have a study? I knew you were an overachiever, but seriously, you have to learn when to quit,” he said.
I just shrugged.
“You can probably do your homework in this class. Mr. Simmons doesn’t care.”
The bell rang and Mr. Simmons came in and introduced himself. He is one of those teachers whose method of presentation is something akin to a stand-up comedy routine. Usually teachers who go that route aren’t very funny and I generally wish they’d just get on with things, but in the wake of the seriousness of all my other teachers, it was a welcome change. I just sat there, not feeling any need to pay much attention to his rules and policies. After all, it was just art class. 
“I look forward to seeing your talents blossom this year, Miss Richards,” Paul said dramatically when the bell rang. 
“Already tried to put in a good word with Missy,” I said.
He laughed. “I knew you would.” 
 
*          *          *
 
The next day at lunch, Missy and I are doing homework rather than eating—a habit I suspect will only get worse as the semester wears on—when Paul comes over and plops himself down into the seat beside me. He’s eating an ice cream cone and looking as if he hasn’t a care in the world.
“Say, Lizzie,” he begins. “Did you finish that homework for art class?”
We both stop working and look at him.
“Just kidding. But this does look like some serious work,” he says, pointing to my physics book.
“Yeah,” I say, turning my face back down to my notebook.
“Come on! You can’t be this stressed out on the second day of school,” he says.
I look up at him again. “Do you want something?”
“Want to hear a joke?”
“No,” I say.
“Sure,” Missy says.
“What do you call a guy with no arms and no legs at your front door?” 
“Seriously?” I say. “That’s the joke?”
“What?” Missy says. She has to already know the answer. Everyone knows the “no arms and no legs” jokes.
“Mat!” Paul says. “What do you call a guy with no arms and no legs floating in the ocean?”
Missy shakes her head.
“Bob!”
“Do another!” Missy says, finding this all to be too funny.
“What do you call a guy with no arms and no legs hanging on the wall?”
“Art?” Missy says, pleased with herself for figuring out the game.
“Will that be all?” I ask, flashing Paul a fake smile.
“See you next period,” he says, getting up from the table.
“He is cute,” Missy says, when he’s gone.
“He’s yours for the taking, my dear,” I say, wanting to get back to work on physics. I am already painfully aware that without Missy’s help I will not survive the class.
“I’m not interested in him,” she says. “But just because I’m with Wes doesn’t mean I can’t recognize a cute guy when I see one.”
“Yeah, of course.”
“You should go for him,” she says.
“He likes you.”
“Whatever. He doesn’t even know me.”
“Physics, please?” I say, glancing at the clock. Only five minutes before the bell rings.
 
*          *          *
 
Since then, Paul has been making regular appearances at our lunch table. He generally comes over near the end of the period to interrupt us at our work. At first I was annoyed, but it didn’t take long before I was glad for the interruption. Besides offering a respite from work, other people have started taking notice of Paul’s habit of visiting us, making us the subject of much chatter in the senior class. We went from being some random new girls to being mysterious and interesting new girls. It’s sort of fun—a little attention mostly directed at Missy, and I just get to bask in the radiance of her star. 
Most days after school I don’t get a ride home with Maura. She races out of school the minute the bell rings. I usually stick around to do homework in the library or to get extra help if there’s a test coming up. I’ve never had AP teachers offer so many study sessions before, but I’m grateful because this is by far the hardest school I’ve attended. Since I’m usually not ready to go home until after four o’clock anyway, a lot of days I wait for Missy to get out of cross country practice and then go to her house. My dad likes it when I go to Missy’s because then I walk to Gram’s house and he picks me up there, which gives him an excuse to see how Gram is doing. 
Gram’s state of health has become both of my parents’ obsession. She does look tired a lot, but she’s eighty-three years old. I don’t really understand why they are so convinced that her health is declining. She seems the same as ever to me—cranky and demanding with my mother (who probably deserves it), sweet and loving with my father and me. I like visiting her a couple of times a week, and I like doing things that make my dad happy, so getting a ride with Missy is a win all around.
 


Chapter 11
 
 
I do not understand how it’s October already. Between studying and completing a million-and-a-half forms for college applications, I am so busy I can barely keep track of time. Now we have the long weekend for Columbus Day ahead of us. I have never been so happy for a weekend in my life. And tomorrow, thanks to Paul, I’m going to another party at John’s.
Missy and I haven’t been going to parties since cross country started. She won’t even consider drinking during an athletic season, which means all year because she runs cross country, indoor track, and outdoor track. I haven’t had much interest in trying to go to parties without her. Usually on weekends, I tag along with Missy and Wes to the football games and then to Denny’s, and then they drop me off at home. I have too much homework to try to have much of a social life.
But Paul practically insisted I come this time, with or without Missy. I tried to object, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. I can’t imagine why he wants me to go to this party. I flatter myself with the thought that maybe he’s flirting with me, but I know it’s Missy he’s interested in. Still, I gave in. I’m going to the party, mostly because Missy thinks I should go.
“Get out there and have fun!” she said when I asked her opinion. “Just you showing up with Paul should turn Hunter’s head, right?” 
Maybe she’s onto something.
 
*          *          *
 
Paul picks me up promptly at seven, as promised. Instead of just beeping the horn and waiting for me to come out, he comes up and rings the bell. My mother gets to the door before me. I hurry to toss a few things into a purse and run down the stairs.
“So nice to have met you, Paul,” my mother says as I steer him back out the door.
“What was that about?” I ask, once safely in the car.
“I wanted to meet your parents,” he says.
“What the hell for?”
“I wanted to meet the people responsible for creating such a charming and well-spoken girl,” he says, grinning.
“You do not want to meet my parents, I assure you,” I say, crossing my arms and wondering why I have agreed to go to this stupid party.
“Parents love me,” he says. “Did you eat dinner?”
This question confuses me. I thought we were going straight to the party. Nonetheless I haven’t really eaten dinner, and I say so.
“Perfect. Let’s stop at Mel’s.” He takes a left and turns us back toward the center of town instead of out toward John’s house.
Mel’s is a diner a block off Main Street that’s open 24-hours and serves breakfast all day. We take a booth and Paul orders a coffee and a water when the waitress hands us menus. He can’t believe I’ve never been there before and he assures me I am going to love it. I just nod and look at the menu. 
I have no idea what to order. I have never been out to a restaurant with a guy (other than my brother) before. Is this a date? I have no idea. If I were out with Missy, I’d probably order a hamburger with fries, or waffles with ice cream on top, or a bowl of chowder and garlic bread or something else that girls who want to stay thin aren’t supposed to eat. But if this is supposed to be a date, that changes everything. I can’t eat that kind of greasy, sloppy food in front of Paul. As I read through the menu, I realize there is nothing but greasy, sloppy food, unless I order oatmeal for dinner. 
“They have the best Reubens ever,” Paul says. “And all the breakfast food is great.”
I sigh and study the menu some more. Finally I look up. “What are you getting?”
“A bowl of chili and a turkey club with French fries. It’s my standard order.”
“Everything sounds so—”
“I didn’t peg you for one of those girls,” Paul says. 
“What?”
“You know, the kind who order a side salad with dressing on the side and only eat half of it.”
“I’m not, I just don’t know what to pick.” I am starting to feel panicked. I have no clue how I am supposed to be acting.
“Well,” he says. “Just get whatever you want. Everything here is good.”
“Fish and chips?” I ask.
“Are you sure you want to walk around with fish breath all night?” Paul asks.
I feel like a complete moron. “I guess I’ll just get eggs and toast,” I say, my face turning red.
Paul laughs. “I was just teasing. Seriously, you should get whatever you want.”
When the waitress comes back, I order a waffle sundae and a cup of coffee. Paul places his order and grins at me from across the table. “’Atta girl. You’ve got to respect a girl who gets what she wants.”
I can’t tell if he is teasing me or not, so I don’t say anything.
“So Missy’s pretty serious about running, huh?” he asks.
“So you invited me out to talk about her all night?” I ask in reply.
“Kidding!” he says, blushing a little. We both know he wasn’t kidding.
“Well, if you didn’t invite me to talk about her, why did you?” I say, unable to resist.
“You’re intriguing,” he says, looking me in the eye. “I like our witty exchanges in art class and your sarcastic sense of humor.”
He seems sincere and I have nothing to say in reply. I look down at my place mat.
“I wanted to hang out with you,” he says. “That’s all.”
I wonder if he thinks I have a crush on him or something. “Thanks,” I say.
“I also thought that as long as I have to go to this party, it might be nice to have someone else sober to commiserate with.”
“Yeah, you know, you never really explained that. I mean, why are you ‘obligated’ to attend?”
“It comes with the territory,” he says, a response that doesn’t clarify anything for me. He goes on, explaining that he’s been friends with these kids since kindergarten and if he wants to stay friends with them, which apparently he does, then he has to show up at their parties. Besides, he reasons, it’s good to have someone sober to keep an eye on things.
“Yeah, but why don’t you drink?” I ask.
“Why don’t you?” he answers.
We eat our dinners and then head to the party. A few miles from John’s house it starts to rain. We both agree that the party is going to suck.
When we arrive, John is tending the fire, which is big enough to outlast a few raindrops. There are less people than last time, and they are divided into two groups: One group sits around the fire, and the other group is in a tent someone thought to set up, playing strip poker. The girls seem to be trashed, although the guys don’t seem terribly drunk. One of the girls is down to her bra and panties. Everyone else is still mostly clothed. 
“You just missed Maura and Tina,” John says, when Paul and I walk up to the fire.
“Not like them to leave a party early,” Paul says.
“I dunno. They were going to some other party, some kids from East I guess.”
I remember hearing Maura mention some kid named Jason from East Vo-tech one morning on the way to school.
We plant ourselves on one of the logs near the fire. Paul, being Paul, talks to everyone. Wherever he goes, he’s always holding court, telling jokes and silly stories. I just sit there, feeling my cotton sweater getting heavier in the rain, feeling my hair clinging to the sides of my face and neck, and wishing I had brought a rain jacket or at least a hair tie.
“You cold?” Paul asks when we’ve been sitting there a while.
“A little.”
He puts an arm around me and hugs me in close to him. “We can go soon,” he says. He turns to John. “Everybody staying here?”
“I think so.”
Paul looks around the circle. “Anybody need a ride?”
A few people shake their heads.
“Nobody’s driving, right?”
More head shaking. I think Paul’s protective father act makes him even cuter.
“Satisfied, old man?” John asks.
“What do you say?” Paul says to me, squeezing me closer.
I nod and we head back down the hill. Halfway to the car it starts to pour and we break into a run.
“I must look like a drowned rat,” I say, back in the car.
“Yeah, you have a little eye situation going on.” Paul hands me a napkin from the console and I try to dab at the makeup. “Sorry if that was lame,” he says as he carefully drives down the dark, winding driveway.
“It was fine,” I say. “A little wet.”
“So I was thinking,” Paul says. “What do you say you go to homecoming with me next week?”
That one catches me completely off-guard. I have listened to Maura babble on about homecoming the past couple of weeks on our drives to school. She is in a panic about who she should go with. She went with Paul the past three years, and she was wondering if they’d go together again, even though they aren’t dating now. It was through her morning rants that I learned why she and Paul had broken up last year. She said that Paul and his friends all decided that they weren’t going to let girls get in the way of their senior year, so after junior prom they all broke up with their girlfriends. Some kind of “band of brothers” pact they had made. That answered a question that had been on my mind for months: how Maura, Tina, and Jessica—three attractive and popular girls—could be without boyfriends. Only Katherine had a boyfriend, which surprised me since she is by far the bitchiest of the group.
“We could go with Missy and Wes,” he says.
I realize I was an idiot to think even for a moment he wanted to go with me. He wants to go with me to be near Missy.
“Also, I think I can manage to get Hunter to go with us, too. I’m not sure who his date is, but I’m sure they’d go with us,” he says. 
“I don’t know.”
“You can think about it.”
“It’s just, I think Maura would be pissed,” I say.
“So what?” he says. “I mean, it’s not like you’re such great pals anyway.”
“What if Missy and Wes don’t want to go with us?”
“Then we’ll go without them.”
I have never been to a homecoming dance before, and Paul insists that’s all the more reason to go. I shouldn’t miss out on such an iconic American high school tradition my senior year. I let him convince me, and when he drops me off, I practically float through the door and up to my room. I am going to homecoming with one of the cutest guys I’ve ever met.
 
*          *          *
 
Homecoming isn’t exactly a big deal as far as dances go. It isn’t formal or semi-formal, and there isn’t a dinner involved. It’s the sort of dance you can attend without even having a date. Missy thinks that all of us going as a group is a great idea. Paul is going to borrow his mom’s van, and the six of us—because as Paul promised, Hunter and his date agreed to join us—will travel to the dance together.
Paul picks me up first. He comes to the door with a small bouquet of flowers, a gesture I love but also think is pretty over-the-top considering the fact that, although we are attending the dance together, we both know this is not a date. My mother practically swoons at the sight of him at the door in his neatly pressed khakis and light blue button-down shirt, the flowers extended before him. She takes them for me to put in water, and Paul and I are off to get the others.
We pick up Wes second, and he’s polite enough, but I can tell he isn’t thrilled that we are all going to the dance together. When we get to Missy’s house, he runs up and rings the bell. We look on as he waits, his back to us, giving us a grand view of his silly haircut and flat butt.
“Seriously,” Paul says to me. “What does she see in him?”
I shrug. “He’s nice to her, I guess.”
From Missy’s house to Hunter’s and lastly to fetch Hunter’s date. Her name is Alison, a junior. I’ve never met her before, but Paul explained to me that all the senior boys have been drooling over her since school started. Apparently she blossomed over the summer, because no one had ever noticed her before. She is teeny-tiny, just barely five feet tall and so thin she might disappear if she turns sideways. She has the look of a baby doll with her enormous blue eyes and soft blonde curls. She seems shy, unable to open up even to Missy’s questions and friendly chatter. I wonder if she’s ever even spoken to Hunter. My experience with Hunter at school is that he is extremely quiet. He participates just enough in class to avoid being called on randomly, and he never comes to study groups. It is hard to picture the two of them carrying on a conversation. Who would start it? Who would keep it going? 
I am so nervous when we enter the dance that I think I might puke. Every morning that week, I considered telling Maura that I was going to the dance with Paul, but I never managed to say the words. She asked on Friday if I was going and all I said was yes. She still had not decided if she should go. Katherine was having a party afterwards, and apparently Maura, Jessica, and Tina, annoyed that none of the guys had asked them to the dance, were thinking of skipping it altogether and just going to the party. I have a strong suspicion that they’ll show up anyway, if for no other reason than to remind everyone that they are the pretty ones, the desirable ones, the ones wielding the power of popularity.
Popularity is a funny thing. Everyone wants to look like the kids at the top of the social food chain. Everyone wants to be liked by them. Everyone is slightly afraid of them. And everyone hates them and loves to see them fall. There are a lot of people who will be disappointed if Maura and company fail to show.
The DJ is set up in the gym, and already there are a lot of people—mostly girls—dancing. In the cafeteria, the student council is selling pizza and soda, and the World Series is on the big-screen TV. The Sox didn’t make it through the division play-offs, so there aren’t too many people in there watching, but it is still early in the game and scoreless. There’ll be time to watch the game later, after they’ve had their fill of watching the girls.
“So are you gonna bust some serious moves?” Paul says, leaning in close for me to hear him as we walk into the gym.
I remember from Maura’s party that Paul is an enthusiastic dancer. “I don’t dance.”
“Everyone loves to dance,” he says. “Some people just don’t know it yet.”
I shake my head, but I know he isn’t going to take no for an answer. He steers me to the edge of the dance floor and offers some instructions and encouragement. I have to admit, I am having fun. He puts an arm around my back and pulls me in. It isn’t exactly dirty dancing, especially compared to the people around us, but it’s too close for me. I pull away, embarrassed to look him in the eye, but he smiles and guides me away from the dance floor and out to the cafeteria. 
“You’ve done well, grasshopper,” he says, dropping into a table where he can see the TV, but he doesn’t really look at it. He scans the room, and I follow his gaze until it lands on Missy and Wes, sitting by the windows, both of them looking bored. “Let’s check on the lovebirds, shall we?”
Missy’s face lights up at the sight of us, but Wes turns his head away and looks out the window. “Where have you been?” she asks. “I’m dying to go dance!”
“What, you couldn’t get him to join you?” Paul asks, motioning toward Wes.
Wes looks at me and rolls his eyes.
“Mind if I steal your date for a while?” Paul asks.
Missy springs up from her seat. There is no need for Wes to answer. I take her seat and join Wes in silent brooding. 
“Not feeling the vibe tonight?” I say after a few minutes, breaking the silence.
“Dances are stupid. I’d rather just hang out somewhere.”
“I don’t know. Seems like a rite of passage or something. Like you just have to go to the dances because that’s what kids are supposed to do.”
“Missy acts different in front of everyone,” Wes says.
“I’ve never noticed—”
“She flirts with everyone.”
“Maybe, but Paul said you’re quite the ladies’ man,” I say, trying to get Wes to lighten up a little. He’s acting like he’s been jilted, and all Missy had done was get up to dance, which is the point of the event. “Is it true?”
“I’ve had a few girlfriends.”
“Not just any girls,” I say.
“Some guys always think they’ll get turned down, so they never ask girls out, but when I like a girl, I figure, what the hell? Either she says yes or she doesn’t.”
“Missy thinks you’re some kind of innocent guy who doesn’t know up from down when it comes to dating. She thought you might never get around to kissing her.”
Wes laughs. “Always best not to move too fast,” he says.
So Paul was right. That is Wes’s strategy. “So you’re, like, pretty experienced?”
“Yeah, sure,” he says. “You could say that.”
“So you’ve, like, done it?” I ask, hating how awkward the idea of sex is making me.
“Are you asking me if I’m a virgin?”  
I nod.
He just smiles smugly.
“Does Missy know?” I ask.
He shrugs and I’m starting to hate that gesture.
“She thinks you’re a virgin. Just like her.”
“So what? Are you going to go tell her?”
“It’s not really my place,” I say.
“But you’re her friend.”
I consider this. As Missy’s friend, it is my duty to tell her what I know about her boyfriend. And yet if I do, she might break up with Wes. And then Paul will be there to comfort her in her time of distress, and he won’t need me anymore as the intermediary. Probably Missy won’t need me much as a friend, either, because she’ll be with Paul, an instant ticket to the friendship of all of his popular pals. 
“I already told her what Paul told me, and she didn’t believe me,” I say. “Besides, if you like her so much, don’t you think you should tell her?”
“If she asks, I’ll tell her.”
We both sit there in silence some more, and then I ask Wes—ever a useful source of gossip—about Alison. 
“She’s a football cheerleader,” he says. “She’s young for her grade. She must have finally hit puberty or something, because she went from looking like she was 10 to being a hottie over the summer.”
“She still looks like she’s 10,” I say.
“You’re jealous,” Wes says. “If it makes you feel better, she hasn’t been with Hunter since we walked in the door.”
I look around. Hunter is sitting in front of the TV with a group of guys. Alison is nowhere in sight.
“I’m sure she’s in there dancing with her cheerleading friends. They’re probably showing off their back flips in the gym right now,” Wes says. “But really, don’t waste your energy on Hunter. He shows up at dances with the hottest girls, but he never dates any of them. If you want to know the truth, I think the kid is gay.”
“Yeah, right,” I say.
“I’m not joking. It would explain so much.”
“Just because he doesn’t date much—”
“Whatever. It’s just my opinion. All I’m saying is you’re wasting your energy. There are plenty of other guys who’d love to go out with you.”
“Yeah, okay,” I say. Like there is a line of suitors tripping over themselves to win me over.
“You’re a cute girl,” Wes says. “Don’t sell yourself short.”
Flattered as I am, I have had enough of Wes and decide to go find Paul and Missy. Wes gets up with me and we make our way to the gym. It is more crowded than before. I can’t believe the teachers are just standing there letting kids grind on each other and blatantly make out right in front of them. We can see a circle has formed near the DJ and we fight our way in. Everyone around the outside is clapping and cheering for the brave people taking turns in the middle. We spot Missy and Paul on the other side of the circle. Missy waves and we push over to them around the outside. I stand beside Paul for a minute and then someone shoves us from behind and suddenly we are in the middle of the circle.
He holds onto my waist again and I just sort of follow along for a minute. And then I look up over Paul’s shoulder and see Maura staring straight at me with a look of hatred in her eyes. I pull away from Paul and out of the circle. 
Missy follows me out of the gym and into the cafeteria. She saw the look Maura gave me, too, and we both know this is not good. I am thankful to see that it is almost 10 o’clock. Soon the dance will be over. I am staying over Missy’s afterwards, and her parents want us home by 11:00, so there won’t really be time to check out any of the parties. That’s fine with me. 
“It’s not like she owns him,” Missy says after a few minutes.
“He thinks she’s unstable.”
“What, like crazy?”
“Yeah, like you never know what she’s going to do,” I say.
Missy considers this. “She does seem off. Think about the battle of the bands.”
“I thought that was just the booze, but maybe not,” I say.
We see the lights in the gym come on, and it is as if some kind of magical spell is lifted. In an instant, all the kids realize how their behavior is viewed by the chaperones, and they can’t get out of there fast enough. Some couples are holding hands, but most people are scurrying out, looking at their own feet, in a hurry to get outside into the relative dark of the parking lot. We walk out toward the van, figuring the rest of the group will find us there. In fact, Hunter and Alison beat us to it. Hunter is resting against the rear bumper with one arm around Alison’s waist. Missy starts asking them how they liked the dance, breaking it down into music, pizza, dancing. Wes comes around from the front of the car. He apparently was lurking in the shadows, not wanting to be the third wheel with the attractive couple. And then we are just waiting for Paul.
“This could be a while,” Hunter says, and we all turn to look at him, startled. He hasn’t spoken voluntarily to any of us all night. “Maura cornered him.” 
The line of cars waiting to pull out onto Main Street is diminishing rapidly. Hunter whispers to Alison, who nods, and then he pushes himself away from the car.            
“Tell Paul we’ll catch up with him at the party,” he says.
We watch as Hunter knocks on the window of a car that is waiting in the parking lot traffic. Then he opens the back door for Alison and climbs in behind her.
“What party are they going to?” Missy asks.
“I don’t know,” I say. Wes just shrugs.
Before too long, there are only a handful of cars left in the lot, presumably some of them left by people who got rides with other kids. 
“That’s Jessica’s car,” Wes says, pointing to an old white Volvo that’s idling near the gym doors. The windows are down and I can faintly hear music coming from the car. I squint and see that indeed Jessica is at the wheel and someone else is sitting in the back. We watch as the car rolls forward toward the corner of the building and hear three little beeps. Apparently Jessica and her friend are also getting sick of waiting. A minute later, Paul and Maura come around the corner into the glow of the streetlight. He has his arm around her shoulder. When they get to the car, he kisses her on the cheek and opens the door for her. Then he hurries over to us.
“Hunter left?” he asks, looking at our diminished numbers. “Should we check out Katherine’s party?”
Missy looks at her cell phone. It is 10:30. “Probably not,” she says. “I mean, by the time we get there we’ll just have to leave.”
“Besides,” I say, “Maura’s going to be there.”
“It’s cool,” Paul says. “I talked to her.”
“I think you should just take us home,” Missy says. 
Paul drives to Wes’s house first. When we get there, Missy hops out and walks up to the door with him. I roll up the window because I don’t want to hear her pleading with him not to be mad. I want to talk to Paul while we have a moment alone, but I can’t figure out what to say so I just look straight ahead.
“Do they always have such long goodbyes?” Paul asks after a minute.
“They’ve been fighting.”
“You don’t say.” 
I don’t have to look at Paul to know he is grinning.
“So I told Maura that you and I are just friends,” he says. “She understands.”
“I doubt it. Unless you admitted it’s Missy you’re after.”
“Seriously. It’s cool.”
Thankfully Missy chooses that moment to get back in the car with an apology for taking so long. When we get back to Missy’s house, Paul grabs my arm as I open the door. Missy is already bounding up the front walk. “Thanks,” he says.
“For what?” All I did was ride in the car with him.
“I had fun,” he says. “Didn’t you?”
I think about dancing with Paul at the beginning of the night. “I’d call it a wash, really,” I say. 
 “You never give me the response I expect.”
I reach for the door again and he lets me.
“See ya Monday,” he says.
Missy’s dad is relieved we’re home early. He locks the door behind us and goes straight to bed. Apparently he and Anna forgot the extent of sleep deprivation that accompanies a baby. Missy goes to the kitchen and comes back with a half-gallon of cookie dough ice cream and a bag of chips. We settle into the couch to sort out the night.
Missy is perplexed by Wes’s moodiness. To tell the truth, so am I. I don’t get why he would just want to sit and sulk when he could have been dancing with the prettiest girl in the room. In the summer he’d been easygoing, but since school started he seems touchy and anxious a lot. And, Missy reveals, he had a pretty serious jealous streak. I figure that maybe he hadn’t realized how widely admired Missy would be. Maybe he isn’t confident enough to be the boyfriend of a girl who turns heads everywhere she goes. Then again, he should have seen that coming the first time he set eyes on her. I wonder what we can learn about Wes by talking to some of his exes, like if he dumped them or vice versa.
“Still, he is sweet when we’re alone,” Missy says, sinking her spoon back into the ice cream.
I point out that a social person like herself probably needs someone who likes to be out and about doing things.
“Maybe I’ve been trying to turn him into some high school sweetheart that doesn’t exist,” Missy says.
I think she is probably right. “What about Paul?” I ask.
“He’s too slick,” she says. “I don’t think I could ever trust him.”
I, however, have started to think that Paul is almost as trustworthy as Missy. Somehow I am willing to overlook the fact that he took me to the dance to get close to my friend who already has a boyfriend and that he left us all standing around in the parking lot while he disappeared with his ex behind the school. What I prefer to see in Paul is that he is funny and handsome, that he doesn’t get drunk at parties, and that he always smiles at me. His smile begs me to trust him. He has none of the mystery that I thought I liked in Hunter, but he has triple the personality. As I sit there on Missy’s couch, I realize that Paul is the high school sweetheart I have always wanted, and I am glad Missy is set against liking him.
 
