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For Allison

“At the touch of love, everyone becomes a poet.” ~ Plato

“Attraction is ridiculous.” ~ Lucy Mackensie 

“Welcome to the tragic world of who likes who and who doesn’t—and who is being a total poser.” ~ Nadine Brentwood

“Guys are a bunch of rhinoceroses.” ~ Mac

“Love stinks.” ~ Several people
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A Kind of Sense
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Chapter 1
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“Yeah, so anyways, I’m thinking late summer, like, as late as possible.” Nadine crunched cheesy chips while flipping pages in her teen how-to-dress or teen idol (or whatever it was) magazine. She has lots of those things. She held up a picture of a model in a rather outlandish outfit. “Yow! Seriously?” She retracted the magazine and resumed her flipping. “I hear it’s a real snore, so let’s not waste the best days o’ summertime on it. And, more importantly, all the posers are going early on, so we need to majorly avoid, right? Unless there is a certain special someone or other that you don’t want to avoid . . . ?” After a pause, she snapped her fingers at me. “Mackensie? Hello?”

“Huh?”

“Is there a certain special someone whom you would like to learn the laws of the road next to this summer?”

“Oh. No.” I held up my notebook. “Hey, how about if we—?”

“So, mid-August-ish?” she interrupted me. “You’re not in a humongous hurry to start behind-the-wheeling, are ya? Or are ya? Your b-day is a lot sooner than mine, so . . . ?”

“. . . Fine.” I opened to the assignment page as fingers got snapped in my direction again.

“Hello? Are you listening to me at all? What is your dealio today?”

I put my notebook down. “Sorry. Ask whatever it was again.”

“Are you in a big hurry to start behind-the-wheeling? I’m talking about driver’s ed here. Where are you at?”

“Oh. That. No. Later is fine. Driver’s ed isn’t exactly on my mind today. No hurry.”

“I’ll have her sign us both up for mid-August, then.”

“Your mom doesn’t need to sign me up. I’ll take care of it myself,” I mumbled.

“But she does too,” Nadine argued, “’cuz I want us to do this together. It’ll be all filled up if you don’t get right on it, and you won’t get right on it. And don’t worry about money crap, Mackensie,” she added more quietly. “It’s no big deal. We can—”

“Thanks,” I cut in as my face started warming, “but let me talk to Mac about it first. He won’t like . . . Just don’t do anything yet. Please? Let me talk to him first.”

“But will you talk to him? Soon-ish? You won’t put this on the back-burner and let it evaporate from your mind?”

“I will talk to him.”

Nadine looked skeptical, and probably for good reason. “Luce, let Georgia handle it. I mean, what else is she gonna do with her time? And the money’s not a big deal. We can so cover it,” she muttered at the end.

“Let me talk to Mac first. Please?” I waited for her to meet my eyes and also nod agreement, however skeptical. “Thanks. Just remind me a couple more times. We’ll get it done.”

“I mean, if he insists, he can totally pay her back—”

“Let me talk to him first.”

“Okay. Fine.” She did a big sigh at me and tossed a different magazine in my direction. “The quiz is on page sixty-four.”

“The—?” 

Sigh. “The personality test I told you about at lunch? Take it.”

“Oh. That. Well, I think I already know my personality well enough. So—”

“Ha ha. Come on, put the homework down and start circling.”

“Nadine, those quizzes are—”

“Put. The. Homework. Down.”

“—ridiculous.”

“Correction: what they are is fun, and I wanna know how yours turns out.”

“But we have a paper to write,” I argued. “Remember the paper?”

“A bitty paper that is due on Monday morning. The current day and time is TGIF afternoon, girlfriend,” she informed me with an elaborate roll of her eyes.

“Yeah, but—”

“But nothing! Chill, girl! Live a little, why dontcha?”

“Magazine quizzes are not my definition of ‘living.’ Not even a little bit.”

“Fine. So what exactly is, then?”

I shrugged.

“I mean, seriously, have you ever done anything non-productive or frivolous in your entire Lucy life? Seems to me like you sure haven’t—and thusly probably don’t even know how to frivol.”

“Know how to frivol?” I laughed, and she laughed too. “Of course I’ve frivoled,” I said. “And know how to. Very well. Who can’t frivol? Everyone can, to some extent.”

“Not Lucy Mackensie.” Nadine began flipping through yet another magazine.

“I can too. Can and have. Of course.”

“’Kay, so gimme an example, and I mean a recent one. Like, not something from when you were a bitty toddler.”

It was not a good sign that I had to strain to come up with something. “Well . . . maybe you could clearly define ‘frivolous’ for me first?”

Nadine crunched a chip, rolling her eyes again. “Like, not homework or housework or chores or stuff that earns you cash. Not practicing or perfecting or straightening or helping your neighbor.”

“Okay, right.” Something frivolous and non-productive. Come on, Lucy, you can think of . . . But scenes of big disorder somewhere in the world were suddenly flashing from Nadine’s wall-mounted and muted television, shifting my focus. The running text on the screen informed me that it was Egypt in so much fiery chaos. Egypt was way too close to . . .

But she isn’t there, exactly, so calm down and think about something else. Think about something frivolous. There must be something you’ve done recently. Calm down, Lucy! Be calm. Think about frivolity. You know how to frivol. You must have done something somewhat recently. . . .

“It’s, like, twenty-five hundred miles from Tanzania to Egypt. Like, from here to Mexico or more,” Nadine said conversationally. “It’s really far, is my point.”

I offered a quiet thanks for that soothing and probably quite accurate information.

“Tanzania is known for gorgeous gemstones,” she continued, just as casually. Crunch, crunch. “Not for big rebellions. Just saying.”

But even if it was twenty-five hundred miles away, from here to Mexico or more, it was still too close for me. “It’s also known for poor people,” I countered. I turned completely away from the big TV.

Nadine said, “The quiz is frivolous. That was a gift. Take it; then you’ll be current with the frivol.”

“Maybe some other time.” I set my religion notebook aside and unzipped my backpack. After some digging and tugging, I pulled out my planner and Creative Writing notebook.

“Sure,” she sighed dramatically. “Some other time. I’m gonna go ahead and fill it out for ya. I think I know you well enough to—”

“Have fun.” I flipped to the morning’s English notes about the weekly freewriting assignment. Situational irony. From the heart. No revisions. No typing. Cross-outs are fine, but don’t redo, revise, or polish. In other words, he wanted a rambling mind dump about irony. Of the situational sort. Well, that topic would be an easy enough way to fill up a couple pages. My whole life was about irony, it seemed. Egyptian chaos on a large muted television while the television’s owner completed a teen love match-up quiz—for me—on her queenly bed, for one example. Hmmm. A pretty good example, actually. A smile played on my lips as I watched Nadine crunch and circle, humming a tune.

Heavy wooden double doors open to a marble-tiled foyer. Swirly white surrounds you. But then, ahead, your eyes fix upon a round marble table holding a bronze bust of a gentleman who looks as though he has better things to do than hang around here all day. To your left, a spiraling staircase leads up . . . up . . . up to places unknown. Dozens of softly carpeted, curving stairs later, you are in front of a door: white with a knob of gold. This door neither invites nor turns you away. It is cold, impartial, formal; it has no opinion. Open the door. Step inside, if you dare. 

Beyond the door, white is replaced with gold. Centered in a sea of lush carpet is a large bed, covered with cream and gold. A bed fit for a queen or a princess. Many ornate pillows adorn the royal bed. Should one place his or her head upon such royal objects? Surely these are only meant to behold!

Sun shines brilliantly through windows framed with velvety gold. Wardrobe doors lining the wall suggest ball gowns and other royal garments hidden within.

However, evidence of twenty-first-century life comes into view. The royal sitting room with an ornate white desk holds state-of-the-art electronics: a computer complete with extra-large monitor, printer, and scanner. Email messages blink for attention. An iPod rests nearby in a docking station. On the floor, a silver laptop.

Back by the royal bed, a nightstand holds a stack of hardcover books: novels about love, romance, and vampires. Alongside the books (looking as if it has had much more attention than they) is a tissue box with a golden cover. A remote control sits nearby on the nightstand. Its job? To operate the flat-screen television. The television is located on the wall so as to be seen from either the large bed or the brand-new, state-of-the-art treadmill in the corner. The muted screen flashes news stories of a world in chaos.

The room is luxurious, lush, lovely, warm, and full of amenities. However, even closer observation reveals incongruous details. Non-royal clothing is strewn about on every surface, including the state-of-the-art treadmill and plushy carpeted floor. A gray wool school uniform skirt, inside out, recently shed, has come to rest on the bed’s feathery comforter.

The plushy carpet near a golden wastebasket is littered with crumpled white tissues. A can of low-calorie, artificially colored, flavored, and sweetened beverage tops the nightstand books and has left a ring around the face of a handsome vampire.

Crumpled sheets of paper litter the electronics area. It becomes apparent to the viewer that the royal inhabitant of this space has not the best aim, or perhaps she finds it beneath her royal self to care about such mundane things as not littering the royal floor.