 
 


Chapter 12
 
 
I am nervous for the ride to school Monday morning. Despite Paul’s reassurances, I don’t know what to expect of Maura, but when I get in the car she acts nicer than usual. Neither of us talk for a couple minutes. Maura taps her fingers on the steering wheel in time with the music from the radio. Then she turns the volume down and glances at me.
“Paul’s a great guy, isn’t he?” she asks.
“Yeah, he is,” I say.
“I was surprised to see you together at the dance. I mean, you’re totally not his type.”
I know that’s true but I hate to hear Maura say it.
“But then he told me how you’d never had a date to a dance before, and that’s just like Paul. So sweet and thoughtful.”
He told her I was a pity case, which I guess I was. A convenient pity case to help him get closer to Missy.
“You know it just kills me that Paul made this little deal with his friends. I mean, I get that they want to make senior year their glory days and whatever, but would having a girlfriend really take away from that? You know what I mean?”
I am starting to doubt the truth in Maura’s account of why she and Paul broke up. I believe that Paul told her that he and his friends made a pact agreeing that they wouldn’t get caught up in relationships their senior year, but I don’t believe that any such pact exists.
“Paul and I—we’re destined for each other. We both know it’s true,” Maura says. “I’m not worried that we aren’t together now, because we’re going to end up together. You’ll come back to reunion in ten years and I guarantee you we’ll be together, telling you about our fantastic kids and shit like that. I just don’t see why we have to delay being together for his idiot friends. In ten years, probably none of them will even talk to each other anymore.”
She stops and I know she expects me to say something, but I can’t imagine how I should respond. As far as I can tell, Paul does not share her belief in their entwined destinies, and as one who does not believe in fate, I struggle to think of a response that will please her. At last I say, “It must be nice to know there’s someone out there for you.” It is the truest and most neutral statement I can come up with.
“Yeah, but what good is it doing me now?”
“Maybe you should take Paul’s lead. Get out there and have fun and make the most of this year with your friends,” I say.
Maura shakes her head. “My friends?” she says. “They don’t know the first thing about me.”
We roll into the parking lot and Maura drives toward the back exit, as always, poised to be one of the first cars out at 2:15. Before she gets out of the car, she says, “You know, Lizzie, you’re cool. I mean, you’re a really good listener, so thanks.”
“Oh,” I say. “Sure. Anytime.”
 
*          *          *
 
One night the week after the dance around 7:30, my cell phone rang. It was Paul. 
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Calculus.”
“Hmmm. Calculus. You’re a real smart cookie,” he said.
“What can I do for you, Paul?”
“You can help me avoid writing my essay for English.”
And so began a daily routine in which Paul calls me for no reason in particular. I love it. So what if he told Maura I was a pity case? It got her off my back, and the fact that he calls me for no good reason just proves that I am more than a pity case to him. Sometimes he brings up Missy, but mostly we talk about other things—music, movies, college applications, kids at school. On more than a few nights I’ve practically had to hang up on him to give my parents my phone at “bedtime.” Also “bedtime” has quickly become homework time, as I can’t talk and do a decent job on my assignments. I’ve been staying up until two or three in the morning and barely dragging myself out of bed for school. Once there, I muddle through the day until art class when I see Paul and then I don’t feel tired anymore. 
I know Paul doesn’t like me like me. I know there is nothing romantic, for him, in talking to me, and in a way, that makes his phone calls and lunchroom banter even more significant. He really, genuinely likes me, and it isn’t about how I look or what anyone else thinks of me. Still, part of me believes that eventually our friendship will turn to more. One day, he will look at me and realize I am the girl for him, just like in the movies. 
“Do you know that Maura believes that the two of you are soul mates?” I ask him one night.
“That crazy middle school crap.”
“Yeah, but she really believes it.”
“I know,” he says seriously. “She’s got our kids named and shit. I think she’d be thrilled if I got her pregnant tomorrow. She could drop out of school and boss me around and have a baby’s unconditional love.”
“She thinks you feel that same way.”
“I just keep hoping she’s going to grow out of it, you know? Realize how stupid she’s being.”
 “So you made up this whole pact thing just to not have to tell her the truth?” I ask.
“Sort of. I mean we did all agree not to let girls come between us this year.”
“Okay, so how are you going to explain it to Maura when one of your buddies suddenly has a girlfriend?”
“My buddies? Are you kidding?”
“What if your wish comes true and Missy suddenly sees your charms?”
“Do you think she will?” he says, his voice full of exaggerated hopefulness.
“Never.”
But I’m not so sure about that really. Things between Missy and Wes aren’t going well. Missy has to divide her attention between running, schoolwork, her new brother, me, and Wes. I’m grateful that Missy feels I am worth making time for in her busy life and that she doesn’t expect me to be the perpetual third wheel, but Wes just feels slighted. He preferred the way things were back in the summer, when Missy had all the time in the world for him. Missy is holding out hope that once cross-country ends and before indoor track starts she can smooth things over with him, but she is also having her doubts. I don’t think she can bring herself to admit she might have to break up with him.
“He keeps kind of suggesting that I should have sex with him to prove that I love him,” she said the other day. “But I don’t know. I think sex is supposed to be an expression of love, not some way of proving yourself.”
“Well then it sounds like you know what you need to do,” I said, as if I had any experience that qualified me to give advice.
Another afternoon when I was at Missy’s house, Wes called and Missy went to another room to talk to him. While she was gone, Anna asked me what I thought of the situation because she was afraid Wes was being too jealous and controlling. I agreed, but I also know Paul is poised to be Missy’s rebound, which makes me secretly wish she and Wes can find a way to work things out, and then I feel guilty for my own selfishness. I’ve always thought of myself as a good and honest person, but my friendship with Missy is making me unsure about that.
 
*          *          *
 
Now everyone is scrambling to find a date and get a dress for the semi-formal dance. The semi is held every year on the Saturday after Thanksgiving. One morning on the drive to school Maura reveals that she decided to take my advice and get out there and have fun, and to that end, she’s bringing a guy she’s been hanging out with from East Vo-tech. Of course Missy and Wes are planning to attend. I had figured I’d just stay home alone, but then one night Paul suggests we skip it together.
“We can go grab a bite to eat, catch a movie, and then check out the parties,” he says.
“Definitely better than some lame dance,” I say, half believing it. I want Paul to want me to be his date and to see me as a beautiful girl in a beautiful dress, but I also know from my homecoming experience that dances are not my cup of tea. Still, he’s singling me out as the person he wants to spend the evening with, and I am excited.
Then he asks, “Will you help me with my math homework?” 
Of course I agree and he says he’ll drive right over.
“You can’t come over! Maura lives next door.” I don’t know why I’m still obsessed with not rocking that boat.
“So if she asks, I’ll tell her you’re my tutor.”
“I guess she’d believe you. After all, she knows I’m not your type,” I say, instantly regretting the bitterness in my tone.
Paul thinks I’m just making a joke and tells me he’ll be here in 10 minutes.
 
*          *          *
 
My mother loves Paul. She loved him from the first time he picked me up for John’s party. She doesn’t mind that I spend so much time on the phone with “such a nice, handsome boy,” and now that he has started showing up a few times a week to “study,” she is beside herself with joy.
“He must like you,” she keeps insisting.
“He likes Missy,” I keep responding.
Generally, he comes over to do homework. He struggles in math and science, and I help him. We work on our college application essays and gossip about teachers. During one of our study sessions, I learned that his mom recently started working second shift at the hospital, which explains why he is suddenly showing up at my house each evening. He gets tired of being home alone. His mom starts work at three and doesn’t get home until almost eleven. Most of the time my mom ends up feeding him dinner, although he insists that’s not why he comes over.
When he told me about his mom’s work schedule, it occurred to me that as often as he speaks about his mother, he doesn’t ever mention his father. I had just assumed Paul was from a two-parent family. That’s pretty much what I assume about everyone until I learn otherwise. But that night I realized I must be wrong—unless his father also works in the evening. I didn’t know how to ask him. I am afraid it’s a touchy subject (if it weren’t, he would have told me already, right?), so I haven’t probed further. 
But I’ve also realized how Paul lets me dominate our conversations. He asks a lot of questions and lets me ramble on, but I seldom ask him questions. I never have to; there is never a lull in conversation because I am always talking. I hate to admit that I hardly know him at all, and I feel totally self-centered for my willingness to talk about myself without ever thinking of asking Paul questions. In that regard, I could really take a lesson from Missy.
One morning on the drive to school I ask Maura about Paul’s home life and she fills me in: His dad left his mom and him when he was a baby. She’s raised him alone, and now they live in an apartment at Apple Valley Terrace.
This is also news to me. Another wrong assumption on my part. I assumed Paul lived in a house, like me, but Paul lives in an apartment. Apple Valley Terrace is a complex near Forest Park. It isn’t far from my grandmother’s and Missy’s houses. Like most of the apartment complexes in town, the tenants are a mixed bag. It’s a private complex, not a housing project, but a lot of the units are low-income. My grandmother often complains about the “shady people” who hang around the parking lot there.
My family hasn’t lived in an apartment since I was a baby. I associate apartments with single people, elderly people on fixed incomes, and people who are really poor. I’m beginning to see what a terrible tendency I have to assume that everyone is just like me. I can’t imagine what it’s like growing up your whole life without a backyard, always hearing neighbors through the walls and ceiling, always knowing that there are strangers living their own lives under the same roof. It’s crazy how different Paul’s experiences are from my own, and I want to learn more.
I’ve been trying to make a point of listening more, of asking Paul questions, but he is deft at steering the conversation away from himself. 
“How come I never come to your house to study?” I ask one night.
“Because you don’t drive,” Paul says.
“I’m getting my license next month.”
“I’ll believe it when I see it.”
Paul is a very touchy-feely sort of guy. I’ve gotten used to him throwing an arm around me, walking up behind me and rubbing my shoulders, sitting sideways on the couch and letting his legs drape across mine. I know there’s nothing romantic in it—it is just his way—but I love it.
Amazingly, even with Paul showing up at my house a few times a week, Maura is unbothered. At first I thought maybe she deserved a little more credit than I’d been giving her, but then I realized the truth: Maura isn’t home most evenings to notice Paul’s car pulling into my driveway. She is out with friends just about every night of the week. 
Even with the weather getting cooler and the days shorter, I feel so happy. No “Seasonal Affective Disorder” for me. I never minded going to school, but now I look forward to it. I have Missy and Paul, and maybe two friends doesn’t sound like much, but it’s more than I hoped for, more than I found at my last school.
 
*          *          *
 
When my brother calls Saturday to make plans for my parents to pick him up at the airport in Hartford, he shocks us all with the news that he is bringing his girlfriend home with him for Thanksgiving. It is the first any of us have heard about a girlfriend, and yet it must be serious if she’s flying to our house with him for a holiday. My mother is beside herself with joy. I am intrigued although not exactly excited. I have been looking forward to having Jeff all to myself for a while. I planned to show him around town and hang out like we used to. That seems unlikely now.
I drive with my mother to the airport. We wait near the baggage claim, and of course the flight is late. We sit on a bench, my mother impatiently tapping her foot and staring at the flight announcement board while I attempt to concentrate on Hamlet, which is due after Thanksgiving for English class. We sit there for about an hour before the flight comes in. Then the baggage claim is flooded with cranky people. We scan the crowd and finally I spot him, coming down the escalator, his hands on the shoulders of a cute, preppy-looking, blonde girl on the step in front of him. 
We meet him at the bottom of the escalator and exchange hugs. Everything feels chaotic with all the people around us and announcements over the PA system. Jeff hurries to introduce us to Jen and to tell us that they hadn’t checked any bags so we can head right to the car. We lead them to the car and Jeff tells me to sit up front. He has never done that before. He sits in the back with Jen. I barely had a chance to look at Jen and the curiosity is killing me. I have to force myself not to keep turning around in my seat.
When we finally get home, I get a better look. She’s short, like me, or maybe a smidge taller, and thin, but athletic looking and not waifish. Her hair, which is definitely professionally dyed (although she may have been born blonde), is cut into a chin-length bob that is perfectly styled. She’s wearing slim-fitting khaki pants and a green cardigan over a green camisole. She has on cute flat shoes. She looks like a walking J. Crew ad. 
We stand in the kitchen while my mom gets dinner ready. Jen has her manicured hands folded over the back of one of the stools at the kitchen island. Her fingernails are a perfect medium length, carefully shaped, and painted in a French manicure. I know she must be wearing makeup—no one with hair that perfect and nails so carefully kept would go out without makeup—but her face looks very natural, no heavy eyeliner or garish lipstick. In fact she is so put together, I can’t help but think she looks more like a soccer mom than a college student. She seems too old for Jeff. Jeff rambles on about school, answering all my mother’s questions, and Jen just stands there quietly, looking nice. 
I have never been one to wish I had an older sister. I think some kids who grow up in households like mine, always on the move, never staying in one place for long, wish for big families because then they’ll always have friends. No matter where they might move, there’s always someone to keep them company from the moment they arrive. Not me. I’m content with one big brother. And besides, it was hard enough to live in Jeff’s shadow, to follow Mr. Popular through life. At least no one expected me to have his interests or athleticism; after all, I’m just a girl. Sometimes when I was much younger I thought it might be fun to have a younger sister, but once I started babysitting I got over that idea.
Standing in the kitchen with Jeff and Jen, though, I realize that at some point Jeff will get married and I will have a sister-in-law. I know I am just being childish and insecure, but I keep thinking that I don’t want anyone comparing me to Jen. How can I possibly measure up? Why did Jeff bring her here when this was supposed to be a fun family weekend?
At the end of dinner, I excuse myself from the table in the middle of some story about Jeff’s soccer coach. If Jeff isn’t going to have time for me this weekend because he is too busy entertaining his girlfriend, at least I don’t have to hang around them more than necessary.
 
*          *          *
 
I spend the beginning of Thanksgiving break hiding out in my room on the phone with Paul or Missy instead of hanging out with my brother, but he is relentless in his insistence that he get to meet some of my new friends. The more I try to avoid him, the more he annoys me. He says that if these new friends are so important that I’d rather talk on the phone with them than be with the rest of the family, he should at least get to meet them. His protective big brother routine is sweet—after all, before he went to college, any social life I had was thanks to him. So Friday night, we meet Paul, Missy, and Wes at Mel’s Diner. Two pairs of love birds and me and Paul. At least the numbers will balance out all right. 
Of course as soon as we arrive there’s a problem: the hostess wants to seat us at a big booth, three on a side. Logically, Paul and I should sit on separate sides so the couples can sit shoulder to shoulder, but that arrangement makes me feel alone and vulnerable. I practically glue myself to Paul’s side so I can slide into the booth alongside him. Wes, as always, has his arms around Missy and is not going to let her go. Jeff looks terribly amused in the way that adults often look at teenagers, which annoys me because he is only three years older than us. Besides Jen holds Jeff’s hand in a way that suggests she has no desire to be physically separated from him, if only by a table. We all stand there, no one choosing a seat.
“Can we have that one?” Jeff asks, pointing to a big, circular booth in the corner.
“That’s really for bigger parties,” the hostess begins, looking impatient, but Jeff gives her his winning smile, and her tone softens. “I guess it’s not going to be too busy tonight,” she says, leading us that way. 
We slide around into the booth, Paul and me in the middle, with Jeff and Jen to my right, and Missy and Wes to Paul’s left. We all order coffees, except Jen who gets tea, and Missy and Jeff order pie. We only have to suffer awkward silence for a minute before Paul can’t take it anymore. “So you’re a soccer player?” he asks, turning to Jeff. I know we won’t have another lapse in conversation for the rest of the night. If you want nonstop chatter, just put Jeff, Missy, and Paul at the same table. Jeff is a storyteller, Paul is a questioner, and Missy is both. Also Wes is in a good mood, which is a relief. I wasn’t sure how he’d be with Paul here, but he is acting relaxed, like when I first met him. He seems happy enough to add details to Missy’s stories, as if his ability to do so is proof of their flourishing romance or something. Actually, they’re acting like a boring old married couple, but at least everyone is getting along.  
Jeff regales us with stories about college life and hands out advice about choosing a college and writing application essays like he’s some sort of expert. He is working in the admissions office, so I guess he has some inside information, but mostly I think he’s just enjoying his senior status at our table. He and Paul talk about sports and Missy asks Jen a million questions about southern living, since Jen is from Georgia. Jen isn’t much of a talker, though, so her answers tend to be shorter than Missy’s long, rambling questions. We sit there longer than the waitress would like, taking up precious time at her biggest table, downing free refills of coffee and not much else. At least we leave her a big tip.
It is freezing when we go back outside. Jeff and Wes, good boyfriends that they are, wrap themselves around their girls as we walk down the block toward the cars. Paul and I walk along behind them, taking turns shoving each other playfully to the side. When we reach the parking lot, Wes is suddenly in a big hurry to take off, which leaves the four of us standing there in the cold dark. 
Jeff extends a hand to Paul. “Take care of my sis,” he says.
“As if she were my own.”
Their handshake turns into that fake boxing thing guys are so fond of, and that turns into some typically male wrestling hold, and then Jeff is clapping Paul on the back and Paul is getting into his car.
“I’ll pick you up at 8 tomorrow,” he says to me, before he shuts the door. 
I get in the back seat and give Jeff some directions to get us home.
“Lizzie, he is so cute,” Jen says, turning around in her seat to look at me. It is the first time she’s attempted to initiate conversation with me all weekend.
“He’s just a friend,” I say.
“Mom said he’s at our house like three times a week. And you two are skipping the semi tomorrow together, right?” Jeff asks.
“Yeah, but if we weren’t just friends, maybe we’d be going to the semi together,” I say.
“I bet he likes you,” Jen says.
I fill them in on how Paul and I became friends thanks to his crush on Missy.
“Whatever,” Jeff says. “Wes seems to have a pretty firm grip on Missy.”
“And Paul and I are just friends,” I say.
“I’ll bet you’ve never seen When Harry Met Sally,” Jen says.
I haven’t.
“Well, you should. Believe me, men and women cannot be friends.”
I want to believe her, but I know Paul is not interested in me. Still all night I have been letting myself pretend that Paul and I are a couple, just like Jeff and Jen and Wes and Missy. It’s fun to pretend. And we have better chemistry than Missy and Wes any day, anyone can see that. There is none of the under-the-surface tension lurking between us that has recently developed between them. Maybe if I were prettier, thinner, taller. Maybe if I were nicer, less cynical. Maybe if I were Missy.
There is no sense in pining for Paul. I’m glad we’re going out tomorrow, just the two of us, and probably Tuesday after school he will come over to study again. That is already more than I ever imagined. If he wants to think of me as the sister he never had, at least he wants to think of me.
 