The wardrobe doors stand open, exposing a startling non-royal jumble (no ball gowns to be seen) which would best remain hidden. Some of the non-royal clothing is on hangers, some attempting escape from hangers, some on the floor. Shoes that have not spilled out into the room proper are half hidden underneath escaping clothing.

In the center of this incongruity sprawls a barefoot girl in purposely ripped jeans and a T-shirt proclaiming peace, chomping greasy potato chips and leafing through a teen magazine. The possible princess is steadfastly ignoring the assigned task which brings this humble writer to her chamber: “Write an essay on the role of the modern-day American Christian in alleviating poverty.”

Nadine grabbed for my notebook, spilling cheesy chips onto her royal bed. “You’re grinning. What’re you up to? What’d you write? Lemme see.” Snap, snap!

“I really hate to save all of my homework for Sunday night. Don’t you?” I asked, pulling the notebook close to my chest. “It makes Sunday so stressful instead of being a day of rest—a day for all of those frivolous activities I can’t get enough of.”

“You wrote about me,” she accused, narrowing her dark eyes. “That’s your writing assignment dealio. What’d you write?”

I shrugged and hugged the notebook tighter.

“Funny, but I don’t recall the topic du jour being ‘extremely awesome people,’” she snorted.

“That’s because the topic du jour is ‘situational irony.’”

“So you wrote how totally ironic it is that an awesome person such as myself has such a sucky snooze-fest for a life? Riveting. I’m sure that’ll get you an A-plus-plus.”

“I would hardly call your life . . . that.” I looked around me pointedly. “What are you going to write about?”

“Dunno yet, but I for sure wasn’t planning on slandering you, for example.”

“Except that would be libel, not slander.”

“Well, either way, smarty pants, you’d better not be using my name or making it too freaking obvious that it’s about me.” Crunch, crunch. “That school is way too itty bitty to be implicating one person or another. Or having your little piece o’ writing end up in the school paper or whatnot for all to read about my personal beeswax.”

“How in the world would my assignment end up in the school paper?” I picked up the spilled chips from her bed. Couldn’t help myself.

“There are always ways,” she said darkly, pulling the magazine quiz back toward her.

I stashed Creative Writing away and squared my religion notebook on my lap. “Let’s have a talk about the role of the American Christian in alleviating poverty.”

“What do you think about maroon highlights?”

I lowered my pen. “To alleviate poverty? Bad idea. Weird idea.”

She tapped on a magazine picture and then helpfully turned her head this way and that so I could study her hair. “Would it work or look utterly ridiculous? Whaddya think? And be serious!”

“Why?”

“Why be serious?”

“Why maroon highlights?”

Nadine shook her head at me with a sigh.

“Well, why?” I asked again. “I would honestly like to know.”

“Because . . . because of hate.”

I crossed my arms at her. “Hate? As in self-loathing? Really?”

“Not self-loathing. Hair-loathing. It’s different.”

“Oh brother,” I sighed. “Nadine—”

“I cannot express in mere English words how much I hate my hair. That’s how much I hate it. Is that a good enough reason for ya?” She tapped the picture again. “Now, tell me what you think.”

I am quite possibly the last girl person on planet Earth who should be asked for advice about hair. I don’t do much with mine (besides keeping it clean and neat, of course). I guess I just don’t see the point, in the midst of all the other stuff I need to concern myself with day by day. But, in hopes of moving on, I had to give it a shot. Nadine was not about to let this go.

The beautiful young actress with long, dark, curling, purple-tinted hair smiled up at me, daring me to disapprove or question why. Why not? she seemed to ask. What’s wrong with a little frivolity, Lucy? You never do anything frivolous, do you?

Well, I said inside my head, you don’t know a thing about me, you . . . magazine model, and I am sure that you and your purple hair have no idea what my life is actually like, and so . . . I mean, just . . . shut up. 

“Mackensie? Hello?”

“Thinking.” I squinted back up at my friend, mentally replacing her hair with the sassy model’s. “Hmm. Well . . .” I tapped my lip and moved my eyes back to the photo for a final look. But the magazine was snatched away even before I could make my big statement. “Hey! I was just about to—”

“Say it’d look horrific,” she finished for me. “Even worse than it looks now. Thanks.”

“No, I was going to say it’d look fine,” I said delicately.

Nadine lifted her eyebrows.

“Good. Pretty. Nice,” I corrected quickly. “Other better positive adjectives. But you don’t need to—”

“Yeah, whatever,” she muttered.

“—so why go through the fuss?” I finished. “It would be a lot of ongoing fuss. Who needs more fuss? Not I.”

“It isn’t about need, Mackensie. It’s—”

“About hate. Yeah, I heard you before. Look, Nadine, your hair is really good already. It’s so naturally . . . great,” I fumbled. I gave her dark-brown, glossy, shoulder-length hair an approving look. “Don’t take my word for it. Plenty of people around school say they wish they had hair like yours—people who actually know about that stuff because their lives are full of that ongoing fuss. So maybe you need to leave it alone and count your blessings. Let’s work on the paper.”

She stopped paging and blew a puff of air up at her fringe of bangs. “Like who, for example?”

“Like who . . . what?”

“Who is talking to you about my ‘great’ hair?”

“Um . . . oh, well, you know . . . some girls . . . in our class. . . . Girls with good hair.” I hadn’t made it up. I had really heard hair-envy comments somewhere and had meant to tell her, but . . . “Additionally and more importantly,” I attempted a recovery, “I am your friend, and I like your hair just the way it is, so shouldn’t that count for something?”

“You who, until this very second, have never given this subject the attention of a single brain cell?”

True enough. “How could you possibly know that? You couldn’t know that. It would be very creepy if you knew that.”

Nadine shook her head. “I’ve been asking for highlights for a year. Nothing drastic—just a bitty bit. A little something, you know? But the door keeps getting slammed on me.” She curled her lip. “’Cuz she doesn’t want me to be happy, ever, in any way. ‘You have plenty of adult years to be messing around with chemical processing, so why start now?’” She followed that near-perfect imitation of Mrs. Brentwood’s voice with another elaborate roll of her eyes. That magazine was flung aside. “Maybe I wanna mess around with it because I’m tired of blending into the Pearson woodwork. Maybe, unlike you, I don’t actually want to be known for my brains only.”

“Unlike—? What is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.”

My mouth instinctively opened in protest, but in the interest of time, I closed it and dropped the whole thing. “Come on, let’s work on the paper. Don’t make me beg.”

“Your dad would probably let you do whatever you wanted, even violate uniform codes. You could do so much, Luce, but you do nothing. Just doesn’t seem fair.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t really . . . And what difference does it—?”

“Don’t take this wrong or get mad at me,” she said carefully, “but a little something sends a different message, you know?”

“What are you talking about now?”

“Like, you could at least put on a smidge of makeup. Just a smidge—like a little bitty bit of barely colored lip gloss. Once in a while.”

“But—”

“I’d happily lend you some jewelry, too. It is not against any school rulios to wear jewelry or a scarf, ya know. Or you could do a little something with the hair. How about shove in a barrette? Just one? It’s usually painless to do that,” she added with a grin.

Without realizing it, I’d crossed my arms once again. “Sends a different message, meaning . . . ?”

“Aw, don’t get all bent outta shape. I just meant ‘interested’ versus ‘stay the heck away from me,’ as far as . . . you know . . . guys.”

“That is not what I’m . . . And if some guy doesn’t like me for who I am inside, then he is not worth my time. There is more to me—or to anyone—than how we look,” I said stubbornly. “Or how we accessorize. We should work on being noticed for who we are inside, or for our talents, or—”

“Okay, okay. Cool down, Mackensie. Sheesh. Didn’t mean to get you all hot under your collar. I hear your extreme idealism. I do. I get it. I feel ya.” Nadine tapped a fist twice against her chest. “I only bring it up because . . .” She trailed off, fingering the magazine. “Highlights would really help.” Nadine sat up.

Great. How in the world was I supposed to get her away from talk of hair and accessories and get that paper done before four thirty?

“Your hair color is, like—no offense—a tad mousey,” she said, studying me.

“None taken,” I said to my notebook. “It is what it is.”

“A little blonde sprinkled in would look very California. And it would really work with your eyes being all . . . whatever they are.” She waited for me to look up. “Light blue. A tan would help too. Then, funnily enough, the long, straight, no-layers hair dealio would totally work. In fact, you would rock that look, Mackensie. You should—”

“Mac is picking me up at four thirty, and I am not doing this partner paper by myself,” I stated.

“Is there some trauma in your past, guy-wise, that you haven’t shared? Something I oughta know about that’d explain your lack of interest in—?”

“I need to go at four thirty. Mac and I have a date,” I reiterated. 

Nadine’s voice and eyes lowered. “Deep-dish pepperoni and—what’s the movie this time?”

“Sabrina,” I said quietly.

“Original or with Harrison Ford?”

“Harrison Ford.”

“Lucky,” she sighed.

“It’s only pizza-and-movie night. At home. With my dad,” I said with a shrug.

Nadine picked up a pillow, her eyes still downcast. “Maybe it’s only that, but I might just stow away in the trunk at four thirty,” she mumbled.

“Except it’s a station wagon, so no trunk. And it isn’t that great. Mac usually falls asleep halfway through. And sometimes he snores so much that I have to shake him so I can . . . hear . . . the movie,” I ended with a pathetic shrug.

“You don’t hafta downplay for my sake.” She fiddled with the pillow some more and then tossed it halfheartedly to the floor. “You get to spend time with a dad who actually wants to be around you, falling asleep or no. That is lucky. He Whom I Am Stuck With is hundreds of miles away or on a plane or whatever or wherever. Only his secretary knows for sure. Not like I would even really wanna . . .” Nadine muttered something else I couldn’t make out and then went quiet for a moment or two.

Her whole demeanor suddenly changed on me. She flopped back down on her stomach, her feet crossed in the air. After retrieving the chips, she said, “You do know that we could turn in just about anything and still get A-plusses in this class, right? I bet we could even totally ignore the whole assignment and still maintain.”

“Well, I mean, I don’t—”

“So why put a buncha sweat into it? Let’s blow it off. Be a rebel with me, Mackensie. Let’s do a makeover!”

“What? No.” Things were deteriorating on me quickly here. If I didn’t do something about it, I’d walk out of there with another of Nadine’s “interesting” hairstyles, a face full of makeup, and the paper not done.

“He’s only coming up with random topics for us to write about—over the weekend, nonetheless—to make it look like he’s still teaching. That is a near-for-sure fact. Meanwhile, Lazy Pose-O-Teacher already has one foot up at the freaking cabin.”

“Oh, come on. He is not.”

“Which? A poser, lazy, or coming up with random stuff?”

“And poverty is hardly a random topic.”

“But neither is it a hip-and-happening one that can be solved by a buncha apathetic teens over the weekend,” Nadine yawned.

“I, for one, am not apathetic.”

She did another snort. “Yeah, too true. But you are in a very small club there, Luce. Teeny tiny club.” She showed me how tiny she believed the club to be with a pointer finger and thumb. It was pretty small. Possibly it was only me.

“If every person gave some of what they had—some of their extra,” I plowed ahead, “because most people have too much—then there wouldn’t be any poor people. Or at least not as many, or as poor,” I said firmly. “Should I jot that down?”

“Sure. Whatever. Jot away.” Nadine had returned her attention to the personality quiz about me. “And bravo, BTW, for getting it all figured out in, like, two seconds.”

“Well, it makes perfect sense to me. And besides, it says to do that right in the Bible.”

She turned a page. “’Kay. Write down whatever you just said, then.”

“Not until you tell me why it wouldn’t work, because obviously that’s what you think.” I set down my pen and re-crossed my arms at her. “Tell me what would work better.”

“Cripes, Luce! Don’t take this stuff so seriously,” she said through another yawn. “Just write. Remember your deadline and dad date? Don’t try to Tom Sawyer me into working on this thing right now.”

“Don’t take it seriously? Take accessorizing and hairstyles seriously, but not . . . life? Or eternity? Right and wrong? Come on, tell me why it wouldn’t work.”

She flopped back on the bed with a long, dramatic groan. “Okay, fine,” she said to the ceiling. “Here’s your serious answer to a much-too-serious-for-Friday question: yes, it says to do that sorta thing in the Bible. That and much more, I’m sure.”

“Thank you.”

“But most of that stuff is, like, totally obsolete. You know, outdated. It was written super long ago, before politics and corruption and stuff, right? And so you can’t take it literally. Far as I know. Do not quote me on that, BTW. But it definitely doesn’t say stuff about what to do in this century or whatever. Far as I know.” She sat up and peered into the mirror. “Okay, it’s a definite yes on the maroon highlights. Sorry to ignore your opinion, Mackensie.”

“Nadine? The paper?”

“Look,” she sighed, “the sad truth is that ‘supposed to do’ doesn’t matter much these days. Besides clergy and grandmas and such, hardly anyone pays attention to what they’re supposed to do. Nobody gives a crap, Luce—nobody except you, apparently. That’s why everything is so messed up.”

“I don’t believe that,” I mumbled. “It can’t be true.”

“On second thought, scratch the grandmas,” Nadine continued. “I mean, I’m sure neither of mine are in that club.” She rolled her eyes. “Look at the kids they produced. It’s very telling, ya know, how your kids turn out. Robert and Georgia aren’t doing too well on their report cards either.”

“You can’t know what’s in people’s hearts,” I argued. “It isn’t fair to lump people together like that. You can’t decide that nobody cares or does the right thing only based on what you see or hear.”

She turned to study me for a while. “Okay, Miss Mackensie,” she finally said, “I’ll give you that one. Two points for your side.”

“Thank you. It just seems like . . .” I let the thought trail away.

“Seems like what?”

“Like it’s so important. That stuff.” I lowered my eyes to my notebook. “And so people should take it seriously and should care.” I heard a gushy breath as I did another slow shrug. “Anyway, why can’t everyone give a little of what they make to people who are poor? Why wouldn’t that work?”

“Who said anything about can’t? It wouldn’t work because they wouldn’t do it.”

“How could you know that?” I argued.

“Reality. Cold hard facts. ’Cuz they could and don’t.”

“If you had money, would you?”

“Mackensie, I do have money. And I don’t.” Nadine looked slightly uncomfortable. “It hasn’t exactly been mandated around here. Or encouraged. Or even suggested. If I gave away my allowance to the poor, Robert would . . . freak.”

“But your mom—”

“Georgia does whatever it is that she does so she can get outta the house and socialize with her girlfriends,” she interrupted hotly. “Whether it’s charitable or not is, like, accidental.”

“But I’m sure she’s—”

“Sincere? Feeling the holy? Giving all she can give?”

“I don’t know,” I said quietly. “But I can’t know what’s in her heart. Neither can you. Not completely.”

“If it’s all sincere and such, why are those frequent meetings about helping the unfortunate at the freaking country club?”

“I don’t—”

“You wanna talk about situational irony?”

“I wanna talk about poverty, actually.”

“How about ladies all dressed up in Gucci and whatever, eating fifty-dollar dinners while they chitchat and compare jewels—”

“Oh, Nadine—”

“—and what with all that chit and chat and jewel-comparing, they tend to forget to talk about the unfortunate. ‘Whoopsie! Guess we’ll have to have another of these dinners next week, right? Tee hee!’” She rolled her eyes elaborately. “The way I see it, if you’re not into it or whatever, you shouldn’t fake it. Posing as a person who gives a crap is probably worse than not giving a crap. I mean, it’s not like God is ever fooled. And who’s dumb enough to think He would be? So you’re not only posing, you’re, like, dissing the Almighty, too, all in one swoop. To me, that seems mucho dangerous, eternity-wise. ”

“You’re exaggerating.”

Nadine was now definitely off of hair and fashion but on a different roll that I knew all too well. “Sure, they show up at the required weekly holy services so they seem like they’re ‘all in,’ but it’s really only a buncha posing. Always dressed in their expensive bests, eyes roving over each other’s expensive bests—and then they compare kids. Like, whose kids are the best dressed or best behaved, or who has the most offspring present and accounted for, or whatever. And guess what goes into that little collection basket they pass around? A pittance, comparatively. Not enough to help the poor for more than a few seconds, I’m sure. Thus the need for meetings at the country club to talk about that little problemo. Not that I’m being judgmental or anything.”

“No, of course you’re not,” I said with a little smile.

“It’s like freaking hypocrisy oozes around me all the time, Luce! Situational irony to the max! My mother with a several-thousand-dollar diamond bracelet dangling off her wrist while she supposedly listens to a sermon about giving to the poor? Really? I think I have an irony paper or several in me, don’t you? Though I have no need or desire for extra credit.”

“But you’re exaggerating,” I said again. “You have to be. Just . . . have to be.”

“Oh, have I to be? You could seriously feed a freaking small country for a year if all of them put their sparkling accessories in that basket just one Sunday. And it’s not as if all of them don’t have more back at home in the safe. And in the safety deposit box at the bank. And in a freaking Swiss bank or in the Caymans . . .”

I shook my head.

“I mean, for real? They really don’t think God knows what’s sitting in their bank accounts and the comparative pittance they give up to the poor? He knows dang well that they only do it for tax purposes, and I’m sure He is not impressed. He can add it all up and subtract and multiply and divide without a calculator and in no time. They should freaking know that.”

“Well, maybe, but—”

“Obviously I’m jaded, thanks to my family tree and my sorta-life here in Poserville. And then there’s Pearson and those frauds, to make it worse.”

“Here we go,” I sighed.

“Not a lot of ‘love thy neighbor’ going on in that dump. It’s more like ‘whisper about thy neighbor behind her back,’ ‘tease the crap outta thy neighbor till she wants to freaking kill you,’ or ‘backstab whomever you must so you can steal her boyfriend.’ Let’s also be sure to cut everyone down to size, or to shreds, so you can get ahead.”

“But there’s something more and better inside of everyone,” I cut in. “I really believe that. I really have to believe that.”

“Course you do.” Nadine said this without the heavy sarcasm. “It’s what makes you you and not a common poser. But no, trust me, not everyone has something better inside. Take my sibling and his icky ilk for the best examples.”