 


Chapter 13
 
 
The next night Paul is right on time, as usual, and just like homecoming, he arrives with a bouquet. 
“We’re not even going to the dance,” I say, when he hands it to me.
“You’re still my date for the evening,” he says.
His date. “I don’t have a boutonnière for you,” I say. “And you’d look so cute with a flower pinned to your sweater.” 
“A thank you will do,” he says.
I feel my face color. It is rude to respond to a gift with sarcasm. What sort of person am I? “Thanks,” I say.
The movie is sometimes funny but mostly stupid. Afterwards we have some time to kill before the party. We stop at Mel’s and share dessert, and then we drive around, looking at the Christmas lights people put up over the weekend. We don’t talk much and it’s nice. We are comfortable enough around one another to sit in silence without having it be awkward.
“Missy and Wes seemed pretty cozy last night,” Paul says after a while.
“I don’t know,” I say. “I thought they were acting kind of weird.”
“Maybe a little.”
“Like they were putting on some act, trying to be like some mature adult couple,” I say.
 Paul considers this. “Yeah, I guess. They were all smiles, but it did seem a little forced.”
“Definitely.”
“So what are you saying, I still have a chance?” he asks in this cheesy movie voice he likes to do.
“Not in this life, pal,” I say.
“Shoot. Well, what about you? Got your eye on anyone?”
“You know me, Luscious Lizzie, man killer.”
“I’m serious. I know you’re over Hunter, but who is the object of your affection these days?”
“No one, really.” What am I supposed to say? You? 
“So you haven’t warmed up to John at all, huh? He still thinks you’re a hot ticket.”
“Then why didn’t he ask me to the semi?”
“Fear of rejection. But if you’re interested, I could let him know.”
“No, thanks.”
“That’s too bad,” he says. “You should be more open-minded.”
You should see what’s right in front of you, I think.
“You’ve never had a boyfriend, have you?” Paul asks.
This is new territory. We never talk about my romantic history or lack thereof. “So?” I say.
“You don’t give yourself enough credit sometimes, Lizzie. There are probably loads of guys who have had crushes on you, but you were too busy being defensive to notice.”
He sounds like my brother. I shake my head. 
“I’m serious. You’re smart and cute. Sometimes you’re even fun to be around.”
“Gee, thanks,” I say.
“You deserve to be happy and to be treated nice,” he says, looking away from the road to look at me.
“I don’t need a boyfriend to be happy,” I say. 
“Don’t you want to know what it feels like to be kissed?”
That hurts a little. “How do you know I’ve never been kissed?”
“Have you?” he asks.
We both know the answer, though. 
We are driving along edge of the park. Paul pulls to the side of the road and turns to look at me. My heart is pounding so fast I think I might explode. I close my eyes as he leans toward me and I feel his lips gently brush against mine. That’s all. It isn’t a long, sloppy, impassioned kiss. Just his lips softly sweeping along mine. He pulls away but I keep my eyes closed for a minute. I can feel tears welling up behind my eyelids and I am afraid to open them. 
Paul pulls the car back onto the road and turns around to head toward Jessica’s house. I face the window and open my eyes, brushing back the tears that had leaked out and trying to keep my breathing steady. I don’t understand what it means. One minute he’s asking me about his chances with Missy and then the next he’s kissing me. Is it just pity? He feels bad because I am seventeen and have never been kissed? I can’t believe that he likes me, as much as I want to think he does. 
“Here we are,” he says, pulling up in front of a split-level house at the end of a dead-end street. There are already a lot of other cars there. Amazingly my parents gave me permission to stay over at Jessica’s. Apparently in the past few months, I have proven myself trustworthy in their eyes. Plus, they have gotten used to me having a cell phone. They can reach me at any time and vice versa. They insist that if anything happens at the party to make me feel uncomfortable, I should call them and no matter what time they’ll come get me. My mom must have been watching lots of talk shows offering parenting advice to inspire her to make such a statement. I think the biggest reason they are willing to let me stay over is Paul. He has charmed them so thoroughly that they have utter faith that he would never do anything wrong.
As we walk up to the door, Paul leans into me and gives me a playful shove. Whatever the kiss was, that shove is Paul telling me everything is the same as it has ever been.
 
*          *          *
 
Jessica’s parents are of the philosophy that if kids are going to drink, they may as well do it where someone can keep an eye on them. They greet us when we come in and take Paul’s keys. Then they send us down to the basement where the party is. 
Maura, Katherine, and Jessica are in one corner with some rather tough-looking guys, one of whom is apparently Maura’s date. 
“I can’t believe she’s hanging out with them,” Paul says, steering me toward the far side of the basement. “That guy, Jason, spent last year in juvie.”
He looks like it. He’s a big guy, tall and muscular, and he has on low-slung jeans and a wife-beater. He has a tattoo on one shoulder and a goatee. He looks like he could be twenty-five. Maura is sitting on his lap and he has one hand resting on her upper thigh and one shamelessly on her boob. It’s hard not to stare.
We walk through the basement into the garage where some of Paul’s friends are playing beer pong. They offer us a royal welcome and fill us in on the details of the semi. Paul brings me a soda and we stand around watching the game.
“Maybe we should play,” Paul says, nudging me. “I bet we could take them all.”
I am trying to think of a smart comeback when my phone rings. It’s Missy, and she is in hysterics. I can barely comprehend what she’s saying. Paul takes the phone and tries to calm her down. After a few minutes he hangs up. “Let’s go,” he says. 
“What?”
“I told her we’d come get her.”
“But you just gave your keys to Jessica’s parents,” I say, realizing that whatever is going on with Missy, and whatever happened an hour ago between me and Paul, this is Paul’s chance to be the knight in shining armor, riding to Missy’s rescue.
He produces a spare set of keys from his pocket. “Always come prepared,” he says. 
He grabs my arm and leads me out the side door of the garage. His car is far enough to the side of the house that Jessica’s parents aren’t likely to notice our coming and going.
“What did she say?” I ask. “I couldn’t understand anything.”
“I couldn’t understand much either, but obviously she’s upset.”
“Well, where is she?”
“She’s at the Silver Lake Lodge.”
We drive in silence. It takes almost an hour to get there. From the parking lot, we can hear the party going on in the rooms at the end of the building. Missy comes out as soon as we drive up. She must have been watching for us in the window.
“Lizzie, why don’t you let Missy sit up front,” Paul says, as he parks the car. 
I just look at him in disbelief.
“She’s upset. She shouldn’t sit in the back all alone,” he says.
Paul stays in the car while I get out and meet Missy. I put an arm around her and she starts crying again.
“He just kept calling me the ice princess,” she says between shuddering breaths as we head back into town. 
I am having a hard time understanding why exactly she is so upset. Wes and some of his friends arranged a bunch of rooms at this crappy motel so they could all party. Wes had gotten himself and Missy a room of their own, and she wouldn’t have sex with him, so he got mad. Somehow that doesn’t seem like a situation to warrant such hysteria. All that had actually happened was she stood her ground. It isn’t like Wes had assaulted her or something. She hadn’t suffered any physical harm. Sure, it seems that she and Wes are splitsville, but I just don’t feel terribly sympathetic. All I can feel is my own selfish disappointment. Now Missy will have Paul, and I will have nobody.
“I just had to get out of there,” she says, blowing her nose.
From my vantage point in the backseat, I see Paul put a hand on her leg.
“That’s what friends are for,” he says. 
Missy twists in her seat and smiles weakly at me. “You guys are the best,” she says turning back around, and I think maybe it’s my turn to cry. I’m not the best anything and I know it. I am selfish and tired and sad. And Paul isn’t the best either—he used me to get to Missy and he led me on and broke my heart. I wish my parents hadn’t suddenly decided to be cool. I wish I were on my way home instead of on my way back to the party.
It’s after one o’clock by the time we get back to Jessica’s, but no one seems to have noticed we left. No one except Maura. I walk in ahead of Missy and Paul, unable to stomach the pep talk he’s giving her, unable to stand the sight of him with his arm around her. I make a bee-line for the fridge and instead of reaching for soda, I grab a beer. There is an empty spot on the couch and I take it.
A few minutes later, Maura comes over and finds me.
“Lizzie, I have to talk to you,” she says, tugging my arm. I get up and follow her to a quiet corner. “You came here with Paul, right?” she asks.
I nod.
“Well, who the hell did that bitch come with?” she asks.
So Maura had seen Missy and Paul. 
I am sleepy and already slightly buzzed from the better part of one beer. I am in no mood to protect Missy or Paul. “Paul rescued her from Wes,” I say, gulping down the last of my beer.
“Well you should hang out with me,” she says. “And we both need another drink.”
I follow Maura to the bar. She pours us each a shot of something or other. I don’t even ask what it is, and I damn near throw up when it hits my gut. Maura has a good laugh over the look on my face, gets us each a beer, and leads me back to her shady new guy friends, who are playing cards. They’re playing “Asshole,” and when Maura and I sit down, we are immediately dealt in. I don’t know any of the rules, and I am quickly becoming too drunk to comprehend them anyway, which means round after round, I am designated the “asshole,” and the “asshole” has to drink a lot. I don’t know how much I’ve had, but all of a sudden I’ve had one gulp too many. I can feel myself turn green, and then I am up, stumbling out the side door of the garage again and puking on the lawn. 
When my stomach is empty, I lean back against the wall of the house and sink down onto the walk. I like the cool feeling of the wall against my head, so I just stay there. I don’t even realize I am crying. I wonder if anyone will miss me or if I will die of hypothermia outside Jessica’s garage before anyone finds me. I don’t feel cold, but I know it is cold out. After a while the door opens and a head sticks out. Maura, looking for me. For the first time in my life, I am truly happy to see her. She spots me and comes out to sit down beside me.
“What are you doing out here?” she says, her words slurring.
“Sick,” is all I can manage to say.
“Feel better now?” she asks. “You should eat something.”
I shake my head.
“Are you gonna come back inside?”
“I want to go to sleep,” I say, feeling as if I might burst into tears again.
“Sleep when you’re dead!” Maura says, wobbling to her feet. She reaches a hand down to pull me up. “More rum!” 
“No more rum,” I say.
“You’re funny. Sweet little Lizzie.” She throws an arm around my shoulder and steers me back inside. She plunks me down in the chair next to hers at the card table. “No more asshole for Lizzie,” she says.
“Strip poker?” one of the guys asks.
“I need to go find Paul,” I say, standing up.
“No!” Maura says, pouting. “Stay with us.”
I sit back down. Suddenly I am too tired to move anyway. I slump sideways and lean my head on Maura’s shoulder. “That’s better,” she says.
 
*          *          *
 
When I wake up the next morning, I am curled up on the floor shivering with just a little afghan on top of me. When I open my eyes, I am looking through the framework of a pull-out bed. Apparently some people were lucky enough not to sleep on the cold hard floor. When I turn my head I think my brain is going to split open, and as much as I want a drink of water, I don’t even dare try to get up. There is light coming in the basement windows high above my head, but I can tell it’s still early. I want other people to start waking up, although I doubt anyone will any time soon. 
I drift in and out of sleep for a while and then I wake to the smell of bacon and eggs cooking. Jessica’s mom hollers down the stairs that breakfast is almost ready. I cannot imagine eating. The springs of the pull-out bed creak. I manage to pull myself up to a seated position. Maura lays on the pull-out right beside me. Jason’s arm is draped across her. She smiles groggily at me, but he isn’t stirring yet at all. She shakes off his arm and rolls onto her side.
“Good morning, sunshine,” she says. “How do you feel?”
My mouth feels too disgusting to open to talk. My eyes are waking up, though, and as I look past Maura across the room, I can see Missy, nestled into Paul on the recliner in the far corner. He has one arm around her back with his hand on her upper arm, and the other arm passing in front of her with his hand in her hair. Apparently the ice princess warmed up to Paul pretty fast. Maura turns her head to follow my gaze. Then she rolls over, nudges Jason, and leans down to kiss his neck and ear. It doesn’t take him long to wake up.
We all shuffle upstairs for breakfast. Someone hands me a cup of coffee and I wonder if I can stomach it. That anyone can eat is mind-blowing. I sit on the couch, blowing on the coffee I am afraid to drink, when Missy and Paul come over with full plates of food and sit down beside me. 
“Don’t you want breakfast?” Missy asks, not really looking at me.
Paul, however, does look at me, and a smirk spreads across his face. “I’ll bet someone isn’t too hungry this morning.”
“Huh?” Missy says, looking up from her food. “Lizzie!” she exclaims, taking in my haggard appearance. 
Somehow in the past twelve hours I have turned into a regular water works. I can feel tears creeping up again.   
“Your parents are not going to forgive me,” Paul says.
“Me either,” I mumble, but if he hears me he doesn’t acknowledge it.
“We’re going to have to clean you up before we take you home.”
“I’ll take her home,” Maura says, appearing above me. 
“I don’t think—” Paul begins, but Maura cuts him off.
“We live next door to each other. It makes sense,” she says.
“Are you sure?” Paul asks me.
“Of course,” Maura answers for me.
I close my eyes and rest my head back against the couch.
Thankfully when I get home my parents aren’t there. My dad is at work and my mom is at the gym. I take a shower and put my dirty clothes, which smell like a barroom floor, in the wash to erase all evidence. Then I go to sleep until almost dinner time.
After dinner, Paul calls and I let it go to voicEmail, but I know there’s no way to avoid him at school. In my head I keep rehearsing our next conversation, how normal it will be, how I can joke with him about Missy finally coming around, how I will not mention that he kissed me or that I got shit-faced in order to avoid having to watch him and Missy together.
 
 


Chapter 14
 
 
“Feeling better?” Maura asks when I get in the car to go to school Monday morning.
“Still sleepy,” I say. 
“I’m proud of you, Lizzie. You had to break that good-girl act sometime.”
“Sure,” I say.
“Jason is pretty cute, huh?” she asks.
“Yeah,” I say. She isn’t usually so chatty in the morning. I wish she’d be her usual quiet self. After sleeping all day yesterday, I didn’t sleep much last night, and when I finally did fall asleep, I had to get up for school an hour later. Perhaps Maura has been up all night, and that is why she’s so awake. 
“You want to stop for coffee or something?” she says, glancing at me as I yawn and lean against the window.
I look at the clock. We don’t have time to stop.
“So we’ll be late. We’ll say there was traffic,” Maura says.
“We’ll get detention.”
“You ever have detention before?”
“Nope.”
“About damn time,” she says. “Besides, Mr. Kramer loves me. Whenever I get detention, he lets me go help the secretaries, which usually means I sit in the office stuffing envelopes and eating candy.”
“Mr. Kramer doesn’t even know me.”
“I’ll hook you up,” she says. We are only a few blocks from school, and she pulls down a side street to a place called the Broadway Diner.
We both order coffee and Maura orders pancakes. “Get something,” she insists. “This place is great.” 
I order French toast and try to keep from checking the time too often.
“I just don’t know what to do about Paul,” she says, stirring sugar into her mug. “I was so pissed at him Sunday.”
“But you were with Jason.” 
“Yeah, and Paul seemed utterly indifferent to that fact.”
“So you were with Jason to make Paul jealous?”
“And Jason’s hot.”
“And dangerous,” I say.
“Did Paul tell you that?”
I nod. 
“So did it bother him that I was with Jason?”
“Yeah. I mean, as soon as he saw you guys, he wanted to steer clear.”
“Hmmm. Well that’s good. I just need to know he’s paying attention,” she says, diving into her food. “I thought Missy was with Wes, anyway.”
I explain what happened.
“Well then she won’t last long with Paul either. If she’s not going to give it up, he’ll get bored and move on.”
I feel slightly reassured to hear Maura’s assessment of Paul’s intentions, even if I’m not sure she’s right. I wish I could ask Maura what she thinks about Paul kissing me, but obviously I can’t. Still, I wonder if the reason he kissed me was because he was giving up hope on Missy and I was just there—a convenient enough way to satisfy his hormonal appetite. That thought just makes me angry.
“Think of those poor suckers in first period right now,” Maura says, as the waitress refills her coffee.
First period. Calculus, one of my worst subjects. I really need to be there every day just to stay afloat, but I don’t care. 
“Ok, I’m going to tell Mr. Kramer my car battery was dead and my father was already at work. Since my mom didn’t know how to jump the battery, we had to wait for AAA. Sound good?” Maura asks when we finally pull into the school parking lot. I’m glad she came up with the lie so all I have to do is keep it straight. 
 
*          *          *
 
When art class rolls around, I force a smile onto my face and approach Paul at our table.
“Fairy tales do come true,” he says.
“You’re a lucky guy,” I say, just an edge of sarcasm in my voice.
“And you,” he says, pausing dramatically, “you turned over a new leaf at that party.”
I don’t respond.
“Hey, that’s cool. You’ve got to try stuff out. I did my test runs back in middle school. It took you a little longer.”
I look at him for a moment to gauge his sincerity. I can’t tell if he’s teasing me or not, but he isn’t smirking the way he does when he’s making fun. If anything, he looks a little contrite. “It wasn’t great,” I say.
“Live and learn, Lizzie. Live and learn.”
“So are you coming over tonight to finish up college essays?” I ask.
“What’s your mom making for dinner?” he says, which I know means he’ll be there.
 
*          *          *
 
“I don’t want this to hurt our friendship,” Missy tells me on the phone later. She just got off the phone with Paul, who left my house an hour or so earlier. “I mean, I know you’re just friends with Paul, but you guys spend a lot of time together, and I feel kind of like I’m stealing him away from you.”
Sometimes I hate Missy’s unfailing honesty. Why does she always have to say everything that is on her mind? Can’t some things go unspoken? “Don’t be ridiculous,” I say. “My only thing is that you’ve been saying for months that you had no interest in Paul. I don’t think you should rush into anything when you and Wes just broke up.”
“Yeah, you might be right.”
“Paul has been adoring you for months, so if this is just a rebound, you’re going to end up breaking his heart. And you’re both my friends, too, so that would suck.” I want to say, “He just wants to have sex with you,” but I like Paul too much to want to paint that picture of him. Besides, if I did say that, Missy would just go tell Paul that I said it, assuming that he had said something similar to me. That’s Missy. I also want to tell her that he kissed me first, but how can I? And what would be the point?
“I’m not rushing though,” Missy says. “I mean, we’re not officially dating or anything.”
“Well that’s good. Just take it easy.”
“Lizzie, you are the best. I mean it, best friends,” she says.
Best friends? Like BFF? Friends forever? I have always wanted a friend who passed me notes in class signed “BFF.” It sounds nice. But I can’t be as honest with Missy as she is with me. I haven’t been telling her the whole truth for a while, really.
 
*          *          *
 
I have to miss school for a last-minute college visit today. My mother is in a panic that I am applying to too many reach schools, and she decided that the best thing I can do is some interviews, which are technically optional, to boost my chances. If we are willing to make long distance drives to have interviews in person, that will show how serious I am, she thinks. We are up at the crack of dawn to drive up to Middlebury. We’re going there first, as that is my first choice, and then on the drive home we’ll go to Williams and then Amherst. It is going to be a very long day.
“You’re so lucky,” Maura said when I told her she didn’t need to pick me up for school. “I’d love to skip a day of classes to go anywhere. School is such a drag these days.” 
Every time I look at the clock on the dashboard, all I can think about is what class I am supposed to be in. I got my assignments in advance, so I do homework while my mom drives. At least it is a beautiful day, more like late October than the first week of December. When we get to Middlebury, we walk around and get a sandwich for lunch. I love the campus. Just being there, even with my anxious mother at my side, makes me feel totally at ease. If I get in, everything will be all right. I’ll make it through the next few months and then I’ll be home free—no worries about Paul or Missy or Maura. Another fresh start, only I’ll be a lot wiser this time. But of course, I have to get in first.
My interview does not leave me feeling confident. The questions are not what I was expecting, and I am afraid I seem simplistic and uninteresting. They ask me questions like “What’s the best costume you’ve ever worn?” and “What’s your favorite website?” I was prepared to tell them about my academic accomplishments and what I did at school. Basically I thought I was there to put a face to the application. Apparently, however, they want to find out if candidates are spunky enough. I meet all their admissions requirements; do I have to be unique, too?
I am better prepared for Williams and Amherst, knowing to expect personality and character questions. The questions at Amherst are more analytic, which puts me at ease, but Amherst isn’t high on my list. Maybe if it were farther from home and farther from UMass where so many of my classmates plan to end up.
My mother insisted I keep my cell phone off all day, so when we get home, the first thing I do is go up to my room and turn it on. Missy had called and she was upset. Oddly enough, Maura had also left me a message.
I have had a long enough day that I’m not quite ready to help Missy solve her problems, so I call Maura first. 
“You haven’t talked to Missy or Paul today, have you?” she asks, when I ask what’s up. “They are officially together.”
“Paul and Missy?”
“No, Brad and Angelina.”
“Missy said she was going to take things slow,” I say.
“Well, as of last night, they’ve both changed their Facebook statuses.”
“Wow.” Neither mentioned that to me.
“It’s just insane, you know? What the hell does he see in her?” Maura asks.
“Come on, Maura,” I say. “You’ve got to admit she’s pretty.”
“Yeah, until she opens her mouth.”
I’m not sure if Maura is referring to Missy’s braces, her voice, her nonstop chatter, or all of the above.
“You must be pretty pissed,” Maura says, catching me off guard.
“They’re my friends. Why should I be pissed?”
“They were your friends. What do they need you for now?”
It’s a mean thing for her to say, but I already believed it before she said it. Still, I can’t admit that to her. “That’s ridiculous,” I say. 
“Is it? You think Paul’s going to need you to tutor him in math now that he has Missy? You think Missy is going to care if you’re home alone on Friday night when she’s out with Paul?”
“I don’t know, Maura, but I’m really tired. It’s been a long day.”
“Tell me about it. So I’m giving you a ride tomorrow, right?”
“Same as always.”
“Good. We’ll talk more then.” 
I call Missy back as soon as she hangs up.
“They threw dog treats at me!” she says when I ask what happened. “They put a bag of dog food at my locker and threw it at me in the hallway! They were barking at me!”
“They” are Jessica and Katherine. Interesting how Maura left that part out of her account.
“What did I ever do to them?” she asks.
“They were defending the queen,” I say.
“Huh?”
“Maura. They were doing her evil bidding.” I say.
“Where does she get off?”
“Look, Missy, obviously what they did was wrong, but as far as they’re concerned, you got the prize. Maura will cool off in a few days and it’ll all blow over,” I say, but I’m not sure I believe it.
“Do you really think so?”
“Do you really think the teachers are going to let people pelt you with milk bones every day?” 
“It’s not like they’re paying attention,” she says. “They certainly didn’t seem to notice today.”
“Maybe you should take a break from Facebook,” I say.
“I’m not going to let them bully me. If they don’t like what I post, they don’t have to read it.”
“Well, what do you want me to do then?”
“Nothing, whatever. I just thought you’d be sympathetic. I really wished you were at school today. I never see Paul all day. It was like I was just all by myself. I think Wes and some of his friends joined in the barking.”
I have a hard time picturing myself standing up for Missy even if I had been there. I remember the way she came to my side at the battle of the bands, not afraid to put herself in the middle of things. I’m not like that. What would I have done if I had been at school? Maybe just walking through the hall with her would have been enough to deter them. A girl all by herself is an easy target. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’ve had a crazy day, too.”
Missy suddenly remembers that I have been on college visits, and she cheers right up and begins bombarding me with questions about the day. When we get off the phone, I can’t help but resent how nice Missy is, how easily she forgives my flaws, and even on such a bad day, takes time to ask me about my day. She is too perfect, which I know is an absurd criticism, a terrible reason to be angry with someone, but that’s how I feel. I want to call Paul, but I can’t bring myself to dial his number.
 