“Everyone.”

She gave me a crooked smile that time. “Aw, Mackensie. That’s what I like most about you: that you need to, and maybe do, believe something like that.” She turned to her large mirror. “I hate . . . my nose.”

“There is nothing wrong with your nose.” I rolled my eyes. “Come on. Let’s stay with poverty. If my idea doesn’t work, then what would?”

“Maybe nothing. Maybe the problem isn’t meant to be fixed.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Life is not fair, and maybe it isn’t meant to be. The more they try to make it fair, the more they screw everything up. You wanna talk Bible? It says, ‘There will always be the poor,’ or . . . something. It’s in there. I heard it in a class one time. Look it up.”

“I don’t think that’s right—or that it means that. And who are ‘they’?”

Nadine groaned at me again.

“Well?”

“Okay,” she sighed. “Okay. Fine. You win. Here I go. School is in.”

“Yay!” I got myself comfortable against her pillows.

“Seriously, all cynicism aside, certain rich people do give money to the poor—some of them tons of it. But weirdly enough, there are still poor people. And I dunno, perhaps if everyone gave—as in everyone—well . . . yeah, that’d probably make a dent. But still. I don’t think it’d ever get solved that way, and maybe it isn’t supposed to be. Don’t sit there headshaking, ’cuz this is reality: some people have, some have not. It has been that way since the beginning of time. I bet even the cave dwellers were divided into haves and have-nots. You know, some had rocks and whatever, and some . . . didn’t,” Nadine yawned, turning her head from side to side, scrutinizing hair and nose, “have rocks . . . or as many rocks . . . or as nice of rocks. The second I turn eighteen? Nose job.”

“I still think if people could be convinced to share more—”

“And I say it still wouldn’t solve anything, like, long-term.” She turned from her mirror to fully face me this time. “The problem is way too humongous for a simple solution like that. No offense.”

“So what is a solution?” I demanded. “Never mind my idea. We need to get this paper done.”

“In my opinion? Economics.”

“Meaning . . . ?”

“Meaning if people work for what they get, and keep on working—which means a regular influx of cash—lives can change. Possibly. If a lot of other things fall into place, including education and job training. At least there’s more of a chance that way, and it’s a lot more dignified, right? You wanna know the short answer to this problem?”

“Yes please,” I smiled. “Let me have it.”

“The answer is not just to have people give away their spare cash, but instead to make sure there are opportunities for poor people to make their own money. That’s what we should write in this paper. Except it’s risky. I mean, I don’t wanna screw up my GPA over it.” When I frowned, she said, “’Cuz this is a religion paper and my opinion is economic instead of holy-holy. Ya know.”

“I thought we didn’t need to worry about our grade. Mr. Penner is only giving us this random assignment so he can open up his cabin this weekend, right? And he probably won’t even read it?”

“Touché,” she snorted. “Fine. Go ahead and use my bullcrap against me.”

“How about this: tell me more about your economic opinion, and let me decide if it’s a grade-buster. I promise to be fair.”

Nadine considered for a moment before agreeing. “Okay. What they need to do is let economics and human motivation work and run their freaking course,” she began. “And if there is greed involved . . . well, so be it, I guess. At least greed as a motivator works. I mean, if it wasn’t for generations of greedy Brentwoods, for example, there’d be no big ol’ corporation that, BTW, employs oodles of people at all levels and keeps ’em from being poor. See what I’m getting at?” 

Now that she’d gotten started, Nadine talked on and on, becoming more and more animated. She loves this stuff and really gets into it. Not me. Not really. Well, I care about the reality of it all, the end result for people, but . . . I don’t know. Not my thing, economics and politics. My theory is that this is something that Nadine can actually share with her dad, who isn’t around much. Maybe she cares because he cares. . . .

Nadine threw her hands up about whatever she’d just said and then continued on, head shaking. 

Yeah, my friend was a piece of work; that was for sure. She was sassy and sharp-tongued and did not let much slide by her. But she was also a real friend, and a pretty good one, at that. As I tried to make a religion paper out of all that she was saying, I couldn’t help wondering how different life would have been here in Minnesota if we hadn’t met. 

It would’ve been very different.
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Chapter 2
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They paired up poor, pitiful, transfer-student me with an outgoing, cheerful classmate on my first day at Pearson Academy. It was, all sarcasm aside, very kind of them. (The girl I was paired with wasn’t Nadine Brentwood. She comes into the story later.) The girl’s job was to help me navigate the new waters, and she did it well. It was one of the easiest first mornings I’d ever had, and I’d had plenty. 

But when the time came to sit down for lunch (a.k.a. pure socialization, my least favorite), I sought out my dad instead. This maneuver left the girl and her many curious, expectant friends speechless—or worse, hurt. I hadn’t meant for that, but there it was. That’s what I did. 

The afternoon that followed was noticeably . . . colder. 

In the following days, instead of closing the distance or warming the chill I had created, I continued along those lunchtime lines. Since Mac insisted that it wasn’t a good idea, socially speaking, to sit with him (that he was better off lunching with faculty, actually; didn’t I agree?), I ate alone. I claimed a small table for myself near the windows and buried my head in a book, day after day.

Why would I do that, you ask? What was I thinking? I had an easy in from that first day with assigned friends by the dozens! Why would I choose uncomfortable public isolation instead? It’s a good and fair question. It wasn’t because I’m not a nice person or that I don’t like people (though I am undeniably an introvert). The answer is self-preservation because of relocation. We Mackensies have never stayed anywhere for two whole years in a row. Relocation has been a part of my life forever. Ever been the new kid? It isn’t all that fun. Being the new kid year after year? Nuh uh.

As the car drove away from our Los Angeles apartment, I sat in the back seat hiding quiet tears from Mom and Mac and decided to be done. It hurt way too much to leave friends behind, time and time again. The “forever” with my best friend Ally had only lasted a year and a half. At the next ending, there would be no friend to tear myself away from, no tearful goodbyes and no broken promises about keeping in touch. From that point on, I decided, school would only be about learning. Friendship would happen after I graduated, I supposed. Somehow.

There’s this song on Mac’s oldies radio station about building walls and strong, deep fortresses to protect feelings . . . being a rock . . . friendship causes pain . . . an island never cries. Since I don’t see the point of superficial relationships much more than I like ending real ones, I decided to be a rock, an island, alone, just like that song suggested. Great idea, huh?

I stuck with it, too. Right or wrong, crazy or brilliant, that was the strategy I used. It was who I became during our time in Las Vegas: Lucy the Rock. And I was right: there sure was no one to say goodbye to when we left there. There was no one to miss. It was clean and simple. There was not a single tear as I waved goodbye to the hot and gaudy Las Vegas strip and headed east.

I had been determined to remain that same strategic rock at Pearson as well. I was right on track, too, until one fateful day when a girl with dark hair and flashing eyes slammed her lunch tray onto the table across from me. That girl was Nadine Brentwood. That tray-slam changed my life. 

“Buncha phonies,” she muttered, shooting a look at the table she had just left. “You have the right idea, staying away from those posers. I’m Nadine. Do you mind if I sit here? I can’t stand another second of their posing. You don’t mind if I sit here, do you?”

Her approach, if you don’t mind a metaphor here, was an over-bright light switching on in my shaded life. I actually blinked as I tucked my bookmark into The Odyssey. That’s how metaphorically bright she was. I pulled her name out from among all of the other quick words she’d just uttered: Nadine.

“I don’t mind. If you sit there, I mean. It’s fine.”

“Thanks. You’re Lucy Mackensie,” she told me. “It’s not like I don’t know who you are. Everyone knows who you are. New kid at this place is always news. Buncha frauds over there, pretending not to notice but whispering away about you,” she muttered. The table went silent as she took a bite of her whipped-cream-topped brownie. She made her eyes big in appreciation and, after another bite, asked, “Whatcha doing? English homework?”

I nodded as I flicked a glance toward the big table she’d just left. I saw sets of eyes shift. “They’re whispering about me?”

Nadine studied me as she chewed. “But never mind that. It’s just a buncha posing and crap. You’ll get used to it, unfortunately.” She set the brownie down and wiped her fingers. “Look, I admit I haven’t exactly been the Welcome Wagon Lady myself, but I apologize. This is a sincere, uh, thing—me coming over here like this. It’s real. I am no poser.” She paused and waited for my reply.

“It’s okay. No need to apol—”

“It must suck to be the new kid, especially here,” she cut in. “This school sucks. What you need around here is a real person to take you under her wing, someone you can trust. Not those sorts.” She shot another look over her shoulder.

“Um . . .”

“You’re smart to bring your own lunch,” she went on.

“Well, I don’t always—”

“This . . . is disgraceful garbage. BTW, the only thing worth eating around here on a regular basis is the dessert. Pasta’s okay, and sometimes the fruit, but it’s kinda iffy. Tomorrow, I’ll score you something, okay? You aren’t one of those sorts who hate chocolate, are you? Good. Whew.” She spooned up the main course, which looked like some form of stew. She made a face and let it drop again. “With what they charge to attend this dump, you’d think they’d at least serve something edible. I’ll get you a piece of chocolate cake tomorrow. That stuff rocks. Ten out of ten.”