*          *          *
 
In the morning I ask Maura about Jessica and Katherine’s campaign against Missy. She laughs. “They are too hilarious,” she says.
“Yeah but it’s pretty mean.” 
“Sticks and stones,” Maura says, as if that answers for everything. “Anyway, like I said before, he’s going to get sick of her pretty fast. Either he’ll get tired of waiting for her to break her virginal ways or he’ll screw her and be done with her.”
“I just don’t see the point in your torturing her,” I say quietly.
“I’m not. I can’t control Katherine and Jessica, though.”
“Right.”
“Hey, I’m telling you, now that they’re together, they’re not going to find much time for you. You might as well cut your losses. You’re always welcome to hang out with me, though. We had our rocky start, but I’m here for you, Lizzie,” she says.
When we go into school, Paul is waiting at my locker. “Hear the good news?” he asks.
“Yep, you don’t need me anymore,” I say.
“Lizzie,” he says, clasping his hands in front of his heart, “I’m hurt.” His eyes twinkle and he smirks. “As long as your mom is willing to feed me, I’ll always need you.”
“Missy’s mom’s a better cook,” I say, shutting my locker and taking off down the hall.
He keeps pace with me.
“No, seriously,” he says. “Maybe I started talking to you to get in good with Missy, but we’re way past that now. We’re friends. You’re like one of the guys.”
The look on my face must tell him that was the wrong thing to say.
“Only better,” he continues in a rush. “None of the guys is half the conversationalist you are.” He flashes me his winning smile. Sometimes his belief that he can charm his way out of any situation is infuriating.
“Yeah, we’ll see,” I say.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Now that you and Missy have each other, we’ll see if you still need little Lizzie.”
“Well I already know how that’s going to work out.”
“Oh yeah? You want to come over tonight?” I ask.
His face turns red. 
“Or are you going to Missy’s?”
“You can come, too,” he says.
“I had enough of being the third wheel with Missy and Wes.” 
“All right, but I’ll come to your house Sunday,” he says. “We can do our homework.”
“Swell,” I say, turning into my first period class. I am so angry when I sit down that I don’t hear a word the teacher says for the first half of class.
 
*          *          *
 
That night when my phone rings I am surprised to see it’s not Missy or Paul, but Maura. She calls to say “I told you so.”
“But listen, tomorrow’s Friday,” she says. “Why don’t you come to the play and then come out to the cast party after. It’ll be great. You can sit with me and then we’ll all go out together.” She tells me Jessica and Katherine have leading roles and she is in charge of makeup.
I’m not sure, but Maura insists it will be fun, certainly better than staying home, so I agree. After the post-semi party, my parents are hesitant to let me stay out again. They don’t think it’s responsible to “stay up all night.” This time it’s Mrs. Morgan to the rescue—Jessica and Katherine can’t stay out too late with another show the next day, so she promises my parents she will make sure we are in bed by midnight. Why my mother believes Mrs. Morgan will enforce any rules is beyond me. Maybe it is just the knowledge that I’ll be next door that reassures her, or the fact that the next day is Saturday and both of my parents will be home so they can prevent me from sleeping all day.
The play is A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Forum. Katherine is Domina, Senex’s shrill wife, and Jessica is one of the Geminae. I wonder if either of them realize how easily they’ve been typecast. Still, it is entertaining. Even Katherine drops her haughty manner a few times during particularly well executed comedic moments. 
At the cast party, Maura and I have to continually explain our presence to cast members’ parents. The best part about the party is we don’t stay long. We’ve barely been there an hour when Maura announces it’s time to go. It’s time for “real fun.” 
Maura rides shotgun, calling out directions to Katherine, tonight’s driver, into a part of town I’ve never been to before. The house sits at the top of a very steep hill and is small and narrow with a little rectangle of front lawn enclosed in a chain-link fence. It is squeezed in on either side by other houses that look almost identical to it. Most houses don’t have driveways so the street is crowded with cars, some double parked. Everything looks neglected. That it is December—all the trees stripped of their leaves and no snow yet on the ground to beautify everything—probably doesn’t help my impression any, but I’m nervous about leaving Katherine's nice car parked there. If I were her, I’d be turning around instead of squeezing in between a beat-up Explorer and an old Chevy. When we get out of the car, a dog barks and we all freeze until we hear its chain clink. 
“Stop being babies,” Maura says, flipping her hair over her shoulder and leading us up to the house. 
The reason for my invitation is immediately apparent when we walk inside: I am here to even out the numbers. Jason and three of his tough-looking pals are sprawled out in the living room watching a boxing match on pay-per-view. 
“Beer’s in the fridge,” Jason says, not getting up or greeting us. “Bring me one, would ya?” He’s wearing sweatpants and a wife-beater—this is apparently his uniform—and he is stretched out on the couch with one hand tucked into the waist of his pants. He tips his head back, finishes the beer in his hand, burps, and tosses the can across the room toward the empty 30-pack box. He misses.
Jason’s mom is sitting at the kitchen table smoking and doing a word-search puzzle. She looks up at us as we come in. “Good luck with that bunch,” she says, nodding toward the living room. “They’ve been in there burping and farting all night.” She squints through her cigarette smoke.
Maura hands Jessica and me each a beer and gives Katherine a bottle of water. 
“Go on and have a beer, honey,” Jason’s mom says.
Katherine gives her a beauty pageant smile. “I’m driving.”
“Good for you, honey,” she says. “Toss me one.”
Maura hands her one and takes another for Jason.
“Bathroom’s over there if anyone needs it,” she says, pointing down the hall. “And if you smoke, use an ashtray.” She coughs and her frail body shakes. She is a walking anti-smoking campaign.
Back in the living room, Maura hands Jason a beer and curls up on the couch, nuzzling against him. The rest of us stand there, wondering where we’re supposed to sit.
“Got a seat for you right here, blondie,” says the kid in the recliner, looking at Jessica and opening his arms.
Jessica giggles but doesn’t move toward him.
“Playing hard to get,” he says. “I like it.” He stands up, stretches, and scratches his stomach. “You can have my seat. I gotta piss and get a refill anyway.”
Jessica looks at Katherine and me. I just shrug, and she takes the seat. There is a gap big enough for one of us on the sectional couch. Katherine gives me a look that says “The floor’s yours,” and takes that space, hugging the arm rest and keeping herself clear of the guy to her left.
“Take a load off, shorty,” says the one who’s laying on the floor, leaning on his side and staring intently at the television. I think it’s funny that he called me “shorty.” As far as I can tell, he hasn’t even looked at me.
I move over to the edge of the coffee table, set down my beer, and sit on the floor, hugging my knees to my chest. This is “real fun”? Sitting in a dingy living room watching boxing on a big-screen TV with four guys who communicate mostly in grunts? Behind me on the couch, Jason is freely groping Maura, kissing her neck and ears. Jessica and Katherine are too far away for me to try to chat with them. I just sip my beer and try to look casual. It’s possible that I’ve never been so uncomfortable in my life. And we don’t have to be back at the Morgans’ for two hours.
A commercial comes on and I turn at the sound of a little shriek from Maura. Jason is up on his feet with Maura over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold. He smacks her butt. “You all entertain yourselves,” he says, stepping over me and carrying Maura up the stairs. The other three guys laugh. I look to Jessica and Katherine to see if we should be concerned but they seem to think nothing of it. 
Seeing my chance, I slide up onto the couch. The kid who gave Jessica his seat gets up and sits beside me. He searches his pockets and produces a little plastic bag. He pulls the coffee table closer to him and rolls a joint. The other guys and Jessica gather around for a puff. Katherine and I stay at our corners of the couch. I see Katherine slyly sneak a pill from her purse to her mouth and wonder if I should get another beer.
The one who called me “shorty” looks around and then goes into the kitchen. He returns with another beer for each of us, saving me the trouble of making a decision and also preventing me from standing up. If I had stood up, I probably would have thought twice about having a second beer, but sitting there on the couch, basking in discomfort, another seems like a good idea. 
A beer-and-a-half later, Maura and Jason still have not returned. I get up to go to the bathroom and the room spins, sending me stumbling to the side.
“We’ve got a cheap date here, boys,” one of the guys says.
“You gonna make it, kiddo?” asks another.
“I’m fine,” I say, but my tongue feels heavy and the words sound funny. I hear myself giggle. I wobble my way through the kitchen down the hall, leaning against the wall to keep a straight path. 
The bathroom is lit by a harsh fluorescent light over the sink, making the sea-foam green color of the tile on the walls look institutional. I glance at myself in the mirror. My face is blotchy. I lean closer and focus on my eyes and suddenly I feel like crying. What am I doing here? This is not better than being friendless and just staying home. Even before Paul and Missy got together, I spent plenty of Friday nights at home if Missy went out with Wes. What am I doing with these people?
Forgetting my makeup, I splash water on my face and then watch horrified as mascara puddles below my eyes. I grab some tissues and do my best to get it off, the result of which is red marks under my eyes and the distinct appearance of one who has been crying. I decide I’ll just have to wait until my face looks normal again, but then someone knocks on the door.
“Lizzie, are you all right?” Jessica asks.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I say through the door.
“Hurry up,” she says. “I gotta pee.”
I open the door and she rushes past me, not even waiting for me to leave or shut the door. I’m not ready to go back out into the hall, so I shut the door and turn my back to Jessica.
“Maura’s ready to go,” she says, when she’s washing her hands. “Are you crying?” she asks.
“No, I just had something in my eye and I got my mascara all messed up,” I say.
“Yeah I hate that,” she says, leading me back down the hall.
Maura and Katherine are standing by the door when we get back to the living room. They hand us our coats. 
“You ladies come back any time,” Jason says as we shuffle back out to the car.
By the time we get back to Maura’s, I don’t feel very drunk anymore, and I have a headache. I am so puzzled by the evening we just had that I can’t figure out where to begin.
“What did you think of Jason’s friends?” Maura asks us.
“The one with the goatee was cute,” Jessica says.
Katherine shakes her head. “Not my type.”
“Jason is so hot,” Maura says.
“So you just had sex with him?” I blurt out.
All three of them stare at me. I guess I’m not supposed to say what we had all just witnessed.
Maura smiles and shrugs.
“What if he has some disease?” I ask.
“You worry too much,” Maura says.
“But you just, like, had sex with him? Just like that?”
“Sweet little virgin,” Katherine says, sounding bored.
“I’m a virgin, too,” Jessica says.
“But any guy will tell you she gives great head,” Katherine says.
“Hey!” Jessica protests.
“Whatever,” Katherine says.
“Let’s all take this quiz,” Maura says, changing the subject, holding up the latest issue of Glamour. 
Contrary to Mrs. Morgan’s promise, we stay up most of the night, and I go home the next morning exhausted, my head pounding. I know the minute my parents see me I won’t have to worry about going out again for a while.
 
*          *          *
 
Monday at lunch, I walk into the cafeteria and discover that Missy is not at our usual table. She always gets there before me. Some days she is halfway through with her lunch before I even arrive. I look around and see her waving from the middle of the room—Paul’s table. Of course I should have expected Missy to want to sit with Paul, but somehow I just figured she and I would sit together like we always did. It hadn’t occurred to me that the reason she never sat with Wes at lunch was that Wes is a junior. He isn’t on our lunch.
I take a deep breath and debate if I should sit in my usual spot or go over there, but before I can decide, Maura comes over and hooks an arm in mine. I let her guide me to her table.
Sitting at Maura’s table is a revelation. I always buy my lunch. Monday’s special: chicken nuggets, tater tots, chocolate milk, and a cookie. Maura brings her lunch from home: carrot sticks, an apple, and lowfat yogurt. Katherine’s is similar. Jessica buys her lunch, a Snickers bar, at the vending machine. Katherine looks at my tray as if it is toxic and she is afraid to get too close.
“You can’t eat like that if you want to look like this,” Maura says.
“Yeah, one day those candy bars are going to catch up to Jessica,” Katherine says, eyeing the chocolate bar.
“I guess I just like food,” I say, eating a tater tot.
“Sure, but nothing tastes as good as sexy feels,” Maura says.
“Don’t listen to them,” Jessica says, taking the last bite of her Snickers. “I don’t.”  
“All I’m saying is, you liked the makeover we gave you, right?” Maura asks.
I have on no makeup because I overslept this morning. My hair is in a ponytail. “Yeah, sure,” I say.
“Right, because everyone likes to be pretty,” she says.
The implication is that I am not pretty in my natural state. I probably don’t look too hot at the moment, but I have a million tests this week and no time to worry about it. 
“And everyone likes pretty people,” she adds.
“Thanks for letting me sit with you,” I say sarcastically, but Maura misses my tone.
“Hey, that’s what friends are for. We’re not going to let you sit over there all alone, are we, girls?” Maura says.
Jessica smiles and Katherine makes a face that I take as agreement.
And that’s it. One weekend and one lunch period and my entire social life is turned on its head.
 
 


Chapter 15
 
 
Paul’s visits have decreased from a few times a week to none.
“Did you have a fight or something?” my mother wants to know. 
“He’s such a nice boy,” she says a million times a day. 
What she doesn’t say but I’m sure she is thinking is, “You must have done something wrong.” That I told her from that start that Paul was interested in Missy, not me, doesn’t change her opinion one bit, although she has suggested a few times that I should be more like Missy, a suggestion I find hysterical considering how much she objected to Missy at the start.
I’ve gone out with Missy and Paul a couple of times but it was no fun. Everyone was tense and weird and it just didn’t work. It’s okay if I’m hanging out with just Missy or just Paul, but to hang out with both of them at the same time, or even to go out with a big group that includes them, makes me too uncomfortable. I guess I’m feeling what some people might call heartbroken. And jealous, let’s not forget that.
So here I am, almost Christmas break, and my relationship with Paul is basically limited to art class. While I still talk to Missy on the phone a lot, Maura’s the one who makes sure I don’t end up sitting home all weekend. She likes inviting me places because if I go, Mrs. Morgan doesn’t worry. She sees me as the adult who keeps everything under control, the little mother of the group, which I more or less am. Sometimes I have a beer or two, but usually I don’t. I don’t like getting dizzy and hearing my own words slur. Generally I just sit around, taking it all in. Maura cannot stop talking about how great it will be when I get my license. Then she’ll never have to worry about a ride.
My mother, however, is beginning to question some of Maura’s behavior. The more time she spends around the Morgans, the more she decides that Maura is not respectful enough toward her parents and that they let her run wild. Still, having given me so much freedom already, she can’t just revoke all my privileges now. She has decided I shouldn’t go to any more sleepovers, but other than that, I can pretty much go where I want. The problem is getting home from parties where everyone else is staying, but once I can drive, I’ll have all the freedom I need.
Jeff is coming home for two full weeks over Christmas, and Jen is not coming with him. With a much needed break from the never-ending onslaught of homework on the horizon, I am looking forward to the holidays. Having Jeff around will take my mind off of Paul and Missy, and I will have too much family stuff going on to get sucked into any of Maura’s schemes.
 
*          *          *
 
“How’d you meet him anyway?” I ask Maura one afternoon on the way to Jason’s. Katherine and Jessica have gotten tired of the routine of hanging out with Jason’s Neanderthal friends while Maura and Jason kiss and cuddle on the couch before disappearing into Jason’s room for a while. More and more often if Maura has plans with Jason, they find something else to do, which leaves just me as her entourage.
“He’s Paul’s second cousin or something like that,” she says casually. “I told you that, didn’t I?”
She hadn’t.
“Yeah, we met at Paul’s Confirmation party a couple of years ago,” she says, and then she explains. Paul’s mother and Jason’s mother are cousins who grew up together and treated one another like sisters. When Paul was just a baby, his dad split, and Paul and his mom lived with Jason and his mom for a few years. Apparently as little kids, Paul and Jason were best buddies. Paul’s mom, though, sort of outgrew Jason’s mom. Paul’s mom is ambitious; she got a degree from community college and worked hard to give Paul a good life, while Jason’s mom is happy as long as there’s enough money after rent to buy beer and cigarettes. Paul’s mom doesn’t make much money, but she has found ways to provide for Paul. When he was going into fourth grade, she got him into parochial school on a scholarship. After that, Paul’s and Jason’s paths started to diverge. Jason chose vocational high school, while Paul—who didn’t manage to land a scholarship to private high school—went to the regular high school in a college prep track. But the two are family and as such they stayed friends, seeing each other now and then and keeping on good terms until the past year or so when Jason spent time in juvenile detention, Maura isn’t sure what for. “After we met at Paul’s party, he friended me on Facebook, you know, and we kept in touch,” she concludes.
“So when you and Paul broke up, he made his move?” I ask, trying to understand the details.
“I guess you could say that. I mean, I saw his pics—he went from being an average Joe to a total hottie, like, overnight. I was interested.”
I think I can infer that actually she had started this relationship with Jason and not the other way around, but I don’t prod further. I wonder what he went to juvie for, and I’m sure Paul knows, but I can’t ask him. Jason doesn’t feel dangerous to me, just immature. He is one of those guys who thinks he can live the gangsta lifestyle of an MTV music video or something—the way he dresses, the way he talks, the way he treats Maura (and every girl he meets). Somehow Maura thinks that by being with him, she’ll get revenge on Paul. I can’t help but find it pathetic, but if Maura is pathetic for attaching herself to Jason, what am I for tagging along?
 
*          *          *
 
On the last day of school before Christmas vacation, Missy slides me a note at the beginning of physics class. It says, “My parents are having a Christmas party tomorrow and I really really really want you to come!”
“Paul?” I scrawl on the bottom, slipping the note back to her.
She reads it, looks at me, and nods.
The last time I hung out with Missy she convinced me to go see a chick flick with her. She picked me up and we went to the mall and then the movie. For the most part we had a good time. In her usual fashion, Missy managed to make me feel like I was the most important person in her life—a valued, trusted friend she could not do without. That is, until the movie ended and she took me home in a hurry so she could go meet Paul. Then she seemed absurdly fake to me. Was it just her guilty conscience that had led her to spend a Saturday with me instead of Paul?
She pushes the note back to me. “I miss you! I never see you anymore!”
Whose fault is that? I shrug at her and then avoid catching her eye for the rest of class, but that isn’t the end of the conversation.
“What do you say?” Paul asks when I walk into art class.
“About what?”
“Missy’s parents’ party tomorrow,” he says. “It’ll be fun and you should come.”
“Fun?” I say. “Me, you, and Missy sitting around playing with the baby in the midst of Missy’s parents’ friends?”
“Exactly.”
“Sitting around watching you two being cute and cuddly isn’t my idea of fun.”
“Oh, not into PDAs, I guess. Well, with all the adults around, we’ll be keeping that to a minimum anyway, so no worries there.”
I don’t answer.
“And you’ve admitted that Missy’s mom is a heck of a cook,” he says. When I still don’t say anything, he throws a casual arm around my shoulder. “I miss you. I miss hanging out.”
“Then come over some night,” I say, shrugging him off.
“Oh yeah, your brother will be home soon, right? He’s a cool guy. I’d like to hang out with him some more,” he says.
“Right, don’t come to hang out with me.”
“You know what I mean,” he says. “So, I’ll pick you up tomorrow? 6:30?”
I stop fussing with my art supplies and look at him. His are the most expressive, varied, and enticing brown eyes I’ve ever seen. “Fine,” I say.
He grins and gets up to get his paints and other supplies.
 