“Uh . . .”

“Your dad is the new English teacher,” she informed me. “He’s really cute. For a grown-up, I mean. You know. Sorry if that’s too gross for you to hear. I can’t imagine anyone saying that about my dad, but yours is cute, and that is fact. Super young and stuff, too. So, how old is he, anyway? Inquiring minds are buzzing about that all over the hallways.” She paused and waited for an answer. Apparently, hers was one of those buzzing, inquiring minds.

“. . . Thirty-seven.”

Nadine nodded, did some mental calculating, and then lifted her eyebrows high. She grinned a bit and nodded some more as she said, “Looks even younger. Mine has all kinds of gray hair going on, like, since forever, so he looks super old. Acts it, too.”

“I . . . see.” I don’t think I managed more than a handful of short sentences during that first lunch. I didn’t even find out her last name until the next day. But I did eventually have my chance to speak and to be heard. To be really heard, I mean. Nadine understands me—for the most part, you know. She even gets my humor. As a quiet person, I really, really appreciate that.

Anyway, we were together a lot after that lunch, Nadine and I. We talked before and after classes, paired up for partner projects, and, best of all, she was a music person like me, so we were both in Honors Band. Whether I had intended for it or not, now I had a friend. In spite of the almost inevitable end ahead, I had gotten it all wrong: it was still worth it. We all need at least one friend, especially in high school. Homer and his epic stories are actually not all that good—I mean, as far as being cafeteria company. They’re good generally, of course.

The funny thing was, or is, I found that Nadine needed me just as much as, or even more than, I needed her. Even though she had been at Pearson her whole educational life, she seemed to really have only me. Although she did appear to be a target for teasing from several older (and quite attractive) guys.

To be perfectly honest, Nadine was not always an easy friend. She could even be called difficult at times. It hadn’t been all pink and giggles, hugs and whispered secrets as I had imagined a close girlfriend thing would be, as it had been in middle school with Ally. Nadine spoke her mind and could sometimes veer toward insensitive. But somehow, I got her as much as she got me, and I could forgive the occasional hurt. She was certainly a person who understood about protective fortresses. In her case, it was not because of frequent moving or leaving friends behind like it was for me. Nadine seemed to be protecting herself from certain people who were always chipping away at her surprisingly fragile ego.

The bottom line became this: I needed her, and I had her. Whether she could admit it or not, she needed and had me too. Never mind fortresses, huh? Guess I was not cut out to be a rocky islander after all. Time to make a home for myself on dry land for however long I had here.
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Chapter 3
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Nadine was bopping me repeatedly on the head with a tasseled golden pillow. “Wake up! I’m not spouting off here only for my own benefit, ya know!” Bop! Bop! “Miss Let’s-Get-the-Paper-Done Mackensie!”

I pushed the pillow away and smoothed my hair a bit. “Sorry. Continue. I was just thinking. . . . Sorry.”

“You were the one who wanted to talk about this.”

“I did. I do! Go!”

“The bottom line is that Christians can help alleviate poverty by keeping the economy going strong,” she said firmly. “That’s our topic sentence. And no, it ain’t a pretty answer that’ll make the angels sing, but I’ll betcha anything it’s what’d work. I say we include something along those lines in the essay, about how it ain’t pretty. Whaddya think?”

“Great. But—”

“And yeah, it might mean that certain ones—my family, for example—should keep on spending our evil, piled-up money on goods and services, trips and cars and such, so other people can earn a living selling and servicing. Again, not a pretty soft ’n’ squishy answer. I do know that. But—”

“Well—”

“I know, I know. It seems wrong at the core, all non-biblical and stuff, but there it is. Now, let’s write it up and be done with this, ’cuz TGIF, right? Time for frivol! We still have time for that makeover!”

“Right. No, not about the makeover! About what you said. Okay,” I said, feeling weirdly unable to let this go. “But even if what you said does work and more people end up with jobs, some will still have so much more, so much stuff and money. Some people have enough money to buy all of that stuff you just listed, and others have just enough to get by. Or not even that.”

Nadine crossed her arms at me. “Yes, and . . . ?”

“And . . . well, shouldn’t things be more evened out so everyone has the same amount of stuff, or closer to the same? Shouldn’t that be the ultimate goal for Christians?” I watched her eyebrows slowly lift. “Well? Shouldn’t it? Why do you look like you want to kill me now?”

“Are you serious? You’re not. No way. No, Mackensie! Nyet and etcetera—cripes! Do you realize what that’d mean just for you ’n’ me? Like, do you seriously want the government to take half of my crap and send it home with you tonight, just to make it even?”

“What? No, of course not, but—”

“Look, what I believe you are describing here has been tried and has mucho failed many a time. Fortunately, not in this country. So far. Maybe you should take a quick peek in a history book under the heading of ‘socialism’ and see if you don’t change your tune.”

“That . . . is not what I meant.”

“Well, I sure hope not.”

“No, but—”

“Girl, seriously? Please tell me you know that crap does not work! I’ll tell you one huge important reason why not, too: people who think a forced ‘fair and square’ plan-e-o is the way to go always totally leave out the motivation factor. I mean, who the heck wants to work hard in school, studying their brains out, and then spend money on the extra schoolio required only to end up working a lot more than others and getting no extra perks for it to boot? Think about it.”

I didn’t need to think long. It actually sounded like what my mom was doing right now.

“Would some doctor—other than your mom—wanna be out tooling around the ’burbs after a ten-plus-hour day at work in the same basic car as the check-out girl at the local grocery? Wearing the same outfits or cheapo shoes while driving that basic car?”

“I don’t know,” I mumbled.

“No, she definitely wouldn’t!” she insisted. “Stuff motivates people. Well, most people. Mackensies apparently excepted. Is that bad and evil and hell-worthy? I dunno. But, I mean, why bother doing a job that’s hard or means you labor more than eight hours a day if you can work some minimal amount doing something easy and get all the same goodies? Where the heck’s the incentive to work one’s butt off if there are no levels in society?” Nadine took a breath and waited, but I, quite frustratingly, had nothing else to say. “Well then, I guess I totally rest my case.”

“Congratulations.”

“But seriously, I’ll shut up now so you can have your turn. Take a moment or two to prepare, ’cuz I am super interested in your defense about this.” She waved the defense toward her with a grin. “Impress me, Mackensie.”

“I don’t have a defense,” I mumbled, rubbing my forehead. “It just seems like a good idea. In a Christian . . . context. Not government. That’s not what I meant.”

“Yeah, well, lotsa things seem like a good idea until they’re put into practice. Then y’all find out stuff is, like, totally twisted.” Nadine opened her religion notebook. “Enough! I’m tired of talking about this crap. Let’s write it up and move on.”

“It isn’t always about motivation, either,” I said quietly. “Sometimes people can’t get what they want no matter how hard they work.”

Nadine stopped writing, and her eyes met mine. “Would you care to expand on that cryptic little comment, Miss Mackensie?”

“Getting what you want, being where you want . . . staying where you want to stay,” I swallowed, “isn’t always as simple as being motivated. Not in my experience.” I hadn’t meant to bring that up, but I couldn’t seem to help myself.

“Well, no, not when you pull immediate family into it.” Nadine curled her lip. “Add in being a minor, and you’re a screwed, powerless kid along for the bumpy ride. Like, where you wanna be is a total non-factor.”

“And where is it that you would rather be, besides here in this big, beautiful house?”

She lowered her eyes back to her notebook. “Anywhere,” she snorted.

“Seriously.”

“I was being serious. Motel 6, YMCA, sleeping on the floor at your little place . . .” Shrug.

“Sure you would. Try it once.”

“I know—poor little rich girl. Wah wah, poor me.” Nadine scribbled something. After a moment, she softly said, “So you really haven’t heard from her? Still don’t know what the heck is what? How can you stand it?”

“She’s in a remote place and can’t be in touch,” I recited.

“Can’t be in touch,” she muttered with a roll of her eyes. “How can that even be? In this day and age of communication overload—”

“It’s Africa, Nadine. She’s in a . . . you know, a remote part. In that middle third, thousands of miles from Egypt. Not every place has internet. Or even electricity.”

“Yeah, yeah, so you’ve said. Geez, Mackensie, I don’t know how you can stay so neutral all the time. Don’t you ever feel pissed off that your she-parent is off on another continent for nearly a year and doesn’t even call or write?”

“She does call. And write.”

“Not in quite a while, unless you’re holding out on me. Never mind motherly check-ins about this and that, but whatever happened to the over-the-top obsession with your academic success and GPA? Why stop going on about that when it’s so close to the freshman-year finish line? Trust me, that ain’t normal mom behavior.”

I shrugged again as I jotted something in my notebook about the paper. I wasn’t sure how I felt about all that. I was afraid to think it through too thoroughly. I wanted my feelings to be neutral. I needed them to be. When it came to my mom and her—

“Actually,” Nadine interrupted thoughtfully, “I wouldn’t mind if my she-parent went away for a year or more. Get me the info on your mom’s African dealio and we’ll send Georgia on off. I mean, she’s no doctor, but as long as there’s a Nordstrom nearby, she’ll be fine. She can teach the poor people how to buy shoes or whatever other huge irony she can manage.”

“Hey. Be nice,” I said quietly.

“Easy for you to say,” she snorted. “You’ve never gotten the full blast of the materialistic—have I mentioned hypocritical?—judgmental Georgia. But you never will, I s’pose, ’cuz she likes you.”

“Oh, Nadine,” I protested. “Come on—”

“I can’t even imagine what it would be like to actually miss her,” she continued over me. “When she does go off, it’s never for long enough. The rest of the time, she’s right there in my face, driving me crazy.”

“You know, maybe a nice middle ground is what we both need, mom-wise,” I suggested. “We’ll introduce them as soon as mine is back and see what happens.”

“Nah, I think sending mine off to another continent is exactly what I need,” she concluded with a yawn. “They can hook up and compare notes . . . over there.” She sat up suddenly. “I did some house-hunting for you!”

I shook my head at her. “That doesn’t surprise me one bit.”

“Well, I mean, she doesn’t know the area, right? And Mr. Mac should be close to school. And I am sadly close to school and thusly know the area. See my point? We’ll get the house all lined up for them—you, me, and a motivated realtor. All they’ll need to do is sign some papers when they come up for air. Ya know, from the making-up-for-lost-time smoochorama. Sorry for that image. So, whaddya think? Should I forward the info on to your dad?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? Why don’t you know?”

“Mac and I haven’t really talked about that stuff—”

“‘That stuff’? You mean, where you’re going to live next year?”

“He’s been so busy with the plays and everything,” I shrugged. “Grading papers, too. Grading takes him forever. He sweats every single—”

Nadine held up a hand to stop me.

“Word. And point,” I finished anyway.

“Uh, housing is pretty freaking important and elementary ‘stuff’ to deal with, Mackensie. Papers, play rehearsals, or no. You guys have a lease that’ll need renewal or cancellation pretty soon, and you need to get on it! Chop, chop, girl! Do you need me to take care of all this for y’all?”

“No. And it’s not like it’s up to me where we move to. Why do you think it’s up to me?”

“Are you kidding?” she spluttered at me. “Of course it’s up to you!”

“I thought I was a ‘powerless kid along for the bumpy ride.’ Didn’t we just have that conversation?”

“Except this here is one of the major exceptions. In this particular scenario, you are far from powerless. As a matter of fact, you are in a position of mucho power!”

“Alright, you’ll need to explain that one to me.”

Nadine shook her head at my ignorance. “A good kid like you, after a crazy nomad lifestyle all these years?”

“It wasn’t—isn’t—like that,” I mumbled. “Not nomadic. Just lots of moving. For Mom’s job—”

“Both Mackensie parents are totally guilt-ridden by now. It’s gonna explode and destroy them if you don’t give ’em a way to relieve the guilt! Do you really want Mr. Mac’s guts exploding all over you?”

I shook my head.

“You only need to do a little bitty bit of pouting, I bet, and they’ll give you as much of the world as they’re able.”

“I don’t—” 

“Trust me, even I, with the parents I have, know how and when to wield guilt power for maximum profit. It is high time for you to cash in, so start pouting. Start tonight.”

“Except I don’t pout. Come on, let’s finish the paper.”

“Everyone can pout. Give it a shot.”

“No.”

“Regardless, you guys have got to move. So why not live around here? You cannot squeeze another human being into a little teeny-tiny one-bedroom apartment,” Nadine continued. “No way. No way! It’s crazy to try! It’s probably a fire hazard or something. I’m gonna look into that.” She scribbled something in the back of her notebook.

“We’ll at least get a bigger apartment,” I assured her. “A two-bedroom. I’m not saying we would stay right where we are, but—”

“Apartment? Look, do you want me to have Robert talk to Mr. Mac? He ain’t much of dad, but he will set yours straight about smart financial decisions like real estate. Even I know it’s not financially smart to keep paying rent if you don’t have to, and I’m just a little bitty kid,” she grinned. “Look, your mom will be making a buncha money, and it would be a rich-person crime not to have a house as a tax write-off. Seriously, Luce, a doctor with experience like she has can pretty much park herself anywhere and get started earning big bucks, no problemo.”

“Well . . . good to know.”

“She wouldn’t even hafta work nights or weekends or take call if she didn’t want to. She could work at a suburban clinic, weekdays, nine to five, and your life would be peaches and cream.”

“I guess . . .” 

“But on the money-grubbing side of things, if she got a good job . . . Good, of course, tends to mean you’ll never see her—i.e. Robert—but maybe you’ll decide that’s a good thing once she’s back and all up in your business every day like mine is.” Nadine paused to grin at me some more. “Anyhoo, your lifestyle could end up scarily similar to ours. You’ll have your very own pose-mobiles, a pretentious manor house, country club memberships . . . You have no idea how freaking dull country clubs are.” She stuck out her tongue and pretended to choke herself for a while. “But soon you will!” Her expression changed suddenly. “What if you, like, totally moved next door to me?” 

I couldn’t help the laugh.

She was serious. “Why not? Girl, you have no idea what sort of riches are in your very possible immediate future! This neighborhood is a definite possibility for a medical family. I think one of those people toward the end o’ street does surgery.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Think of it! I could be at your house, like, all the time. I could even come over and do your hair for you every morning!”

“Okay, enough about my hair, already.”

“I could sleep over, like, most of the time and hardly ever have to be here, which would be so awesome! Mr. Mac could drive us both to school until we can drive ourselves. Oh my gosh, Luce! Let’s make this happen. Start up with the pouting, girl. Tonight, okay? For me? You can do it if you try, V-I-C-T-O-R-Y! Let’s practice.”

“You have next-door neighbors already,” I pointed out. “On both sides.”

“You don’t think I know how to be an annoying neighbor? Especially to those people? I can have at least one of them outta here by end o’ June. No problem. Which pretentious manor house do you like better?”

I laughed again, and this time so did she. “You’re crazy,” I said. “No. Don’t do that. Don’t . . . annoy . . . people. And don’t expect us to end up being next-door neighbors. Seriously, don’t get your hopes up so high.”

“Alright, fine,” Nadine sighed loudly. “Maybe it won’t be exactly next door, but we can for sure get you guys outta the city and into Poserville, or one of the nearer ’burbs. We will have the best time, Mackensie! Oh my gosh, this is gonna be so awesome!”

“Yeah. Okay. Great. You wanna type, or should I?”

“Assuming you finally learn how to have some fun,” she added, though with a smile. “Okay. Back to the paper. Hang on a sec.” Nadine jotted for a while in her notebook, though I caught her flicking an occasional meaningful look up at me. “Ummmmm . . . so . . .”

“Uh oh. What now?”

She sat up and began twirling her hair around a finger, a danger sign I knew very well. “I really need to tell you something. No, two somethings. I can’t hold it in anymore. Like, literally, I have reached my max and need to spill.”

I made hand circles at her. “Okay. Shoot. Spill. Tell.”

“Both are private, but the first something is incredibly private,” she added. “Like, it’s real hard to talk about. But I totally need to.”

“Go ahead. It’s only you and me in here, right? No hidden cameras or—?”

“Seriously,” she interrupted. “I’ve wanted to tell you this for, like, a while, but . . .”

“But what? You can tell me anything, Nadine. I would hope that you know that by now. You’re kinda scaring me. What is it?”

“Well, I mean, don’t be scared. It’s not . . . But, um, will you promise not to tell anyone else? Not even your dad? Or to laugh or anything? . . . You’ll think it’s dumb. Never mind.”

“What? Come on, you know me better than all that. Just tell me.” I swallowed. “It isn’t about . . . sickness, is it? You’re feeling alright, right?”

“If I was sick, that wouldn’t be private. I’d tell you, like, immediately. And I doubt if another internal organ is about to burst on me. I’m fine health-wise.”

“Good. I’m glad it isn’t that. So . . . what? I promise I won’t think it’s dumb, whatever it is.”

“But how can you know that for sure?” she argued.

“How about if I promise to be respectful of you and your feelings? Even if I do think it’s dumb?”

“Yeah. Okay. Fair enough. I guess.” She took a very deep breath in and then in a rush said, “You know Tanner, right? The really cute guy in biology who sits in the back and draws cartoons?”

I frowned. “Sort . . . of. I mean, I know who you mean. What about him?”

“Tanner . . .” Nadine actually cooed his name that time.

“Yes, and . . . ?” I frowned more. “What about him?” I repeated.

Her voice grew softer. “I—I really like him, Luce.”

“You—?” Oh. Well. Wow. I sure hadn’t seen that one coming. Tanner? The cartoon-drawer? Really? “You . . . you do?” Nadine’s face paled at my words and tone, and I instantly regretted both. “You like him?” I asked more gently. “Like, as in like-like him? Like that?”

Her cheeks were pink as she gushed, “As in I like him so much that I can hardly breathe when I look at him.”