*          *          *
 
All the shrubs in the front yard of Missy’s house are laced with white Christmas lights that twinkle and shake in the breeze. It snowed this morning—just a dusting but enough to create a picture-perfect, Hallmark ambiance. A garland is draped around the porch railings with red Christmas balls dangling from it, and the Christmas tree is on display in the bay window, multicolored lights sparkling. 
Paul and I arrive early, supposedly to help with the preparations, but really everything is done. We walk through the door into a Christmas wonderland. Sprigs of evergreen lay atop picture frames on the walls, candles are set in the center of wreaths on the side tables, the fire in the fireplace is glowing, and appetizers have already been set out. Everywhere I look there are holiday knick-knacks. It is like being in one of those Christmas stores where everything smells like balsam and spiced apple cider and something glitters in every corner. Instrumental holiday music plays softly from the stereo. I feel as if I’ve walked onto the set of a Hollywood movie. Any minute Santa might appear, wink, and take a cookie.
The little nod toward holiday cheer set out by my mother at our house pales in comparison. A few days earlier she set up the fake Christmas tree (a very convincing and expensive fake, I must say) and set out the boxes of ornaments, but we can’t decorate until Jeff comes home. To make up for the lack of cheerful pine tree aroma, she has “Christmas Tree” scented candles to light if company comes. As cards arrive, she stashes them in a green and red painted wooden box on the table in the foyer. It is subtle enough that you barely notice it. The only other decorations to speak of are the wreath on the door and the red and green table setting. My dad didn’t manage to string up any lights outside, and I’ve noticed that up and down our street, very few houses have any. I feel that old familiar gnawing jealousy in the pit of my stomach. This is Missy’s life—warm, welcoming, joyous. My family looks like a pack of freeze pops by comparison. Standing there, watching Paul lace his fingers in Missy’s, seeing her mother come down the stairs with the baby in her arms, I don’t think I’ve ever felt more lonely. I may as well be watching through the frosty windows.
“Lizzie!” Anna says, leaning around the baby at her hip to give me a kiss on the cheek. “Merry Christmas! We haven’t seen you in ages. Say hi to Lizzie, Lucas.” She moves the baby’s arm to wave at me.
“Come in,” Missy says, urging us away from the door. “I think we should stake out a place in the front room.” She leads us that way.
Missy takes us to the far corner of the room near the windows where the lights are dim and a loveseat and chair are arranged into a cozy nook. Paul and Missy settle into the loveseat and I sit in the big wing chair. I feel the draft from the window over my shoulder and try to suppress a shiver. I am wearing the outfit my mother bought me for just such holiday occasions. A black knit top with satin trim along the neckline that ties in a little bow, and a pleated, knee-length wool skirt that is apparently the style of the season. She tried to talk me into a pair of tights that shimmered, but that was a bit much for me, so I wear regular opaque black tights and black Mary Jane shoes. The outfit is cute but not warm. I wish I had worn pants and a heavy sweater, something that would allow me to curl up and keep warm. I hadn’t even thought about how Missy’s house is old and drafty. Paul has his arm around Missy and she nestles into him. 
“Don’t you think, Lizzie?” Missy asks, snapping me from my reverie. I haven’t been listening at all. I’m just trying to keep a pleasant expression on my face.
“I’m sorry, what was that?” I say.
“I was just saying how great it is that there’s snow on the ground,” she repeats. “Most of the places my dad has been stationed have been in the southwest, and I don’t know if I’ve ever really had a white Christmas before.”
“Oh,” I say. We have been reduced to talking about the weather. “Yeah, it is nice.”
“I’m going to go make sure my mom doesn’t need any more help,” Missy says, untangling herself from Paul’s grasp. “You two talk amongst yourselves.”
I move as if to follow her, but she waves me off. “Don’t be silly!” she says. “You’re our guest.”
I slide back down into the big chair and look at the floor.
“You were right,” Paul says after a minute. 
I look up.
“Missy’s mom is a better cook.”
Is he trying to start a fight? Why did I agree to come to this stupid party? “Why don’t you come by one afternoon and tell my mom that, and while you’re at it you can reassure her that I was telling the truth all along when I told her that all you really wanted with me was to get to Missy,” I say. 
“Hey, I was just kidding.”
“Uh huh.”
“I’m sorry I haven’t been around more.”
“Whatever.” Oh how I wish I were anywhere else. And I know that if he doesn’t shut up soon this conversation is going to end with me in tears no matter how hard I try to fight it.
“Missy and I are both really glad you came tonight,” he says.
Like that makes a difference.
“I have missed you, Lizzie,” he says. “You know I think of you as one of the guys, and if it makes you feel any better, I haven’t seen much of them lately either.” He flashes his sly smile. I am supposed to be happy for him.
“Yeah, but I’m not one of the guys, am I? I’m just your girlfriend’s friend.” 
“I’m sorry if I hurt you,” he says without looking at me.
“Don’t flatter yourself,” I say getting up. I can feel a sob rising in my throat and tears balancing on the edges of my eye lashes. “I need to borrow a sweater.” 
I run straight up the stairs to the bathroom and lock the door behind me. It is going to be a long night.
 
*          *          *
 
It is a small party, small enough that we all sit at the dining room table for dinner. Anna has Paul sit at the end of the table with Missy and me on either side of him. I avoid conversation by shoveling food into my face and not making eye contact with any of the adults who smile condescendingly and ask us questions about school and what colleges we’re applying to. Paul, of course, charms the pants off all of them, at least whenever Missy lets him get a word in. It seems to me that dinner lasts for hours and by the end I am so full of food I can barely breathe. Thankfully after dinner, the party ends rather abruptly and I don’t have to suffer through more small talk while also trying to hold in my gut. 
As soon as the door shuts behind the last guest, Anna gives each of us of a task or two to help clean up, sending us to different rooms. I am relieved to have a minute to myself and to have the chance to move around after that huge meal. My job is to bring dishes in from the dining room to the kitchen. Missy is in charge of loading the dishwasher and taking care of hand wash items. She has more than she can keep up with, so I don’t have to hurry. Paul’s job is to go through the other rooms and pick up stray cocktail napkins and glasses. 
I am slowly stacking some plates to bring into the kitchen when Anna comes in.
“It’s so nice to see you, Lizzie,” she says. She looks overwhelmed and tired, as if she realized too late that having a four-month-old baby makes throwing a party a lot more exhausting than it otherwise would have been. “I’m glad you’re staying tonight.”
I like Anna, so I want to say something nice, but I’m not sure I can without betraying my true feelings. I just force a smile and continue gathering odd items from the table.
“You know, we were just thrilled when Missy introduced you to us. With all the moving we’ve done, she hasn’t had a lot of good friends. I mean, Missy is so relaxed, she’s always managed, but to have a friend who is so studious and nice—it means a lot to us that she’s having such a nice senior year.”
I nod, not looking up.
“You can tell me if I’m wrong here, but maybe Paul has been a wedge between you two.”
“No, no,” I say. “I like Paul. He’s great.” 
Anna smiles. “Well don’t be a stranger. Now that your college applications are in, you don’t have to work so hard, so you come over any time.”
I nod again.
“And thanks for helping with the clean-up,” she says, heading back toward the kitchen, taking with her a pile of napkins I had heaped up.
I wonder what Missy has told her about me and Paul. I know Missy is the sort of girl who tells her mom a lot of stuff, but I also know she doesn’t tell her everything. Still, it seems to me that Anna knows how hurt I am. Whether she thinks that is because Missy’s been ditching me for Paul or because Paul broke my heart, I can’t say.
 
*          *          *
 
Paul doesn’t linger much after we clean up. Missy and I change out of our party clothes and lounge in her room. I almost forgot how much I like her room, with her wacky decorations and brightly colored comforter. We gossip about kids and teachers from school and I can just about pretend we are back in the carefree summer. But, of course Missy can’t stay away from the topic of Paul for long.
“You know when we first met, I thought he was just a player,” she says laughing. 
“He does seem a little too, I don’t know,” I pause, trying to figure out how to criticize Paul without giving away my feelings for him. “Like a playboy or something,” I say finally.
“But he’s so sweet really. I think I’m in love with him,” she says, looking at me with watery eyes.
“You haven’t been dating very long.”
“I know, but I think when you know, you know.”
“Well, be careful,” I say. “Don’t let your guard down too soon.”
“What do you mean?” she says, sitting up on the bed.
I know it’s the wrong thing to say but the words come out before I can stop them. I hear myself saying, “Well some people think Paul is just going to use you. He’ll just have sex with you and then ditch you.”
“What? Did he ever say anything like that to you?”
“Well, no, but…”
“Then why would you think that?”
“Maura said—”
“Maura! Maura told you he was just going to use me? Why do you listen to her?”
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“Whatever. You know you can’t believe a word she says. I’m sure she told you she and Paul had sex and then he dumped her or something like that.”
“No, she didn’t. I mean, she said they’d had sex,” I answer, but actually I’m not sure she ever said so.
“Well, she’s a liar. Paul has never had sex. He’s waiting until he knows he’s found the right girl.”
That’s news to me.
“Don’t look so shocked,” Missy says, flipping her hair and crossing her arms. “You know Paul. He doesn’t drink, he doesn’t do drugs, he respects his mother. Is it so surprising that he wants to wait?”
When she puts it like that, it isn’t surprising at all, but I can’t admit it so easily. “Wes said the same kinds of things,” I remind her.
“This is different,” she says. “With Wes, I don’t know, I guess I was just desperate. I wanted a boyfriend. I wanted a perfect high school sweetheart. With Paul, I just want to see how things go.”
“Well, if Paul told you he’s never had sex, he’s probably telling the truth,” I say. 
She drops back against the pillows. “I think so.”
Neither of us speak for a minute, and then she leans up on one elbow and turns to me. “So what about you? Got your eye on anyone?”
I roll my eyes. What am I supposed to say? Yes, I do, in fact. I really like your boyfriend. 
Eventually Missy falls asleep, but I can’t relax. All I can think about is Paul with his arm around Missy. Paul apologizing if he hurt me. Missy so oblivious to my crushed heart. And she’s supposed to be my friend, my best friend. 
After laying there for a while, I get up with my cell phone and go to the bow window at the far end of Missy’s room. I sit with a blanket around me looking down at the snowy yard. Although most of the houses have turned out their porch lights and Christmas lights, the streetlights reflect on the crisp snow and the moon, nearly full, glows in the clear, black sky, illuminating the yard. 
I flip open my phone. I am not supposed to send text messages. It isn’t part of my plan and every message will be tallied on the bill that my parents will scrutinize when it comes. I don’t care. 
“U were right,” I type and select Maura’s number.
A few minutes later, my phone vibrates. I read Maura’s response. “What r u talking about? Where r u?”
“Missy and Paul suck,” I write back.
A conversation carried on via text can take a ridiculously long time. I spend the entire night sitting by that window, my hands and feet numb from the cold, watching the sky slowly drain from black to white as dawn approaches, texting back and forth with Maura. I can’t call her—that would wake Missy. And Maura doesn’t seem to mind being up all night or texting rather than talking. Every message I send her gets a response. I am going to be in big trouble when the phone bill comes.
 
*          *          *
 
I finally crawl back into bed around four o’clock and manage to sleep, but I am already awake when Missy gets up around nine. I smell breakfast cooking downstairs. Waffles and coffee—the aroma makes my stomach turn. Staying up all night doesn’t agree with me. 
“I have something for you,” Missy says, getting up and rummaging around in her dresser. “I meant to give it to you last night.”
She turns toward me with a small box wrapped up in Christmas paper. I don’t have anything for her. My mother actually suggested that I buy Missy a present as it is rude to attend a Christmas party empty-handed, but I told her she had no clue about being a teenager. Stupid me.
“You didn’t have to,” I say.
“I know. But I wanted to get you a little Christmas present,” she says, handing me the box.
“But I don’t have anything for you,” I say.
“I’m not giving you a gift because I want something,” she says. “It’s funny, last week at church our minister was talking about just this, how hard it is sometimes to receive a gift, but the truest gifts are given freely, don’t you think?” she asks, pulling her tangled hair back into a messy pony tail and plopping down beside me on the bed.
I open the package. Inside is a silver charm bracelet with three charms: a book, a music note, and the number 12. “Thank you,” I say, studying the pieces.
“I tried to pick good ones,” she says. “The book since you love books and the library was our excuse for meeting, the music note since we first really got to hang out at that concert, and the 12, well, that one is obvious. Class of 2012.”
“It’s great,” I say, setting it back in the box.
“Let me help you put it on,” she says, taking the bracelet and opening the clasp. 
I hold out my arm and she secures it, and then she leans forward and gives me a hug. 
“I’m so glad we met,” she says. “You are the best friend I’ve had since starting high school.” 
What reply can I give except to echo the sentiment? But all I can think about is Maura, and what I mostly feel toward Missy is resentment. She’s too perfect. She’s too sweet. And she is trying way too hard to make up for the fact that she stole Paul from me. 
When I get home that afternoon, I put the bracelet in its box in the back of my closet. It isn’t my style at all.
 
 


Chapter 16
 
 
My brother finally arrives home late on December 23rd. I thought I would have the pleasure of his company—the pleasant buffer between myself and my mother, the comfort of being able to be completely myself with someone—for a couple of weeks until he had to head back to school, but it turns out he and Jen have plans for New Year’s. He is leaving again on the 29th to spend the end of his break with her and her family. On top of all of my other grievances, to learn that I can’t even count on my brother is too much. Everyone sucks.
On Christmas Eve we drive to Gram’s to trim her tree. She has some superstition about the tree that includes waiting until December 24th to decorate it, even though that means it will hardly be up for any time at all. Each year we arrive around four o’clock, the afternoon already dark with the short days of winter, and decorate the tree while eating her amazing cookies, drinking eggnog, and listening to oldies versions of Christmas carols. It is my favorite part of Christmas. Sometimes neighbors drop in with more goodies, and it feels to me the way Christmas is supposed to feel—people coming together to fill the dark, cold, gloomy days with light and laughter. 
But this year my heart isn’t in it. I haven’t managed to get back on a normal sleep pattern after my all-nighter at Missy’s, and I am annoyed at Jeff for making plans that messed up my vision of our vacation time together. The gap between me and Jeff has grown in the past year. When he first went to college, I still talked to him a couple of times a week on the phone or online, and he used to come home to visit more often, but since we moved in June, I’ve barely spoken to him once a month. I’m not sure what the connection is between our move and my sudden distance from Jeff—sure, the physical distance between us is greater, but even before we moved, we lived a full day’s drive from Jeff’s school. Really, I suppose, the problem is that he is a junior in college, a half step from independent adulthood, while I am still just a kid in high school. Besides, he has a girlfriend, and he’d rather spend time with her than chat with his sister online or call home.
While Jeff talks Gram’s ear off, my mother fusses over the antique ornaments, cautioning us on how to handle them and where to hang them so they won’t fall and break. My father wanders in and out of the kitchen where he’s making deviled crabs and all the fixings, a job that always falls to him and the only time of year he ever cooks anything. I eat cookies and half-heartedly hang ornaments. Hang a star, eat a cookie; hang an angel, eat a cookie; hang a ball, drink some eggnog, eat a cookie. Maura and I have decided we are going to go on a diet right after the holidays, so I eat like it is my last supper. By the time we’re done with the tree and ready for dinner, I am so full I can barely stand to look at the food before me.
After dinner, as always, we watch It’s a Wonderful Life and then walk down the block and around the corner to St. John’s Cathedral for midnight Mass. We have to get there about an hour early to get a seat. It is hot in the crowded church, and I sit there, stuffed and bleary-eyed between my grandmother and my brother, trying not to fall asleep. I can see the girl in the pew in front of me texting and I am jealous, both that her parents seem not to mind that she is ignoring the Mass and that she has someone to send messages to at midnight on Christmas Eve.
Missy and her family have gone to visit Anna’s family in Virginia for Christmas, and I haven’t talked to her since I left her house Saturday morning. It is a relief, not having to talk to her, not having to pretend I am happy for her and Paul, and not having to feel guilty for my duplicity. 
I know Paul is also at midnight Mass tonight, but at Immaculate Conception, across town. I have thought about calling him a few times since Missy left, but I don’t have the nerve.
And then, of course, there’s Maura. She told me her family doesn’t do much on Christmas Eve. They usually just sit around watching old Christmas cartoons and claymation movies. Probably if I texted her right now, she would instantly write back and would keep my thumbs in motion for the entire Mass.
How has it happened? How have I ended up seeing Maura as someone I can count on? A few months ago I never would have imagined the possibility.
 
*          *          *
 
On the Monday after New Year’s, I finally get my license. I take the test with hands shaking from nerves and hunger. The diet Maura prescribed for us mostly involves not eating. But I pass, amazingly, despite the fact that I’ve had only minimal practice. Tuesday morning, my mom hands me the keys to her car when I come down to breakfast.
“Don’t think you’ll be driving yourself every day,” she says. 
I grab my lunch from the counter, wrap my bagel in a paper towel, and run out the door, my mother hollering at me about not eating while driving. I get in the car and then call Maura to say that I don’t need a ride. As I only have a junior operator’s license, I technically can’t give her a ride, so although we are leaving from houses all of twenty feet apart and are headed to the same destination, we have to take separate cars. I don’t know if my parents are aware of the annoying Massachusetts law forbidding teenagers from driving other teenagers for six months after getting their licenses. It seems to me that most kids break that rule all the time. They just drive more carefully to avoid getting pulled over. Of course, a lot of other seniors have had their licenses much longer than six months, so they don’t have to worry at all. Anyway, I know Maura will be expecting me to start driving her around soon, and I wonder if my parents will let me or if I’ll have to lie. Then again, I am becoming a good liar, so it won’t really matter either way.
First period I feel my cell phone vibrating in my pocket. It’s history class. The teacher is so old I think he has firsthand experience of the Civil War. I sit in the last row near the back of the room. He’ll never see me. I slip the phone out of my pocket and hold it low on my lap. 
“Mel’s diner after school? U can drive!” reads a text message from Maura. 
I hadn’t lingered at home that morning long enough to know when my mother expected me home. I’m sure she won’t be happy about not having a car all afternoon, not that she has anywhere to go, but that’s just how she is. 
“Have to get the car back to mom,” I answer, my heart pounding as I glance around to make sure no one is paying attention to my illicit texting. 
“OK but this wkend u r my ride,” Maura replies. I shut off my phone and slip it back into my pocket. I’ve had enough rule breaking for one day, and when I do see Maura I am going to have to remind her to stop texting me. My phone bill is due any day and my parents are going to be pissed.
 
*          *          *
 
I am happy when second quarter ends in the middle of January. It means the end of art class, which is only a half-year elective. And without art class, I don’t have to see Paul at all, as long as I don’t look his way in the cafeteria. I was supposed to take psychology second semester, but I told my guidance counselor that I had realized that with my heavy load of AP classes, I should just take a study. She glanced at my sinking second quarter grades, raised an eyebrow, and agreed. Study hall, for the first time in my life. Of course, I won’t get much studying done, because Maura and I are going to be free the same period.
The Friday after the quarter ends, I go out with Maura to celebrate the unofficial end of all effort in school—colleges won’t be seeing our grades again until they’ve already accepted us. I get home just in time to make curfew, but then I am up half the night anyway, mostly wondering if I did enough to get into any of the colleges I applied to. 
When I come downstairs Saturday morning, my parents are reading the newspaper in the living room. I grab a bowl of cereal and sit down at the bar in the kitchen. As soon as I do, my mother folds her section of the paper and comes to stand across from me.
“I’m not crazy about this new sleep schedule you’re on,” she says.
I don’t say anything. I just shovel another bite of cereal into my mouth.
“You’ve never been one to sleep half the day.”
“I’ve just been really tired,” I say, wiping milk from my chin.
“From all the homework you’ve been doing?” she asks.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I haven’t seen you crack a book since Thanksgiving.”
“I’m doing fine in school,” I say, getting up to put my bowl in the sink.
“Report cards come out this week, so we’ll see, won’t we?”
“Yeah,” I say. “We will.”
“Mrs. Morgan called this morning.”
I feel blood rushing to my face. My mother wouldn’t bother telling me her friend called if it didn’t somehow involve me and something I’ve done wrong.
“She’s worried about Maura,” my mother says, her tone softening. “That girl is giving her parents a world of grief.”
I don’t say anything. I’m waiting to see where this is going.
“Has she seemed okay to you?” she asks. “I told Mrs. Morgan I’d talk to you, see if you knew if anything was up.”
“She’s seemed fine to me. Same as ever.”
“She hasn’t been acting differently? Has she seemed depressed?”
I shake my head.
“Do you think she’s taking drugs?” my mother asks gravely.
“You’re kidding, right?”
“I need to ask. It’s what mothers do.”
“I’d better go do my homework,” I say.
My mother regards me. “So you think Maura is totally fine, and there’s no particular reason you two were exchanging millions of text messages over Christmas break and racking up this ridiculous phone bill,” she says, tossing the pages of my phone bill onto the kitchen table. 
I am defeated. I knew I’d have to face this down eventually.
“Hand over your phone,” she says, extending her arm toward me, palm up.
I place the phone in it. I wonder if my parents are savvy enough to know how to read my text messages. I don’t think they are, but I’m not certain. Why did I leave all those messages in the phone?
“Two weeks,” she says. “And then we’ll talk about whether or not you can have it back.”
I head back upstairs to pretend to do my homework.
 
*          *          *
 
Before two weeks are up, my parents realize it terrifies them to let me take the car without having a cell phone, so I get it back, but only when I have the car, and they called the phone company and disabled all text messaging. Still, I have the car a lot, so I have my phone a lot. They can try to revoke my freedoms, but every day I am getting one step closer to the end of high school—the end of their rules.
Thursday afternoons I am supposed to have calculus study group. The AP exam is looming ever closer. Missy got everyone on board for weekly study sessions back before Christmas. I need the help. The weeks are flying by so fast I can barely keep track of the date, and now it’s February. I am starting to wonder if I’ll even pass third quarter, let alone do well on the exam, but I blow off study group all the time anyway. Week after week, I let my mom think I am working hard on math, and she lets me take the car so I can stay late after school. Then, instead of studying, Maura and I go to Mel’s Diner or the mall. The minute the last bell rings, I dash to my car, which I park beside Maura’s at the back of the student lot, and follow her wherever she wants. The first time I followed Maura to the mall was the first time I ever drove above eighty miles per hour. I suspect Maura was pushing it, driving faster than normal, just to see if I would keep up. I clutched the wheel with a death grip, but I kept pace. 
“Nice driving,” she said, as I stepped out of the car. “I expected you to be more of a grandma behind the wheel.”
On the last Thursday in February, Maura wants to get a new outfit for the weekend. Apparently she and Jason have big plans. I wonder what that means, since all they ever do is sit at Jason’s house, drinking, smoking pot, and making out. Sometimes they order pizza or Jason asks Maura to take him to the drive thru at McDonald’s. 
“You know Jason’s life is just so different from mine,” Maura says, looking through racks of dresses at Forever 21. “When I suggested we go out this weekend, you know, on a real date, he was totally baffled. It’s not like he and his mom ever go out to a nice restaurant, and he’s never really had a girlfriend before.”
I wonder if Jason thinks of Maura as a girlfriend.
“This is cute,” I say, holding up a plaid shirt dress.
“What, like for a farmer?” Maura says. “I’m thinking more along these lines.” She pulls out a black and silver tube that looked more like a small scarf than a dress. “I could wear a cute shrug and my knee-high boots,” she says. 
“Right,” I say, trying to imagine sitting down in such a tiny scrap of fabric.
“So anyway,” she continues, “he has no idea, like, how to treat a woman.”
The word “woman” in this context actually makes me laugh, but Maura just ignores me.
“It’s occurred to me that the best course of action is to show him what a girl likes,” Maura says.
The comment sounds dirty, but I know she means that she wants him to take her out on dates and show her off. She wants him to be her boyfriend in public, not just her bed buddy in private. I think she’d be better off looking for someone who wants the same thing she does, because I’m pretty sure Jason likes their current arrangement just fine.
“I have reservations at Angelo’s and I thought after we could walk down to Café Paradiso for dessert. It’ll be really romantic.”
“You’ll be cold,” I say, eyeing the dress again.
Maura shakes her head. “Then he’ll have to keep me warm, won’t he?”
 
*          *          *
 
Friday afternoon, Missy catches up with me at the end of physics. I am trying to race out the door, but I’m not quite fast enough. 
“Hey,” she says, sneaking up beside me, my short legs no match for her long ones. “What are you doing tomorrow?”
“I don’t know,” I say, keeping my head down, walking pointlessly fast.
“Let’s hang out. We can go see a movie,” she says.
I don’t answer.
“Lizzie,” she says, stepping in front of me so that I have to stop. She grabs my arm and moves to the side of the hall against the lockers, out of the way of people rushing or dawdling to their next classes. “I’m so sorry that I’ve been so busy lately. I’ve left you a few messages, but I guess maybe your parents haven’t given your phone back yet?” I had told her weeks ago that I lost phone privileges, but I never bothered to tell her when I got it back.
She stands there, her big green eyes looking searchingly at me, apologizing for not seeing me, when all the while, I have been avoiding her. She probably really has been busy between indoor track, the insane amounts of work teachers are piling on us in an attempt to keep us from senior slide, and, of course, the love of her life—Paul. Maybe she really hasn’t noticed that I’ve been avoiding her. For a smart girl, she can be pretty dense.
“Yeah, I’ve been busy, too,” I say.
“I thought you were coming to study group this week for sure. I mean, we have a test Monday,” she says, biting her lip.
“I had to get the car home,” I lie.
“Oh.”
“I gotta go,” I say, stepping around her into the middle of the hallway, which is now mostly empty. I pause and look over at her. She has her lips pressed together in a look of confusion and disappointment. “Call me, though,” I add. She smiles and I head up the steps.
 
*          *          *
 
Saturday night I drive myself to Missy’s house. Right before I leave my house, I consider putting the charm bracelet on. I dig it out of my closet and look at it, then I shove it right back into the closet. 
As it turns out, her parents have plans for the evening, which means Missy has to stay home to babysit. She promises it will be fun anyway. She has it all figured out. We’ll order wings from some pizza place, rent a couple of movies, and maybe bake cookies. She doesn’t suggest I sleep over. 
We play with the baby for a while, but before too long, Lucas is yawning in that adorable baby way, and Missy picks him up and gets him ready for bed. I stay downstairs, waiting for the pizza delivery guy, nervous for the first time since we met to hang out alone with Missy. 
The food arrives and we sit on the couch, hunched over the coffee table, eating and half watching Entertainment News. Though we sit only a few feet apart, it feels as if there’s a chasm between us. Missy makes small talk about the stories on TV, and that is as painful as the silence—even the night we met, we never needed any kind of small talk.
The moment I had been hoping to avoid comes after we eat. We go to the kitchen to load up the dishwasher. Missy puts the plates away and then starts taking out the ingredients for cookies. Cookies—like the wings we just scarfed down—are not a part of my diet as prescribed by Maura, but that isn’t the worst of it.
“You know, Lizzie,” she says, plopping the flour canister on the counter. “I’m worried about you.”
I can’t even bring myself to look at her. 
“It’s just, you know,” she says, brushing a stray hair from her forehead, “I know you’ve been hanging around with Maura a lot, and—” She pauses, looking at me for a moment and then looking away. “I know you don’t care what Paul thinks, but he knows Maura pretty well.” So she and Paul have discussed this, have discussed me. I wonder where Paul is at the moment and why they aren’t spending Saturday night together. Maybe they plotted this heart-to-heart. Maybe Missy knew all along her parents weren’t going to be home, that we were just going to sit around her house, and that she’d be able to talk to me, privately, about things she knew I didn’t want to talk about. Then again, I remind myself, Paul doesn’t care about me at all. 
“Maybe I’m wrong about Maura,” she says slowly. “I might have just gotten a bad first impression. But I don’t think so,” she says, talking more quickly now, “because Paul has known her for years, and he feels the same way.” She looks at me, waiting for some kind of response. I don’t have one.
“I know I haven’t had a lot of free time, and I haven’t been a great friend, but you don’t have to hang around people like her.”
“So what,” I say, “I’m supposed to go through life with one and only one friend, and when she’s too busy, I’m supposed to sit home alone?” 
“No! It’s not like that. Of course I want you to have other friends. I just think,” she pauses again, picking her words, “you could do better.”
“Do you think we could skip the cookies?” I say. “I’m not hungry.” 
“What? Oh!” Missy looks at the butter, flour, chocolate chips she set out. “Sure, yeah.” She puts things away.
“Do you remember at the battle of the bands, when Paul was the one who came forward to claim Maura from the drunken mess she’d created?” I say.
“Sure.”
“If he disliked her so much, why did he do that?”
“Because that’s Paul,” Missy says. “Because he’s too nice to just stand by.” Her voice has taken on a defensive edge. 
“Right,” I say, thinking about just how nice Paul can be when he wants something. 
“Look,” Missy says, “Paul knows her and understands her. It’s not like he hates her, or anything, but, it’s just, he thinks she’s, you know, unstable.”
“Well, she’s been really nice to me.”
“Good. I’m glad. I mean, if she’s being a good friend to you, then I’m glad.”
I trace circles on the countertop with my finger, waiting to see if she has more to say or if we are done with this miserable conversation. 
“Pretty in Pink?” Missy says, putting the butter back in the fridge, and heading back to the living room.
“Who’s in that?” I ask, trying to remember if I’ve seen it before.
“Oh my God,” Missy says. “Tell me you’ve seen it! Molly Ringwald! All the brat-pack movies are my mom’s faves.”
“Oh.”
We are only a few minutes into the movie when my phone starts buzzing. I grab it off the coffee table and look at the screen. Maura. She is supposed to be on her big date. I glance at Missy.
“Be right back,” I say, flipping open my phone and scooting out into the front room. “What’s up?” I ask quietly.
“Where are you?”
“I’m at Missy’s.”
“I need you,” Maura says. Her voice is high and shaky.
“Aren’t you with Jason?”
“Yeah, but…” she breaks off and I hear her gulp down a sob. “My car…”
“What happened?”
“Jason was driving,” she says, hiccupping, “and he went too fast around a curve.”
“Are you okay?” I say, trying to stay calm, wondering why she’s talking to me and not, say, the police or her parents.
“I’m okay, but he blew a tire,” she says sniffling. “He hit the curb.”
“How fast was he going?” And whatever possessed you to let him drive your car, I wonder.
“I don’t know,” she moans. “What should I do?”
“Don’t you have a spare?”
“Yeah,” she says, blowing her nose.
“So, tell him to change it.”
“He doesn’t know how.” She starts crying again.
In my experience, there are few things tough guys like Jason like more than fixing cars, so I am pretty surprised he doesn’t know how to change a tire. My father insisted I learn—it was one of the few lessons he gave me to prepare me for getting my license. I’m not sure I can actually change a tire on the side of a road, but I have done it in the driveway, with my dad’s help. “Call AAA,” I say.
“Should I?”
“You have it, right?” I say.
“I don’t know.”
“Well, where are you?”
She tells me the address. It isn’t far from Missy’s house.
“Can you please just come here?” she asks, pathetically.
“Gimme a few minutes,” I say, hanging up the phone.
I turn around to see Missy standing in the doorway. “Everything ok?” she asks.
“It’s, uh,” I stall, trying to think of a good lie. “It’s my dad. He had a little accident.”
“Is he ok?” she asks, looking unconvinced.
“Yeah,” I say, moving past her into the family room to get my shoes and sweater. “But the car,” I say my voice trailing off. “My mom needs me to come home.”
“Of course,” Missy says. She picks up my bag from the floor and hands it to me and we walk out to the hall, where she gets my coat from the closet. I look at her as I turn to close the door behind me. Her eyes are brimming with tears. My lie is an invisible wall between us. We both know it’s there and we know now that any effort to break through it is futile. “Call me,” she says. I just nod and turn around.
 
 


Chapter 17
 
 
 
They had pulled the car into the dirt at the side of the road along a stand of trees. Maura is inside the car, which is running. She’d freeze waiting outside. Jason sits on the front bumper smoking a cigarette.
Maura gets out of the car and the smell of alcohol hits me the minute she throws her skinny arms around my neck.
“Are you drunk?” I ask, pulling away from her, wondering why I had defended her not an hour ago to Missy.
“They totally just served us without even blinking,” Maura says. Instead of sounding sorry, she seems pleased that she passed for twenty-one.
“Both of you?” I ask.
“We just split a bottle of wine,” she says. “It’s not like we’re drunk.”
Maybe Jason can handle a couple of glasses of wine with dinner, but Maura—I know how little she’s been eating, because I know how little I’ve been eating. It suddenly makes sense why she let Jason drive the car in the first place. 
“So you know how to change this bitch?” Jason says, dropping his cigarette stub and coming around the side of the car.
I look down at the ground. It has been warm the past few days and so instead of a hard, frozen shoulder, Maura’s car is sitting in mud. My jeans are relatively new and spotlessly clean. I do not want to change the tire, and even if I wanted to, how would I explain my filthy clothing to my mother? “I can walk you through it,” I say, looking him in the eye. 
He just crosses his arms and spits out of the side of his mouth.
“You blew the tire. You can change it,” I say, wondering again why I left the home of the best friend I’ve ever had to deal with this nonsense. 
“Lizzie,” Maura says, stepping toward me. Her eyes are brimming with tears. “Please.”
She’s so pathetic I wonder how I was ever intimidated by her. 
“Jason can do it,” I say, “or you can call your parents, but I am not going to kneel down in the mud to fix this.” The feminist in me bristles. I’m not a girly girl, and I am acting like I’m too prim to change a tire, like I need a man to do it (although I’d hesitate to call Jason a man), but I’m not going to be a pushover who does Maura’s bidding whenever she calls. If she wants to be my friend, then she needs to know my limits.
Maura turns to Jason. We both wait, our breath hanging in the air in white clouds between us.
“Screw it,” he says. I open the trunk and reveal the donut and tools. In the end, I’m not sure I could have changed the tire. I don’t know if I could have loosened the nuts. But Jason, if nothing else, is strong. It takes no time at all. Both of them must feel like incompetent morons for needing me to come help them.
When he’s finished, Jason walks to the driver’s side and gets in.
“Are you kidding me?” I say. “He just blew your tire driving like an asshole. Are you seriously going to let him drive?”
“I can’t drive,” Maura whines. “What if I get pulled over?”
We stand there for a minute. “Well how are you going to get home from Jason’s if you can’t drive?”
“I’ll wait,” she says. “You know, until I sober up.”
Yeah, right, I think. There is no way she is going to hang out at Jason’s and sober up. Being at his house means more drinking. 
“You mean until the morning?”
“Why are you being so mean? Can’t you just be nice?”
“I’m leaving,” I say. “Do what you want.”
“Wait!” Maura steps between me and the car door. “Follow me to Jason’s and then home,” she says. “I’ll feel safer that way.”
“I’m not hanging around at Jason’s. I have to get home. I told my parents—”
“Okay, that’s fine. I’ll just drop him off.”
Something more than a flat tire is wrong. Her big date night had clearly not gone as planned, or she wouldn’t be in such a hurry to ditch Jason. It isn’t even ten o’clock.
The minute Jason gets out of her car and Maura takes over the driver’s seat, my cell phone rings. Maura wants me to talk her through the drive home. I’m not supposed to talk on the phone while I’m driving. It would be just my luck to get in an accident while on the phone. “Can’t we talk later, after we get home?” I ask. It’s my turn to whine.
“Do you really have to go home right now?” she asks.
I don’t. I have until 11:30. She suggests we go to the ’50s Diner, a retro greasy spoon at a truck stop at the entrance to the turnpike. 
The diner is mostly empty. Overhead the fluorescent lights blare. The ugly Formica tabletops seem to glow in the unnatural light. Elvis is playing softly through the ceiling speakers. It smells like French fries, and in the case behind the counter are pies that look better than homemade. Maura and I are on a diet. I wonder why we’re here. In the unforgiving brightness of the diner, I can see Maura’s face clearly. Her eyes are pink, her nose rimmed with red. Her usually powder-smooth complexion looks shiny. I feel a little bad for being short-tempered with her about the tire. Obviously it hasn’t been a good night.
While we wait for our waitress, Maura fiddles with her paper napkin, twirling it around her fingers. Her hands are tense. Every now and then she sniffles. When she looks at me, I try to smile reassuringly.
“Well, aren’t you going to ask what’s wrong?” she says after we each order coffee.
“I didn’t know if you wanted me to—”
“Why do you think we’re here?”
“Sorry, I just figured you’d tell me if you wanted to.” I wait a moment, but she doesn’t speak. Finally, I ask, “So, what happened? Aside from the tire, I mean.”
Turns out Jason’s idea of a date night was not Maura’s. Maura had been planning for this, had bought her slinky little dress, had made reservations at Angelo’s. But when she arrived at Jason’s to pick him up, he was still in his sweat pants, lounging on the couch watching MTV, I imagine with his hand in his pants, as usual. He didn’t want to go. As “the man,” as he apparently put it, he was supposed to be driving her and sweeping her off her feet, but he didn’t have a car, and he didn’t have any money, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to be humiliated by having her pay for some fancy dinner. I imagine he belched after he said that, and maybe turned up the volume on the TV.
“We’ll hang out here,” he said. “I’ll cook.”
Maura then said something about not wanting to wait until he had a car and money to go on a date. She wanted to go now. I suspect she threw something of a hissy fit, although she doesn’t admit as much. When Jason didn’t move off the couch, she turned to leave, and he didn’t like that one bit. He threw the remote, got up, and grabbed her—as she tells me this she tenderly rubs her hand along her upper right arm—and then he pushed her hard into the wall. Her head hit the wall, hard enough to make her see stars.
“You gonna cry now?” he said, letting her go.
Maura couldn’t answer because she knew if she did, she would indeed cry.
“You’re too used to getting your own damn way. You think you’re some kind of princess.” He moved back to the couch and then realized he didn’t have the remote because he’d hurled it across the room. “Get me the damn remote and sit your ass down,” he said.
“And he’s never acted this way before?” I ask, interrupting her.
She shakes her head and then continues. She didn’t know what else to do, so she picked up the remote and handed it to him, but she didn’t want to sit down. She told him she was just going to go home.
“Go then,” he said.
Maura asked if they could just go get dinner. She told him they didn’t have to go out to Angelo’s. They could go anywhere. They could go to a diner. She just wanted to go out. I can believe that; all she and Jason ever do is sit around his house.
“You gonna let me drive that sweet car of yours?” he asked. He had tried before to get her to let him drive, and, to her credit, she had always denied him. You only had to meet the guy for five minutes to know he’d be a hazard behind the wheel.
“Okay,” she said. “Sure.”
“And I pick the place?” he asked.
She agreed. 
He got up to change his clothes. “You want to come up with me, maybe help me work up an appetite?”
“Wait,” I say, “after all that, he wanted you to go make out with him?”
Maura nods. The waitress comes by and refills our coffees.
“You girls going to order any food?” she asks.
“We’ll have a hot fudge sundae to share,” Maura says.
“So what did you do?” I ask, after the waitress leaves.
Maura shrugs. “What could I do?”
“You didn’t.”
She shrugs again. 
“Did you have sex with him?” As soon as I ask I know it is a stupid question. It’s not like they’ve never had sex before. Sex is the entire basis of their relationship. I’m surprised that Maura turns red at the question. “What?” I ask.
“He wanted me to,” she pauses, her eyes filling again. “He wanted me to, you know, go down…” Her voice trails off.
I don’t say anything, and after a minute she looks up at me, a tear spilling from her eye onto her cheek. 
“Maura,” I say, reaching a hand across the table and stopping her fluttering fingers that have, by this point, torn the napkin to little shreds. “It’s okay.”
She nods.
“Really,” I say. “It’s okay.”
“Yeah, I know. People do it all the time.”
Of course that isn’t what I meant. “Maura, what are you doing with him?” I ask. “All your friends hate him. When’s the last time you even hung out with Jess or Katherine? He’s a total dick.”
“He’s not,” Maura says. “He’s had a hard life, that’s all. He doesn’t always know the right way to act. He just needs someone to—”
“To beat up?”
“It’s not like that,” she says, wiping her eyes. “He had a bad day.”
“Why are you defending him?”
“I… I care about him.”
I think she is trying to decide whether or not she should say she loves him. I’m glad she doesn’t. 
“Show me your arm,” I say.
“It’s fine,” she says, tears returning to her eyes. At just that moment the waitress sets the sundae down between us. I thank her and ask for extra napkins. Maura looks down, not wanting this stranger to see that she is crying. Working the night shift at a place like this, I imagine our waitress has seen her share of weeping teenage girls, but I understand Maura’s impulse.
We don’t really talk any more after that. We clean the bowl down to the last drop of fudge, pay our bill, and leave. 
Driving home, I wonder where they’d ended up for dinner. It must have been someplace nice. Maybe Maura’s bedside manner helped Jason lighten up, made him feel better about letting Maura pay for an expensive meal.
I can’t sleep when I get home. I’m too wound up. What is Maura doing with a Neanderthal like Jason? She is beautiful and popular. She is the queen bee. She could have any guy she wants, except, I suppose, Paul. I’m sure Jason has had a hard life. And I’m sure sometimes he really doesn’t know better, but does Maura honestly think she can transform him into her prince? 
Maura probably compares every guy she meets to Paul, and believe me, I know what that’s like. I suspect she and I have come to the same conclusion: guys like Paul are few and far between. If you meet one in your life you’re lucky, and you’ll probably never meet another. If you do, your luck is so good you should play the lottery.
 
*          *          *
 
In the morning, I look out the window to the Morgans’ driveway and see that Maura’s car is gone. Probably Mr. Morgan took it to get a new tire. The part of me that is proud I knew how to change a tire hopes she told her parents the truth. The rest of me hopes she lied. If she admitted I came to the rescue, undoubtedly Mrs. Morgan will say something to my mother, and then my mother will know I wasn’t at Missy’s all night, and I’ll be grounded. 
Back in the fall, my mother would have loved to think of me being such good friends with Maura that Maura would call me in her hour of need. Now she has taken to asking me about Missy. Back then I defended Missy to her, while she insisted I give Maura a chance. Funny how the roles have reversed. And for what? Missy is the perfect friend—giving, trusting, supportive—while Maura is selfish, unreliable, and judgmental. But Missy doesn’t need me, especially now that she and Paul are together. And Maura does need me, or at least she needs someone. Her other so-called friends aren’t standing behind her, and I can’t just leave her with no one. 
 