“Oh. Um . . . whoa.” I wracked my brains for more, but that was all I could manage. This was out of nowhere, this intense liking of Tanner. Where had it come from? How had I missed it?

“Do you think he likes me back? Do you think it’s even remotely possible that he does?” she whispered.

“Well, of course. Why wouldn’t he?” I asked reasonably.

“Luce, why would he?” Nadine groaned back.

“Well, for . . . lots of reasons,” I fumbled, feeling out of my element once again. “Come on, Nadine! Give yourself some—”

“He is so cute!” she interrupted. “Sometimes I think I’m gonna go crazy ’cuz he’s so cute! When I look at him, I get all tingly and spastic and . . .” And on she went. And on and on and on.

Wow. Okay. Well, to be frank, from my perspective, Tanner was average-looking and no big deal. He was just a regular guy who really should be paying better attention in biology. A guy like that should hardly be capable of reducing an intelligent person like Nadine to the puddle of goo and doubt she had just become. The whole thing made no sense to me. How could she be so intelligent, tough, and cool and at the same time believe herself unworthy of Tanner, the biology class cartoonist? Since when did her very life hang in the balance because of some random, average guy? What sort of dangerous nonsense was this?

“How long have you been . . . feeling like this?” It was tough to resist the urge to check her forehead for fever.

“Maybe two weeks.”

“Two weeks,” I repeated. “So . . . what . . . happened?”

She did not bother explaining. “It feels like forever, though. Like, I can’t even remember not feeling like this. Luce, I can’t imagine why he would like me, but I’ll die if it turns out he doesn’t! I mean, I can’t blame him for not liking me, but—”

It was such hard work not to roll my eyes. I remembered my promise not to think it was dumb and only said a vague, neutral, “Huh.”

“I bet he thinks I’m a dork. Or a brainy snob with boring hair. And my nose! Ugh! I am terrified to find out what he thinks, but I need to know before I go insane! Will you find out and tell me? Please?”

“Me?” I gasped. “How am I supposed to find out something like that?”

“Well, I don’t expect you to ask him—”

“Good, because I won’t.”

“—but you could find out relatively easily by tuning in to the Pearson grapevine.”

I stared at her a while. “Remember me? I don’t even know where the Pearson grapevine is.”

“Ha and ha.” Nadine’s voice suddenly became normal again. “Seriously, rumors and gossip, usually detestable and disgusting, are also a very valuable source of information. You never know when they’ll be important for . . . ya know . . . your own life. Meaning you and your own specific Lucy Mackensie life.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Instant anxiety made my voice high and funny.

She paused. “Well, that’s the second something.”

I waited. When she didn’t say anything, I said an impatient, “Well?”

“I heard something about you through that very grapevine we just spoke of.” Shrug. “Accidentally, of course, and I wasn’t gonna tell you, but . . .” Shrug.

“But?” I raised my eyes slowly.

“I heard the name. Yours, I mean—not his,” she said quickly. “And I thought you’d wanna know about it. I would, if it was me.”

“What does that mean—‘mine, not his’?” Her words had gotten my heart thumping a bit uncomfortably. There was a “him” involved? Who? 

Why?

Nadine paused, painfully drawing out the suspense for me. “You . . . have a secret admirer.”

“I have—? I have a . . . what?” I finally managed.

“Secret. Admirer.”

“Secret admirer,” I repeated. “But . . . but what does that mean?”

“You seriously need a definition?” Nadine laughed. “It means a person is admiring you. Secretly. You lucky duck.”

“Are you sure?”

“I know. I thought it was weird too,” she said thoughtfully. “But in spite of your standoffishness and unapproachability, a Pearson guy likes you. That’s what I heard.”

“My—? My standoffishness and unapproachability?” I sputtered.

“Aw, come on, Luce. You know.”

I crossed my arms protectively again. “I actually don’t think I do know.” 

“The guys in our class are, like, totally intimated by you because you’re so serious and super smart and so much more mature than any of them and . . . well, ya know,” Nadine blurted. She began studying her dark red nails. “But you already knew that. Or wanted that. Intended for that. Right?”

Whether I had or not, I felt stung by the revelation. “Apparently, one of them isn’t intimated,” I said faintly.

“Aw, don’t get all bent outta—”

“You made this up,” I decided.

“No.”

“Must have.”

“Didn’t.”

I crossed my arms tighter. “When did you supposedly hear this?”

“Today. Older chicks. Ladies’ room. I heard one of ’em say, ‘He’s asking all around about that Lucy Mackensie girl. Weird, huh?’ And the other says, ‘Do you think he likes her?’ or something like that. I didn’t get the exact wordage. I was sorta stunned when I heard your name said, and then I tuned in.”

“They said ‘weird, huh’?”

“Not actually the main point of it all, Luce,” she laughed.

“This sounds very made up. This isn’t funny, Nadine.”

“But it isn’t made up!”

“I don’t . . . think so.”

“You don’t, huh? Okay, tell you what: I’ll get more evidence, and then we’ll talk more. I’ll even find out exactly who ‘he’ is and tell you on Monday.”

“How?” I held up my hands. “But no. No thank you. I don’t want you to. Just forget it. I don’t see how you could, anyway.”

“The grapevine, remember? And why don’t you wanna know? Luce, this is your chance to get in the game, to change up that reputation for being . . . you know . . . a bit snooty.”

“Snooty?!”

“Or whatever. Don’t get all twisted up. I know you’re awesome, and that’s what matters, right? Me and the mysterious ‘him,’ I mean. We two know you’re awesome. If the other guys in our class are intimidated or put off, so what? The only other guy who matters is Tanner, and he’s mine. So, the guy must be from another class,” she further mused. “That makes more sense.”

“They think I’m snooty?” I could not believe or even conceive of this. I wasn’t snooty! I wasn’t! I was serious and quiet, yes, but not snooty. Or standoffish. Or unapproachable. 

Was I? 

Had I finally succeeded in keeping people away from me so successfully that—?

“Mackensie has a boy-friend!” Nadine sang. She made a kissing sound. “Lucy and Mystery Guy, sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g!”

“Stop it,” I muttered. “This isn’t funny. It’s . . . creepy,” I decided.

“No, what it is, is awesome. You are so lucky! Let’s figure out who it is!”

“No. Let’s finish the paper.”

“Why aren’t you more intrigued? That is not normal, Luce. Think, think, think! Who could it be?”

“I need to leave soon,” I said down into my notebook. I really didn’t want her to see how red my face was getting.

“Mackensie, I am painfully aware of your departure time. Stop freaking out about it.” She snapped her fingers. “Oh, oh, oh! I know!”

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to hear what she thought she knew or not. I mean, some guy at Pearson secretly admired me. Probably not a guy in my class; no, they found me unapproachable and snooty. But some older guy who barely knew me or ever saw me and who hadn’t picked up on that unintended message. . . . 

What in the world could he admire about me?

“Mind you, it’s only a hunch, but . . .” Nadine smoothed unnecessarily at her T-shirt, “I think your secret Romeo is . . .”

The pause was infinite. Well, not literally infinite. That would be—well, you know what I mean. “Nadine, come on!” I finally begged.

“. . . Dave from Honors Band.” She paused again as I froze. “Timpani drums? Tenth grader? Longish hair? Colorful footwear?”

“I know who Dave is,” I mumbled. My voice was tight with anxiety as I added, “But . . . but it can’t be him.”

“Can’t it be?” Nadine let go of a little giggle but stopped it with a hand over her mouth. “Sorry. Well, let’s look at the facts, shall we? The rumor was being spread near the band room. He, obviously, is in band and is not in our class. He is totally and always looking at you—and I’m not the only one to notice, Luce. Like, showing off his drumming skills when he thinks you’re watching. That sorta stuff.”

“But—”

“You brought this on yourself, ya know, what with all that talking to him you do,” she lectured. “I mean, if you don’t actually dig someone, you really need to be more careful about who you are nice to. Sorry, but them’s the rules.”

I slowly processed the new information. So, I’d brought this on myself, huh? Well. Great. Terrific. I’d had no idea that by talking to this person politely, nicely, I had been giving some sort of incredibly wrong impression. And by not talking to others, I had given another wrong impression. Good grief, high school was complicated. “We always talk about music-related stuff, which is only common courtesy. I never meant to—”

“I know. I get it,” Nadine sighed. “Welcome to the tragic world of who likes who and who doesn’t—and who is being a total poser.”

“I would really rather . . . not,” I said with a little groan, “be there.” I covered my face with my hands.

“Tragic,” she repeated. “Poor Dave. I bet he’ll spend all summer working up the nerve to ask you out, staring at his phone, chickening out, clawing at his hair in agony . . . Sorry, Luce. Couldn’t resist.”

I uncovered my face. It felt like my whole life was spinning out of control on me. “So what am I supposed to do now?” I demanded.

“Do? Not a thing. You just hang in there. Maybe by the end of summer his acne will be all cleared up. He might’ve had a growth spurt, too, and gotten tired of wearing those purple Converse. And those braces have got to be coming off pretty soon. I mean, he’s had ’em for, like, ever.”

“Nadine, please. This isn’t helping. Be nice.”