*          *          *
 
“Oh my god, I’m never eating anything again,” are the first words Maura says when I call to find out what she told her parents about the tire. “I cannot believe we ate that ridiculous sundae. I must have been more drunk than I realized.”
“It’s not the end of the world.”
“Isn’t it?” she asks.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” she snaps.
“You didn’t tell your mom—”
“Are you kidding? Of course not. She’s been driving me crazy,” she says, her angry tone turning to a pathetic whine.
“She just cares about you,” I say.
“Want to go out for a while?”
“I don’t know, my mom’s in a huff about my homework.”
“Whatever, Miss Straight A’s.”
“She might not let me come out, is all,” I say, thinking about how far from straight A’s I have fallen.
“Please.”
“I’ll try.”
I tell my mother I am going to the library. My AP English teacher gave us a ridiculous research paper to write and arranged for us to use the library at the state college. We had to go there a few weeks ago for an orientation session. I haven’t set foot in the library since, let alone started the project. My mom can’t turn me down if it is for school. 
Maura meets me a little way down the street from our house so my parents won’t see. She shuts the door and tells me which way to turn. She wants to go to the state park and walk around. It is bitter cold and windy, and neither of us have hats or gloves, but Maura dismisses that point. 
“You burn more calories when it’s cold out,” she says, staring out the window as I drive. 
The gate is locked across the entrance to the park. Closed for the winter.
“Just pull up over there,” Maura says, pointing to a place where others have obviously parked, the ground rutted from the weight of cars. 
We walk around the gate, our sneakers crunching on the gravel, our breath in little puffs before us. I shove my hands into my pockets and scrunch up my shoulders in an effort to keep warm.
“We just have to walk faster,” Maura says. Her long legs outdo mine and I have to jog to keep up. 
“There’s a trail over here somewhere,” she says, walking along the shoulder of the road that leads through the park to the recreation area. 
The trail is marked by a little wooden sign that reads “To the ledges.” We start up the steep, rocky path, slipping on icy patches. I can’t keep my hands in my pockets for more than a minute at a time. I am constantly flinging them before me, catching myself against the slope when my feet slide out from underneath me. I can’t risk getting dirty.
“Do we have to come back down this way?” I ask when we stop about halfway up the slope. I look down the way we came. If we are heading back out this way, we are going on our butts.
“I think we can loop around another way,” Maura says.
I am not reassured. It hasn’t been a snowy winter, but it rained recently and then it turned cold. Although everything in town was muddy, out of the city and up at this height everything is slick with ice. The rocky path is treacherous, and where the ground isn’t rocky, it is covered in slippery half-frozen leaves. We huff and puff, and walking uphill is enough to warm most of me up—even if my hands are numb and red. The slope ends abruptly and the trail takes a sharp turn to the left. I follow Maura until we come to an overlook.
“There,” Maura says, staring out over the valley, stretching her arms up and then resting them on top of her head. 
I study her for a moment and then let my gaze turn out at the view. It is a gray day. The sky is pale against the dark outline of the hills on the horizon. Below us farm houses are scattered about the grayish-brown fields. Wisps of smoke drift up from chimneys. You can only glimpse the city from here, nestled in hills as it is. We stand quietly for a moment, and then the cold starts to catch up with me. I got too warm, had even begun to sweat, and now the cold breeze is blowing right through me. I shiver. “We should go,” I say. 
“Days are getting longer,” Maura says, still looking out past the edge of the ledge.
It’s true. Soon we’ll turn the clocks ahead for Daylight Saving Time, and though it still feels like winter, afternoons aren’t so dark anymore. But it isn’t the dark I’m worried about. It’s frostbite.
“It’s cold,” I say.
Maura looks over at me but doesn’t say anything. Then she squats down and rests her elbows on her legs and her face in her hands, her eyes trained on the horizon. “Do you know who showed me this place?”
I haven’t even thought to wonder about it. “Paul?”
She looks up at me and makes a face. “Paul’s idea of the great outdoors is a baseball field.” She stands up and brushes her hands against her jeans. “My dad used to bring me here,” she says, pulling her arms up through her sleeves and into her jacket. I can see she is shivering.
“Oh,” I say. That isn’t the answer I expected. She never talks about her dad. 
“We went hiking all the time,” she says. “This was the closest place to home, but we went lots of places. The summer before he died we went to Mount Washington in New Hampshire.” She turns to face me. “We didn’t make it to the top. I guess I got tired or something. I mean, I was barely 10. But he didn’t mind. He just liked being with me.”
I don’t know what to say so I don’t say anything. I try to keep my teeth from chattering. After a few minutes I can’t take it anymore. “We need to keep walking,” I say.
“I don’t want to go,” Maura answers, and she begins to cry.
“Hey,” I say, putting an arm around her shoulder. I don’t know if she’s shaking from the cold, from emotion, or both. “It’s okay.”
“Nothing is okay,” she says, wiping her eyes with the cuff of her sleeve.
“You’re just cold and hungry.”
She won’t look at me.
“Well,” I say, trying to sound lighthearted, “losing a finger isn’t going to make anything better. Let’s head down before frostbite sets in.”
“Go without me then,” she says.
Without her? She’s clearly lost her mind. For one thing, I am her ride. For another, we are in the middle of nowhere. Also, I don’t know the way down. And how will I explain to anyone how I left her on a mountainside to freeze to death? I don’t know what she wants. If she wants to talk to someone, I am willing to listen, but I’m not going to just sit here freezing my butt off. The thing is I’m not used to asking questions. I’m not used to trying to get information out of people. I don’t really know how. I am used to people asking me, the perpetual new girl, questions, and I guess that’s made me pretty self-centered, when you get right down to it. Until I met Paul, I didn’t even know how narcissistic I was. It almost never occurs to me to ask other people questions, but right now I know that’s what I have to do.
“What was your dad like?” I ask, squatting back down next to her.
She sighs and squints her eyes. “He was the best,” she says. “He was nothing like David.” She turns her head to look at me. “My parents, they didn’t have much. My dad was a teacher and my mom stayed at home with me. We only lived in an apartment, but we were happy. You wouldn’t even believe how different my mom was. This whole rich housewife thing of hers is so fake. She acts like she belongs with the country club crowd, but she doesn’t. She always tells me she’s the same, that she always wanted the same things, but that’s bullshit.”
“I know he’s not your dad, but David doesn’t seem so bad,” I say gingerly. I don’t know Mr. Morgan well, but he seems like a typical, boring banker to me. What’s more, for all her pretentious mannerisms and sometimes dubious parenting techniques, Mrs. Morgan seems to really want the best for Maura.
“David is an asshole. He thinks money is the answer to everything. He doesn’t care about me, he just wants me to shut up and leave him alone.”
That assessment doesn’t seem fair, but I’m not sure what to say. It’s cold and I want to leave. It feels like I am making progress with Maura, so I try to think of another question. “So you think your mom just married him for money?” I ask finally.
Maura rolls her eyes. “After my dad died, my mom and I had to move in with my grandparents for a while until my mom got a job. Then David came along like Prince Charming, promising she’d never have to work again and all that crap.”
“She wanted to be able to be there for you,” I say.
Maura shakes her head. “It’s all about her. No one gives a shit what’s best for me.” She starts to cry again.
I tuck my hands into my armpits to keep them warm and wonder what I could possibly say to get Maura out of this funk. “Do you still write poetry?” I ask after a few minutes.
“Do you know why I wrote that stupid poetry? Because my therapist suggested it. They made me go to therapy. Family counseling, they called it.” She wipes her eyes. “David didn’t like my ‘attitude,’ and he convinced my mom that I needed to see a shrink. So we went together, me and my mom. And the therapist suggested I keep a diary. No way was I doing that. I knew she’d read every word. But I had to show up to therapy with something, so I wrote poetry. I figured my mom is so stupid she wouldn’t figure it out. And I was right. She didn’t. I’d share what I wrote at our little sessions, and instead of hearing me out, instead of even trying to understand, she’d try to revise them for me, to be happier, to fit her idea about how I should be and how I should feel. It was stupid.”
“But they were good poems,” I say. “You have a talent—”
“I’m not interested in being a misunderstood poet.” She has stopped crying and now just seems tired and resigned.
“Look,” I say, “you are allowed to be as upset as you want, but you’re walking back down the trail with me if I have to drag you by your hair.”
“What’s the point?”
“Maybe there is none, but I think we should both try to live long enough to find out,” I say. 
And that does the trick. She walks past me and I hurry to keep up. The trail down winds around the side of the hill we walked up, so it’s longer, but it isn’t as steep or slippery. We scurry along, not talking, just watching our feet and trying to stay warm. Every now and then I hear Maura sniffle or hiccup, but after a while her breathing returns to normal and she seems to have gotten past whatever it was that had started her crying. More than once I wonder if she’s taking us on the right trail, because it seems like we’re headed in the wrong direction and it is taking too long, but after a while the trail opens back out on the road and I can see the gate at the entrance of the park. We get in the car and I crank the heater up full blast.
“Can you stop at Dunkin’ Donuts?” Maura asks.
I am relieved that she’s interested in food, and I am pretty eager for a hot beverage myself. I get a hot chocolate with whipped cream and a chocolate-frosted donut. Maura orders a coffee with Splenda and skim milk. The sundae the night before convinced me that dieting is not for me, but it made Maura feel as though she should repent until she feels adequately thin again, which doesn’t make much sense, because she is already ridiculously thin. Back at New Year’s when she enlisted me to diet with her, I could not comprehend why she needed a diet, but I knew I could lose some weight, so I agreed. But now, looking at her bony hands around the Styrofoam cup, I want to shove a donut in her mouth and tell her to eat. 
“I would feel like crap if I ate that,” she says, eyeing my donut. “So much sugar.”
I sip my hot chocolate. “I like it.”
“Well, good for you.” She turns to look out the window.
The last few bites of my donut don’t taste very good, though. All I can think about is how that donut is reforming itself into a layer of fat on my butt. But then I consider Maura: I always equated being thin with being happy, obviously a false connection. Maura is one of the thinnest, least happy people I know. I admire Maura’s willowy form, but coffee with Splenda and skim milk? That just sounds awful. I promise myself I won’t eat any bread at dinner to make up for the donut and I feel a little better.
We drive along without talking until we get near our houses. Maura says she’s too tired to walk up from around the corner and begs me to just drop her off in front of her house. If my parents are watching, I’ll have to explain myself, but I’m tired, too, so I agree.
“Thanks,” Maura says, getting out of the car.
“Sure.”
“No, really,” she says, leaning back into the car. “There was no one else I could have called today.”
I want to say, “You know that’s not true,” but instead I just say, “No problem.”
“See you in the morning,” she says, shutting the door.
 
*          *          *
 
“Lizzie, you had a visitor while you were gone,” my mother says when we sit down to dinner that night.
A visitor? Who the hell would be visiting me? The only time my mom ever invokes my name and the word “visitor” in the same sentence is to ask me euphemistically if I have my period.
“Well, don’t you want to know who?” she asks, spooning pasta onto my plate.
“Okay, who?”
“Paul,” she says, looking triumphant.
Paul had visited me? Paul hasn’t been to my house in months. He didn’t even call to tell me he was coming, unless he called when I was out with Maura and my phone didn’t have reception. But he would have left a message or something.
“I invited him to stay for dinner,” my mom continues, “but he said he couldn’t.”
I shrug and stuff a bite of spaghetti into my mouth. That way I don’t have to reply.
“So you two have mended your little rift?” she asks.
I wish my stupid father would say something. He is reading a magazine, ignoring us altogether.
“What little rift?” I answer. I figure if I play dumb, she’ll have to spell out what she thinks transpired between me and Paul or she’ll have to drop it.
“Well, I hope he starts coming around again,” she says. “I like that boy.”
You and everyone else, I think. But my mind is racing. Why had he come over? Probably to tell me how upset Missy was that I ditched her last night. Why else would he even bother? Still, he had come over. I don’t want to feel giddy about it, but I can’t help it. I miss him. I miss being the one in the passenger seat of his car on Saturday nights. I promise myself I’ll talk to him at school tomorrow. We had been friends for a little while. Why can’t we be friends again? 
 
*          *          *
 
Because I am in love with him. That’s why. And that’s what I remember Monday morning when I find him at his locker. He has on a dark green fleece and cargo pants, like he is about to take a hike or chop wood or something, and he smells good. He always wears nice cologne, not that cheap Axe stuff most of the guys wear. I lean up against the locker next to his.
“Hey,” I say. 
He turns. His big brown eyes with their little flecks of amber take me in. He shuts his locker and then mirrors my pose, leaning up against the locker and studying me. 
“Well?” I say. 
He shrugs. 
“My mom said you came by.”
He nods. Why won’t he talk? It’s infuriating. He drove across town to my house to talk, but now he’s mute. I feel my face turning red and my palms getting clammy. “You didn’t, like, leave a message or anything,” I say, bringing one hand to my mouth and chewing on my fingernails. My heart is racing.
“I shouldn’t have bothered,” he says at last.
“What? Why would you say that?”
“I just made a mistake, that’s all.” He runs a hand through his hair.
“Well, what did you want?” I am getting impatient. I hate when people are purposefully cryptic.
“I was wrong about you,” he says. “I thought you didn’t care what people thought about you, you know? I thought you were really an individual. But that was just your brave face I guess, because lately you’ve been acting like Maura’s little toadie. She’s not your friend, Lizzie. Not like Missy.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I’ve known Maura a lot longer than you have.”
“Whatever,” I say, pushing away from the locker. “I figured you came because Missy told you to.”
“Seriously? First of all, Missy doesn’t tell me what to do. I came because I like you and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
“So Missy didn’t tell you how I left her house the other night?”
“Of course she did,” he says, “and she was upset, but she certainly didn’t ask me to run interference.”
“You want to talk about hypocrites, what’s this about your telling Missy you’re waiting for that special someone?” I shouldn’t have said it. I know it as soon as the words are out, but there is no taking them back.
“I’m done,” he says, putting his hands up and backing away.
I feel the tears welling up and I know I am about to turn into a complete crybaby. I practically run through the hall to the girls’ bathroom, and as soon as I’m inside, I let out a gasping sob. A girl by the sink gives me a pitying look and then leaves. I sit on the radiator and let it out. I hear the homeroom bell ring. I’m late. I do the only thing I can think to do. I go to the nurse and tell her I’m sick. 
Everyone loves the nurse. She keeps a jar of candy on her desk and even when she knows you aren’t really sick, she lets you hang out there a while. This is one of the things Maura taught me. I have never been the kind of kid who goes to the school nurse. In my mom’s book, if you are too sick to go to school, you are probably dying, and if you go to the nurse during the school day, you’d better be hallucinating from fever or at least puking. 
By the end of first period, I am calm and my eyes are only a little red, so I go back to class, but all I can think about all day is Paul—those eyes, those lips, the hurt expression on his face when he walked away. I hate knowing that I disappointed him and that I’ve fallen in his estimation, but if I’m honest, I have to admit that I also want both Paul and Missy to feel as hurt as they made me feel. Paul and I most certainly cannot be friends.   
 
 


Chapter 18
 
 
“Listen,” Maura says, flicking a cigarette butt out the window as we pull into the school parking lot Wednesday morning. She used to only smoke when she was drinking, but she has decided to become a full-fledged smoker, to stay thin. “I’m going to be out sick today.”
This statement doesn’t exactly surprise me—she is wearing sweatpants and a hoodie, which are not clothes she ever wears to school—but it also doesn’t make sense. I mean, there we are, in the parking lot.
She pulls into a space and puts the car in park. Then she turns toward me. “Jason got expelled yesterday,” she says.
This, also, does not surprise me as he has already been suspended twice this year for fighting.
“He punched a teacher yesterday,” she says.
“Huh.” What am I supposed to say? Wow, I can really see why you love him so much. You should go to him. Is that what she wants to hear? Or what if I tell the truth: Jesus Christ, Maura, the guy is a sleazebag and an asshole. You have to break up with him. Yeah, that would go over well.
“It’s just that nobody really understands all he’s been through. They don’t get him, you know?”
“I sure don’t,” I say. 
“I know you don’t like him, but if you’re my friend then you’ll at least be supportive of me,” she says.
Another impossible statement to respond to. Is letting your friend ditch school to be with her delinquent, abusive boyfriend really being supportive?
“Just cover for me,” she says. “If anyone asks, I’m sick.”
I wonder how many people saw us pull into the lot.
“And if my mom says anything or whatever, you know—” she trails off.
“Yeah, fine, okay?” I say, grabbing my bag. “Are you picking me up after?”
She nods and shakes another cigarette from the pack. Marlboro Menthol Light 100s. I wonder if she even knows what “light” means in regard to cigarettes, or if she knows what menthol does to your lungs. For once I am glad my mother is a walking public service announcement.
 
*          *          *
 
I don’t see much of Maura for the rest of that week. She doesn’t come back to school until Friday. Everyone keeps asking me if she’s okay, speculating on how sick she must be to miss so much school. On the one hand I hate all that lying, but on the other hand, I have become universally known as Maura’s best friend. No one is asking Jess or Katherine for information. They are all coming straight to me. And even though Maura has drifted away from her in-crowd circle, the school as a whole still reveres her as some kind of strange icon. Underclassmen are still afraid of her. Less popular upperclassmen still simultaneously hate her and wish for her approval. Basically, outside her immediate circle of friends, her status is as it has always been.
I am hoping that my own newly elevated status will help me get a prom date. There are, of course, the people who lined up their dates back in January, had their dresses before President’s Day, and are now making limo reservations and deciding who should sit with whom for dinner. It isn’t as bad as at my old school. There, if you didn’t have a date by the end of February, forget it. Here, most people are more relaxed about it. Also, there is the option of going without a date, just with a group of friends, which you couldn’t do at either of the high schools I attended before. That possibility really takes the pressure off. 
Maura hasn’t said a word about prom yet, which surprises me. She is the kind of girl who actively campaigns to be queen. She is busy, though, dealing with Jason’s crises and trying to transform herself into a stick figure. 
Of course Missy and Paul are going. Missy Emailed me a picture of her dress when she bought it. That was before she realized our friendship was doomed. Her dress is black and white, boldly patterned, hugging her body so that every curve shows, with a ruffled hem and a slit to mid-thigh. It looks like a flamenco dancer’s dress. With her wild hair and full lips, she’ll be the girl all the guys dream about that night. 
I don’t have anyone in particular in mind for a date. I guess if Maura brings Jason, she’ll want me to bring one of his sketchy friends. I’m not up for that. I spend the entire last week of March evaluating every available guy in each of my classes, trying to decide which ones are good prospects. There aren’t many. Most of the good ones already have dates. But why do I want to go to the prom anyway? To watch Paul and Missy dazzle everyone with their innocent love? No, thanks.
Fortunately, on the first of April, I get the distraction I need. College acceptances come in. I have exactly one consolation after opening my letters: Everyone else is disappointed too. In homeroom the next day, at least two thirds of the class is wallowing. Some of the girls are red-eyed from crying, while others haven’t even stopped their tears yet. The boys are acting tough, as usual. And the ones who got into their top choices or were accepted early action in the fall are trying not to gloat. Everyone knows how much those letters mean, and even the mean kids know better than to tease each other now. 
I had my heart set on going to a small liberal arts school—Middlebury, Dartmouth, Amherst, Williams, Connecticut College. I must have been delusional when I thought I had a chance. Rejected from every last one. I am almost sorry I bothered with a safety school because now I have to go there. If I had risked it all, I could have just taken a year off and figured out how to get in next year. Instead I will be enrolling at UMass. I got into the Honors College at least, but still. UMass.
“You can transfer after freshman year,” my dad assures me. That prospect just upsets me more. My high school experience was divided between three schools. That’s not what I want for college. 
Maura didn’t even get into UMass, at least not to Amherst. She got into UMass Lowell, but she wants no part of that. She says she might just go to school to be a hairstylist. She’d be good at it. It would probably serve her better than college in a lot of ways, unless she grows up a lot in the few months before the fall. 
Some people got lucky. Katherine got into Wellesley, but she’s a legacy, so she had it in the bag anyway. Besides, you take away half the competition when you apply to a women’s college. Although I don’t hear it from them, I learn that both Missy and Paul got into Tufts. Paul really only got in because of baseball. He isn’t a terrible student, but he isn’t especially smart either. He also only takes easy classes. Missy didn’t even want to go to Tufts before she met Paul. She applied at the absolute last minute. Before, she had wanted to go to Bates. My opinion is that they’re kidding themselves if they think their romance will really survive the transition to college. Hunter is going to Harvard. His first choice was Princeton, but he didn’t get in. Life’s tough when you have to settle for Harvard.
Everyone is scrambling to find out who’s going where so they can find roommates and not have to live with strangers. That is just another thing that annoys me. If I had gotten into a small, selective school, probably no one else from Wilson would be going there, and I could have a fresh start. Everyone would be in the same position of not knowing anyone, because that’s what it’s like when they only accept fifteen percent of applicants. I swear a third of my class is going to UMass. They will be everywhere. I can randomly end up with one of them as a roommate or neighbor. I hate it.
I am pretty jealous of all the kids going to “accepted student” weekends at their future colleges. There is no point in that for me. I will go to the concrete maze in the middle of the farm fields, the hideous high-rises and paved courtyards that resemble in no way my ideal of ivy-covered buildings with lush green quads and huge old trees to read under. I will get good grades so that I can come out the other side and at least get into a prestigious graduate school somewhere. I’ll show everyone someday.
 
*          *          *
 
Maura is still caught up in Jason’s drama as April wears on. I only see her if I tag along with the two of them, and Jason is never thrilled to see me, so usually I just stay home. And then, the Friday after April vacation, she suddenly is ready to reclaim her old social status at school. 
“Listen,” she says to me in the car on the way to school, “I’ve been thinking a lot about prom.”
I’m listening.
“I just don’t want to, like, hurt your feelings or anything like that, so I wanted to check with you before I did anything,” she says.
I can’t begin to imagine what she has planned that might be so upsetting to me.
“I mean, you don’t, like, have a date or anything yet, right?” she asks. 
I do not.
“Well, would you be upset if I went with Hunter?”
With Hunter? She can’t be serious. Questions are churning in my mind faster than I can ask them. What about Jason? And doesn’t Hunter already have a date? I am long since over him, so I don’t care, but it just doesn’t make sense, and I say so.
“Jason isn’t interested, and I’m not going to miss senior prom just because he doesn’t want to go,” she says. “And last I heard, Hunter still didn’t have a date.”
I can’t really picture Hunter saying yes to Maura, but I can understand why she wants to go with him—a handsome jock with no personality. He’ll look great in the pictures but he won’t infringe on her spotlight.
“And we’ll get one of his friends to be your date,” she says.
“You should do whatever you want,” I say.
“I just know you had a thing for him back in the fall.”
“Before I met him.” 
“Whatever,” she says, “but I have to move on this fast or we’ll be shit out of luck.”
I am encouraged to hear Maura sounding so cheerful and excited about prom. It’s a nice change from the cynical, negative attitude she’s had lately, and maybe I’ll get to go to the prom after all. I don’t really care about those kinds of traditions, but still, everyone wants to go to their senior prom, right?
 
*          *          *
 
It doesn’t work out, though. Maura’s plan was to get one of Hunter’s soccer buddies to tell him that she wanted to go with him. Then Hunter would ask her because she certainly couldn’t ask him herself. She’d have to be desperate to sink to such a low. But it turns out that Hunter is taking a sophomore. Another little blonde cheerleader who can do back flips. According to Maura, she never even had time to initiate her plan before she heard he had a date, but according to the gossip mill, Maura actually slipped Hunter a note asking him to be her date, and he said no. After that, he hurried up and found someone else to escort.
“Screw it,” Maura says, when I ask her if she has any other ideas. “Fuck the prom. We can just hang out that night and then hit some of the parties.”
I remember the way the party after the semi turned out. I’m not sure I’m up for a repeat performance, but I agree to hang out with Maura anyway. 
Maura talks her parents into letting her host an after-party. I’m sure Mrs. Morgan feels terrible that Maura doesn’t have a date. She even agrees to open the pool early for the summer so Maura and her friends can use it. Normally, they don’t open it until Memorial Day, but it has been an unseasonably warm spring, so she figures there’s no harm in being a week ahead of schedule. 
 
*          *          *
 
By the time prom rolls around, I’m looking forward to Maura’s party. After a brutal couple of weeks of AP exams, I can barely think straight. I need a night to just let it all go. I go over to the Morgans’ after dinner to help get everything ready.
 “So we’ll take everyone’s keys,” Mrs. Morgan explains, handing me a basket, “and we’ll lock them upstairs until the morning. No one drives.”
Maura hadn’t mentioned to me that her parents agreed to let everyone drink. I should have realized—why would anyone come if they wouldn’t be allowed to drink? I can just picture everyone outside around the pool, getting drunk and making all kinds of noise at midnight. And next door my mother might just call the cops. I can see her with the phone in her hand, poised to dial 911. Except Mrs. Morgan is her friend. I wonder if that will be enough to stop her.
“Mother,” Maura says, “once people start arriving, you can’t be down here.” She pouts and crosses her arms.
“Just until I get everyone’s keys.”
“Lizzie can do it,” Maura says.
“Look, David and I agreed—”
“You’ll embarrass me. These kids could have gone to some other party without worrying about someone’s parents hovering around. It’ll be ridiculous.”
Mrs. Morgan turns to me. “Lizzie, don’t you think everyone will understand that I want to make sure I get their keys?”
Maura gives me a look that says, “Back me up or die.”
“Everybody knows how dangerous drinking and driving is,” I say, satisfying neither of them. I fiddle with the edge of the plastic tablecloth Mrs. Morgan spread across the dining room table.
“See, Mother. We’re perfectly responsible,” Maura says, taking the basket. “Everyone will be here in like half an hour, so you just leave us alone now.” My own mother would not have let me talk to her like that.
“I’m upstairs if you need anything,” Mrs. Morgan says calmly. 
Mr. Morgan has been conspicuously absent since I arrived. Maura told me he wasn’t really on board with this whole event, and to show his displeasure, he’s hiding out in the bedroom. Billy is staying at a friend’s house. 
“This is going to be awesome,” Maura says after she hears her parents’ bedroom door shut. “Wanna get a head start?”
“I’m good,” I say.
“Oh my god, you’re as bad as my mother! Lighten up!” Maura grabs a plastic cup and walks out onto the patio where a keg sits in a tub of ice. I follow her.
The pool lights are on and the water glows. It was a warm, sunny day, but it’s nearly eleven o’clock and the air is cool. It is, after all, still only May. It seems like a stupid time for a pool party, but drunk teenagers do a lot of stupid things, so I guess it’s just right.
Jessica and her date, John, are the first to arrive, followed shortly by Tina and Katherine and their beaus, and then a steady flow of revelers. I am surprised by how many people show up. I wonder if Maura invited them. I’m pretty sure she didn’t. I’m not surprised that Paul and Missy don’t come, but I’m shocked when Hunter does, minus his youthful date (she had a curfew to meet). And then, of course, Jason arrives. Maura didn’t want him to get there until the party was in full-swing because her parents don’t approve. He has a couple of friends with him. They look like real thugs—baggy jeans, hoodies, facial hair. When they walk in, it is like in the movies when the music stops and every head turns to see the newcomers. 
“’Sup,” Jason says to me as he walks by. He heads straight for the beer.
Meanwhile, I am the little house mother, dashing from one end of the room to the other to stop vases from being knocked over, to put napkins under cups that are leaving rings on the furniture, to pick up plates. It isn’t like I have anything to talk to anyone about anyway. They are all reliving the prom. Who wore what, so-and-so making out on the dance floor, the way some of the teachers tried to demonstrate the hustle. 
What I want is to go back next door to my house and go to bed, but that would be suspicious. My mother expects me to spend the night at Maura’s, and Mrs. Morgan expects me to make sure nothing bad happens. I’m stuck.
“Having fun?” John asks me as I tie up a trash bag in the kitchen.
“Oh yeah.”
“It sucks to be the host, doesn’t it?” he says, helping me hoist the full bag and take it to the garage.
“I’m not the host,” I say.
“Well, you sure are acting the part.”
“This whole thing is ridiculous.” It’s cool and quiet in the garage. I stand there and take a deep breath, savoring the moment.
“As far as I’m concerned, any party that I’m not in charge of is a good party.”
I roll my eyes. “Your parties are outside in the woods. You don’t have to worry about people breaking shit or spilling all over the furniture.”
“True,” he says, “but I do have to worry about people falling off cliffs or breaking their ankles on a tree root on the path. And I have to haul all the empties and shit all the way down to the house.”
I hadn’t thought about that.
“So you didn’t feel like going to the prom?” he asks.
“It’s all just a waste of money,” I say.
“Nah. It’s part of the high school experience. I’m not sure you can call yourself an American if you haven’t been through these rituals.”
“So are you and Jessica a thing?”
“You’re kidding, right? She’ll look great in the pictures, but she’s about as smart as an empty cup. I need a girl I can have a conversation with.”
“I see.” 
“I would have gladly taken you to the prom, you know,” he says.
“Oh,” I say. 
He steps in closer to me so that I have to look up. He is one of those tall gangly kids who hasn’t even begun to fill out yet. He has freckles all over his face, but he has nice eyes, very round but slightly turned down at the corners. Would it be so bad to let him kiss me?
“I like you,” he says softly.
“You don’t even know me,” I say, stepping back a little.
“Let’s see,” he says, turning and leaning against Maura’s stepdad’s SUV. “You’re ridiculously smart, you’re cute, and you’d rather not be in the spotlight,” he says.
“I’m not that smart and no one’s ever called me cute and meant it, but you’re right about the spotlight.” I cross my arms.
“Well, I think you’re cute, and you’re a heck of a lot smarter than me, which I like.”
Unfortunately, I don’t like dopey guys. I just shake my head.
“If we stay out here too much longer, someone will notice we’re both missing, and you know what they’ll think,” he says.
“So what are you suggesting?” It seems to me that he is suggesting we make out and fulfill the prophecies of rumor that will spread if anyone realizes we are both absent from the party. I seriously doubt anyone will notice.
“That we might be missing the best part of the party,” he says, pushing himself away from the car.
I follow him back inside. Everyone has migrated out to the pool deck. It got pretty stuffy in the house, but it is nice outside and the sky is clear and starry. I scan the crowd, but I don’t see Maura. I also don’t see Jason, but the thugs are standing at the keg. I ask them if they’ve seen Maura and they laugh and grunt a response. Maura and Jason are inside. I can take a hint, so I don’t go looking for them.
A big burly guy walks out to the middle of the diving board. “Who’s going in first?” His voice carries easily across the water. A few people laugh. “Come on!” he says. “Let’s get this party started!” More laughter, but no one moves. “Ah, you all suck,” he says, turning and walking back down the diving board. 
Just then Maura comes out onto the deck. She has on tiny shorts and a camisole. Her face is flushed and her eyes look huge and wet. “Everybody having fun?” she asks, walking past the keg and around the edge of the pool. “What’s a pool party without a splash in the pool?” Her words slur a little. Then she walks out onto the diving board. A few people hoot, and somebody whistles. Every eye is on Maura. She bounces a little on the board, and then she stops and turns around, walking back toward the deck. A few people boo, but she just sticks a hand out in a “wait” gesture. At the back of the diving board, she grabs the bottom of her camisole and pulls the shirt up, over her head, revealing her sunken stomach, bony rib cage, and bare, small breasts. Some girls giggle, and some guys whistle. She runs a hand through her hair and then reaches down and slips her little shorts off, flicking them from her foot. Her hip bones look like sharpened weapons protruding from her body. Nobody makes a sound. She steps back up onto the diving board, walks to the edge, and dives in with a great bounce. Everyone is too stupefied to respond. They stare at the surface of the water where Maura disappeared, or at the sky, or at each other. Then somebody starts applauding. 
“Isn’t anyone going to join me?” Maura says, swimming toward the shallow end of the pool.
“Hells yeah,” one of the guys I don’t know yells, leaping into the water fully clothed.
He swims toward Maura, who moves away. “No,” she says. “No clothes allowed.”
“No prob,” he says. He struggles out of his shirt and tosses it to the side, and then his shorts and boxers follow.
“Can I get in and then take off my clothes?” some girl, an underclassman who tagged along with her date, asks.
Jason missed the entire display, but his buddies have retrieved him by this point. He comes outside, fresh beer in hand, and studies the scene. “Get the hell out.”
Maura shakes her head, and swims up to her now naked swimming companion. “Me and Jimmy here are taking a swim.”
“I said, get the hell out.”
“Maybe you should come in,” she says.
I watch a few people scoot behind Jason to get inside. It seems the party-goers are torn between a fascination that makes it impossible to look away and a sense of horror so overwhelming that they need to remove themselves.
“Listen, bitch,” Jason starts.
John steps in front of Jason then, interrupting him. “Hey, man—”
“Was I talking to you?” Jason shouts. I wonder if my parents hear him. I know Maura’s parents can. They’d have to be deaf not to.
“Just cool it,” John says. “Everyone’s having a good time.” You can tell John has experience with a rowdy party crowd.
Jason shoves him and John stumbles back a few steps, close to the edge of the pool. “Mind your own damn business,” he shouts.
“We’re all just here to have fun, man,” John says, holding his hands up in the air like he’s being arrested.
“Fun?” Jason says. He pulls back and then slams his fist directly into John’s nose. 
I watch John’s head snap back and blood pour forth as he falls backwards into the water. We all stand there, frozen, as John sinks for a moment, and then somebody says, “Jesus! Help him!” and everyone leaps up at once. The kid who was swimming with Maura gets there first and pulls John up and to the shallow end stairs. Blood runs down his face.
No one thinks to keep an eye on Jason, which is a mistake. 
“Fuck you, fucking rich assholes,” he shouts, picking up a chair and launching it into the pool. Several pieces of deck furniture follow, and then, finally, Mr. Morgan appears through the sliding door. 
“Enough,” he says—not yelling, not pleading, just “enough.”
At the sight of her stepfather, Maura, realizing she’s naked, swims into the deep end and treads water under the diving board, apparently hoping the shadows will make it hard for him to see her. Everyone else turns toward his voice, even Jason. Mr. Morgan looks tired and far too defeated to really seem angry.
“You’re going to need to leave,” he says, looking at Jason. “Or I’m going to have to call the police and have them escort you.”
“Fuck this shit,” Jason says, wiping a hand across his face. He turns and points to Maura. “And fuck you, too.” He pushes past Mr. Morgan into the house, his posse following him. 
Mr. Morgan waits until he’s sure they’re gone. “Our neighbors are upset about the noise,” he says. “I’m going to have to ask you all to come inside for the rest of the night.” He looks like he might actually cry. I’m sure he wants nothing more than to send us all home, but he can’t, because he has been letting everyone drink. He looks around, takes in the sight of the furniture floating in the pool, and then, after a moment, John, propped up against the pool steps, a bloody t-shirt against his nose. “Is he okay?” he asks to no one in particular.
“I think his nose is broken,” one of the guys answers.
Mr. Morgan nods. “Does he need to go to the emergency room?”
“I’m fine,” John mumbles. “Some ice, maybe? And aspirin?”
Mr. Morgan nods again. “Okay, everyone inside.” He stands aside as everyone files in silently, until only Maura and her naked swimming partner are left in the pool. I don’ t know what Mr. Morgan says to them, but after a moment he comes inside and asks me to take some towels out, and then he adds, “Your parents want you to come home.”
 
*          *          *
 
Amazingly, my parents do not ask me about the party or offer lectures of any kind. My mother pushed me into friendship with Maura, and now, unless she is willing to admit she was wrong, she can’t fault me. 
“Want to drive up to Amherst this afternoon, just you and me, walk around, check out the town?” my dad asks the morning after the party over breakfast. I have no desire to go anywhere near UMass any sooner than is absolutely necessary, but I can’t turn down a rare offer for an afternoon with my dad.
It is a gorgeous spring day, warm and sunny. We drive into town on back roads past farms and old houses, and then come into town along the edge of Amherst College’s beautiful campus, with its brick buildings and wide open lawns. I slump in my seat.
“You know, you can take classes there,” my dad says. “UMass, Amherst, Mount Holyoke, Smith, and that other school—”
“Hampshire,” I supply, having read up on my options as soon as I knew my fate.
“Yes, Hampshire, they let you take classes at any of the schools.”
“I know.” Because all of us dumb, public school schmucks want to go see how the other half lives. The last thing I need is to take a class at Amherst and have all those kids know that I wasn’t good enough to get into their exclusive school. 
My dad turns the car down the tree-lined common and along Pleasant Street until he finds a parking space. It’s a great town—better than Williamstown, certainly better than New London. We go in a few book stores and get iced coffee from a place called Rao’s, and then my dad suggests we walk over to the campus. Our walk takes us past the frat houses, which are not the mansions that house frats at small liberal arts schools. These are ragged buildings with brown lawns and peeling paint. My dad seems to know exactly where he’s leading me, so I follow him past the ’70s-era, poured-concrete, modern building known, ironically, as the Fine Arts Center. We pass a mucky pond, the 30-story library, and finally arrive at a small area of campus where there are smaller brick buildings that look more like what I think college should be. 
“Not all bad,” dad says, sitting down on a bench.
I shrug and sit next to him.
“I know it’s not what you wanted,” he says.
“It’s fine,” I say unconvincingly.
“I’m sorry, Lizzie,” he says. “I really am. If we hadn’t moved around so much, if you had started and finished all at one school and really had a chance to get involved, you probably could have gotten into any school you wanted.”
“It’s not your fault, dad,” I say. I am suprised. I knew this visit was to make me feel good about UMass, but I didn’t expect some kind of apology-confession from my dad. I wonder what prompted this deep reflection on his part.
“I feel like your mother and I really let you down. All this moving, I always told myself it was for you and your brother, to give you the best. I don’t know.”
My father grew up in a working-class family where there wasn’t always enough to go around. All he wanted was for me and Jeff to have all of what we needed and most of what we wanted. I hated moving from place to place, and often I took for granted all that we had, but in my heart, I have always known my parents were just doing what they thought was best for us. 
“You have,” I say. “I’m the one who should be apologizing. I should be thanking you.”
He puts his arm around me. “I’ve been so caught up in my career, I haven’t even noticed all the things that really matter, like family and friends. The day-to-day stuff.”
“You’ve always been there for me,” I say.
He shakes his head. “You’re a great kid, Lizzie. You’re the best. I want you to know that.”
But I’m not. For the past year, I have wanted to be popular more than I wanted to be a good friend or daughter. I was selfish and self-absorbed. If my short friendship with Paul taught me anything, it’s that. 
“Do you know how proud your mother and I are?” my dad asks, giving me a squeeze.
I nod.
“And we don’t want you to feel ashamed about this whole college thing. UMass is a wonderful school. We’re proud of you.”
I just keep nodding while he goes on with his words meant to comfort. I know UMass is a good school, for a state school anyway, and I know my parents are proud of me. They never put pressure on me to go to an Ivy League school or anything like that. 
“So,” my dad says, perking up. “One of the ladies at work told me we should go to this place called Judy’s for lunch, and then we should drive over to Northampton before heading home. What do you say?” He stands up and I follow him. 
 
 


Chapter 19
 
 
The last week of classes flies by. My mom lets me drive to school every day. Classes are a joke—after AP exams, what’s left for teachers to do but show movies? School is just a social scene. 
My big chat with my dad really got me thinking. I know it’s past time to mend things with Missy and Paul. I have been behaving like an immature brat, and I just hope they are more mature than I am and accept my apology. I find Missy at her locker Monday morning.
“Hey,” I say, approaching her. She looks, as always, amazing. When she turns to look at me, her mouth opens in surprise, and I see she got her braces off. She really could be a model. She doesn’t say anything.
“Listen,” I say.
“Why should I?” she asks.
I hadn’t expected that reaction. In fact, I expected her to be as sweet as ever. “I don’t know,” I say, losing my nerve. “I haven’t given you much reason.”
“No, you haven’t.”
“Well, I just came to say I’m sorry.”
She stands there expectantly.
“You know, I mean, about everything. I don’t blame you if you hate me, but I wanted you to know I’m sorry.”
“Things can’t just suddenly be like they were,” she says.
“Yeah, I know.”
“You really hurt me,” she says.           
One of the girls from the track team comes up beside her. “Hey, Missy, are you coming tonight?” she asks, and then she looks at me and back at Missy.
“Uh, yeah,” Missy says, giving the girl a look that says “not now.” Missy turns back to me. “I’m just not sure I see the point in trying to be friends.” Her chin quivers and I realize she’s holding back tears.
“Missy—”
“We’re all starting college in a few months, and we’ll make new friends, and I just don’t think it makes sense to get all attached to people when you just leave them anyway.” She blinks hard.
That whole statement seems to be about something a lot bigger than the issue of our friendship. Missy doesn’t say anything else, so I say, “Well, if you ever want to call me,” and then I walk away.
If Missy isn’t willing to forgive me, then Paul is a lost cause, but I force myself to try anyway. I find him during study hall. I know he, like me, traded art for a free period, and I know he hangs out in the cafeteria. He isn’t as expressive as Missy, but the sentiment seems to be the same: Why should he bother befriending me again?
“You want to know the truth?” I ask.
He shrugs.
“I know I’ve been a terrible friend to you, and I was all along. All those times you came over, and after a while I realized I knew nothing at all about you except that you’re cute and you smell good and that you aren’t great at math. I’m so bad at being a friend, I didn’t even know how to ask you about yourself. And yet you were nice to me, and I was really able to be myself with you. The only other person I can be myself with like that—or at least I used to be able to—is my brother. I had no idea how lucky I was, and I’m sorry.”
“Don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone?” he asks, looking somewhat amused.
“Yeah, something like that.”
“It’s just, we’re all heading off to college, you know,” he says, just as Missy had. 
“We can still be friends even at different schools,” I say. “We can keep in touch.”
“Will we?” he asks.
“Will you keep in touch with your guy friends?”
“Some of them.”
“But not me,” I say.
He gives a sad smile. “You’ll have other friends,” he says.
I wait to see if he’ll say more but he doesn’t. 
“See ya around,” he says.
It’s my turn to fight back tears.
 
*          *          *
 
On the Friday night before graduation, a lot of kids drive up to John’s for a party. He invited me personally, his eyes still slightly black-and-blue from the punch that had broken his nose. I have to admit, the chivalrous way he stood up for Maura impressed me and made John a much more intriguing possibility. I promise him I’ll make an appearance, but I also promise my parents I’ll be home early. Jeff is flying in late that night and they want me home before they have to leave to get him. 
I drive up by myself, but as I pull up the driveway, I see a few cars I recognize—Jessica’s, Katherine’s, Paul’s. My stomach flutters as I walk up the slope. I have never walked into a party like this alone before. 
“No naked friends tonight?” some guy asks as I come up to the fire where everyone is congregated. A few people snicker.
Actually I haven’t seen Maura since I left her house during the disastrous party. She hasn’t called me—I imagine she hasn’t called anyone. Jessica told me that after I left the party, Maura went upstairs and everyone else just hung out until they fell asleep. I know from my mother that her parents got some guidance counselors at school involved so Maura could take her finals separately and not have to come to class for the last week. My mom said Mrs. Morgan was looking into in-patient treatment for Maura, which sounds so extreme, but I guess Maura’s behavior has been extreme. I keep thinking maybe I should pick up the phone and call her. Or walk next door and say hello. But the whole crazy scene at her house was too much. 
John comes over and hands me a beer and invites me to join him by the fire. It beats hanging out alone. We sit on a log upwind from the fire. He doesn’t put his arm around me, but he puts his hand on the log behind me like he’s thinking about it. The party is smaller than usual, and everyone is pretty much in one little cluster, instead of being scattered in a few places. I sip my beer and try to imagine what it feels like to have a sense of belonging at a party like this. To sit there enjoying a gorgeous night in a beautiful place with a perfect little fire and the friends you’ve known for years, knowing that in a few months everything is going to change. For me, everything is always changing. Goodbyes don’t mean a whole lot. I am lost in thought, mesmerized by the fire, when I hear Missy call my name.
“Can we talk?” she asks.
I get up and walk with her up the hill.
“I’m sorry,” she says, “about the other day.”
“You don’t have to—”
“No, I am. I want you to know that I do forgive you, and I want us to make the most of this summer, okay?”
“Really?” I ask, coming about as close to that annoying teenaged-girl squeal as I ever have.
“It might take a little while, you know, to feel normal again, but I think we have to try.”
I agree, and she throws her arms around me.
“Paul told me that he kissed you once,” she says, pulling away.
“Oh.”
“Lizzie, I really didn’t know you liked him. You always said—”
“I know.”
“Can we just put all that in the past?” she asks.
“We’d need a time machine not to,” I say, and she laughs. 
“So are you going to hook up with John?” she asks, throwing an arm around my shoulder and steering me back toward the party.
I don’t exactly make out with John that night. I let him walk me back to my car when I have to leave, and I let him kiss me, but I’m still not sure if I can like him like him. But at least I am open to the possibility.
 
*          *          *
 
Graduation day is calm and pleasant. The ceremony is held on the football field under sunny skies. The speaker is boring, but that’s to be expected, and of course it all takes much longer than anyone would like, but it’s nice anyway. My parents beam with pride all day and take pictures of everything—even of me and Jeff eating breakfast in the morning. When the ceremony is over, we pick up Gram, who couldn’t be out in the sun long enough to attend the ceremony, and drive into Boston for dinner at Top of the Hub in the Prudential Center. All day, I get the royal treatment. 
The next morning when I come downstairs, Mrs. Morgan is on the couch with my mom. She is crying. My mother calls me into the room.
“Lizzie,” Mrs. Morgan says, looking up at me and smiling weakly. “We’re so glad Maura was able to rely on you these past few months.” She sniffles and blows her nose.
“Maura went into the hospital yesterday,” my mother says. She pats Mrs. Morgan’s hand.
“You’ll come visit her with me, right? Once they’re allowing her to have visitors…” Mrs. Morgan says, her voice trailing off.
I try to picture Maura in a hospital, lying around in pajamas with no makeup on, surrounded by crazy people. Maura isn’t crazy, I think, but I know she needs help, more help than I can give her. Still, I don’t want to see her that way. Ironically, I want to see her as she was when I first met her, haughty, beautiful, self-assured. 
“Of course she will,” my mother answers when I don’t. And I know she’s right. I will visit Maura because she’s my friend. Friends forgive one another’s faults and they learn to understand one another. Missy taught me that.
 
 


Chapter 20
 
 
I always thought girls like Maura had everything, and I never understood what made them so mean. If you’re beautiful and you have lots of money, what is there to be miserable about? I had no idea how complicated life could be. My parents kept me pretty sheltered; they knew the world was crazy and wanted to keep me a little girl forever. I think some people never escape their childish views of the world. They go through life thinking everything is so straightforward. For me, though, everything has seemed a lot more interesting, and meaningful, since I started seeing the complexities.
I had no idea girls like Missy—girls who are smart, friendly, athletic, and pretty—existed in real life, and I had no idea there were guys out there like Paul—good looking guys who aren’t just looking for fun at everyone else’s expense. I guess I spent too much time watching TV and movies, where everyone is a neat stereotype, when I should have been out making real friends.
I used to think the line between good and bad was so clear-cut. That’s what my parents always taught me. But senior year, I saw the good in people I once saw as villains, and I saw an awful lot of bad in myself. You just never know what’s beneath the surface until you start poking at it. I used to be jealous of kids who had a normal high school experience, but now I see that no one does. There is no such thing as normal. That’s pretty reassuring when you think about it. 
Five years from now, we’ll all come back for reunion and laugh about things we cried over in high school. My mom says that if you aren’t at least a little embarrassed when you look back on your high school years, you haven’t grown up. For once, I suspect she’s right.
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Questions for Discussion
 
 
1. Lizzie comments that, “Popularity is a funny thing. Everyone wants to look like the kids at the top of the social food chain. Everyone wants to be liked by them. Everyone is slightly afraid of them. And everyone hates them and loves to see them fall.” Do you think Lizzie’s assessment of popularity is accurate? How do you define popularity?
 
2. When she first meets Hunter, Lizzie says, “There’s nothing like coming face to face with someone who challenges half a dozen stereotypes that you hold dear.” In what ways do Lizzie, Missy, Maura, and Paul conform to stereotypes? In what ways do they defy stereotypes? In your experience are there times when stereotypes are helpful? When are stereotypes problematic?
 
3. Lizzie paints a rather unflattering picture of her mother. Do you trust Lizzie’s portrayal of Beth? Why or why not? How do you understand Beth’s often contradictory attitudes and behavior?
 
4. Lizzie’s makeover is an important turning point in her relationship with Maura. Why do you think Maura agrees to help Lizzie with her makeup? 
 
5. Lizzie and Missy are both motivated students taking mostly AP classes. Lizzie notes that since she started high school, all she’s had time to do is study, so she’s had to let most of her hobbies go. What types of pressures do students face today in college preparatory environments? What factors should they take into account when deciding what classes to take and what activities to participate in?
 
6. Why do you think Paul kisses Lizzie the night of the semi? How do Paul’s actions around during and after the semi influence your opinion of Paul?
 
7. Lizzie says that Missy taught her that friends forgive one another’s faults. How much should friends forgive in one another? What are the limits of friendship?
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If you enjoyed this book, please take a moment to write a review or drop me a line. I appreciate your support!
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