“You think I’m dissing Dave because of his—probably temporary—looks-related issues? Or his taste in non-uniform-code footwear? Or because he has braces? Not a chance! People tend to grow outta that awkward stuff, for the most part. You should see photos of Robert as a youth. Yikes! And he ended up with a spouse and kids somehow. As for braces, I had ’em myself right up ’till last summer, as you will recall me mentioning mucho times.” Nadine displayed her perfect teeth for me. “Remember, Mackensie, braces are temporary. Personality is what is, for the most part, permanent. Poor Davey Stencil is at a bit of an awkward stage, but ain’t we all? Focus on the positives, ’kay? He can drum with the best of ’em, is not an idiot, and, compared to many, is a decent human being. You could do worse.”

I sat back, tossed my pen onto my notebook, and crossed my arms tighter than ever. “Nadine, he is a good guy,” I said. “For real. But—”

“But,” she sighed tragically, “you’re holding out for Prince Charming, right? Just like everyone else. Ho hum.”

“That isn’t what I was going to say.”

“But it’s true,” she declared.

I swallowed. “He just isn’t . . . you know . . . what I imagined—hoped—a boyfriend would be. I guess.” I shrugged. “For me. For someday. Not exactly what I imagined,” I finished in a mumble.

“Yeah, I get it,” she sighed again dramatically. “I feel ya. But listen, while Davey might not exactly be princely, he is a perfect practice boyfriend for while you wait for that someday when the prince may come. Minimal chance for heartache or break, right? On your side, that is. Chance of getting dumped? Nearly nil, I’d guess.”

“Why are you suddenly Dave Stencil’s public relations firm? You did this! You are making this . . . happen! What did you do?”

“Mackensie! Sheesh, calm down! No. I am not and did not. Watch it with the accusations, ma’am.”

“You made this happen,” I repeated. “You’re trying to force me into . . . something.”

“Am not! Geez!”

“Do you swear?”

“I do. On every Bible ever.”

I eyed her suspiciously. “Then why are you encouraging—?”

“I’m not, necessarily. Just saying, don’t toss him out the window before you give him a chance. Don’t give him the total green light, of course. Like, keep him in the wings until he outgrows some awkward stuff. He likes you, Luce—assuming my assumption is on target, and I think it is—and that is a big deal! Unlike moi, who is the painful like-er, you are the like-ee.”

“But—”

“Another positive to consider,” she said over me, “is that I think you can count on him being totally terrified and not taking any action for a good long while. Like, nothing until homecoming. And lots can change in three months when you’re a teenager-aged boy. He could actually be totally hot and dateable by homecoming. So take heart.” She suddenly sat up very straight. “We can go together! You and Dave, me and Tanner! Don’t shake your head and be all ‘no way.’ It could be totally fun, Mackensie! The four of us, showing up at homecoming in a company limo? Let’s do it for real. Oh, come on! It’ll be better than, for example, not going at all, right? We’re doing this. I got months to convince you, and I will. We can look for dresses over the summer. I’m thinking red for me. How do you honestly feel about purple? Lavender? You could pull it off, though blue is really your best color.”

“I just . . . don’t know,” I mumbled. “I don’t think I should. It isn’t honest.”

“Honest? I am not suggesting that you marry him and bear his children here, Luce. I’m suggesting a casual homecoming double date. That’s all.”

“I know, but—”

“Worst-case scenario? You give the poor guy a thrill by going out with him once. Going out once is not a lifelong commitment by its very definition, BTW. ’Specially not when it’s a double date with me—which, as I said, would be totally fun. If y’all get awkward, I’ll talk at him for ya. Then, at the end, you give him a smooch—just a bitty one—and that’s it. Perhaps a kiss on the cheek. Or you don’t. Use your best judgment. Stop glaring at me.”

“Now, look—”

“It’s not like you find Mr. The One on the first try, Luce. Gotta kiss a lotta frogs and so forth. So why not pucker up and get on with it? As for Dave . . . Well, he’ll get over it. They always do.”

Was she right? What were the odds of finding “the one” on the first try? Probably extremely low. Or bad. Or whatever odds were. Had I best be getting on with it like she said? Start kissing slimy amphibians left and right and hope to not get . . . frog warts?

Maybe . . . maybe it would be fun. Exciting? Something new. I tried to look at it that way. I tried hard. I imagined myself in a fancy dress, stepping out of a limousine. I looked good, sort of, though lavender was not necessarily my color. And then I was taking the hand of Dave Stencil. Gulp. My first date. I also hid behind Nadine all night and let her do all the talking, and it was going sort of okay . . . until I fast-forwarded to the end of the night and found nothing but awkwardness and a lifelong need to avoid him.

“No. Absolutely not. Sorry.”

“Mackensie!”

“I can’t play with someone’s emotions that way, Nadine. And I won’t do it.” I could feel my cheeks burning again as I pulled my notebook back to myself. “It wouldn’t be honest. Or fair.”

She made an exasperated sound at me. “Geez, Luce! I don’t know what your deal is. Who thinks like that? Dating is not ‘playing with someone’s emotions.’ It’s . . . I dunno . . . recreational. And supposedly fun. But, I mean, how would I know? And when you’re fifteen or sixteen, it’s, like, for practice anyway. Nobody expects ‘forever’ to come out of it.”

“Well, what do they expect to come out of it? What else could? A breakup, right? Emotional scarring? Warts from kissing frogs?” Nadine only sighed back, so I asked, “Are you telling me that you only think about Tanner as recreational practice?” She paled a bit, so I toned it down. “Look, maybe only I think like this, but I am entitled. If Dave, or whoever it is, wants to be friends, I’m all in. Really. But nothing more, and no dances. No way. Forget it.”

“If some guy was all secretly asking around and liking me, I’d give him a shot.”

“A guy you didn’t choose for yourself? Sure you would, Nadine.”

“If I had some other guy liking me, what a great way to get Tanner to take more notice. It’s a game, Luce. You’ve gotta play it.”

“I actually don’t think I do.”

“If Dave was better looking, I bet you’d be whistling a different tune.” She held up her hands. “It’s not like I’m sitting here judging you for that. I do get it. It’s only human, and you are no more shallow than any of the rest of us. A lot less, I would imagine, ’cuz you’re talking with him in his current state in the first place. Which is why he has you in his crosshairs, BTW.”

“I really don’t want to talk about this anymore,” I groaned.

“Course you don’t. Soon as it gets juicy and exciting, your nose disappears into academia.”

“I really want to finish the paper before I go so it isn’t hanging over my head all weekend. And there is nothing more to say about Dave Stencil—except that I am very sorry for him if he does feel like . . . like that. About me.”

“Luce, I like Tanner, as I might’ve mentioned. He is extremely cute, and I don’t think I would be good with dating someone I didn’t feel like that about. So I’m saying I understand.”

“Thanks. I guess. Now can we—?”

“And you have as much right to the big dreamy enchilada as anyone.”

“Well, great. Thanks. Except I’m not interested in dreamy enchiladas either. Or any other kind of . . . Mexican food. Not at the moment.”

“No, of course you’re not,” she snorted. After only seconds, she picked the subject I’d dropped right back up. “Oh, come on, Luce! Prince Charming with a personality and brain cells? We all start out that way, ruined for regular guys by Disney movies from, like, the age of two, right? All of us were holding out for that hunky main-character dude. But it’s only a matter of time before us regular gals give up and settle for a bit less.”

“I’m not holding out. Not like you’re saying. I know how it works. I know I’m only . . . I know I’m average, so—”

“What you are is amazing!” she said rather fiercely. “Don’t talk like that!”

I gave her a little smile and said, “Thanks. And so are you.”

“If anyone deserves a prince, it’s you,” Nadine went on. “White gloves, birdies around your head, and all.”

“Thanks. I look forward to that, for someday. The white gloves, little birdies, and all.”

“But,” she sighed, “mucho unfortunately, you and I attend Pearson Academy, where there are no princes, charming or otherwise, to be had. None. Nada. Nil. In fact, let me extend that to the entire metropolitan area. And yeah, I’m including Tanner as a non-prince. If that ain’t honest, I dunno what is. Cute and all, but not royal.”

“Wow. You are very cynical.”

“What I am is realistic.” Nadine shook her head. “So what are we gonna do about Miss Lucy Mackensie, who won’t go on a date unless it feels ‘honest’ and he is also princely, but the poor kid is stuck at Pearson? Dreamy-looking guys at Pearson are as far from dreamy on the inside as it gets.”

“Right. I have a big problem, potentially unsolvable,” I said, “so never mind that. Let’s work on—”

“Luce, here is the real-life dealio facing us all,” she interrupted. “In this world, there are the ‘beautiful people’ and the not. Or, to be fair, the ‘not yet,’ right? You can’t be knowing who is a true ‘not’ versus a ‘not yet,’ so it’s risky.”

“Uh huh. I see.”

“But trust me on something: those ‘beautiful people’ either got nothing going on in here”—she tapped on her temple—“or here”—she put a hand over her heart. “In some cases, neither. Buncha mindless, heartless, teasing idiots,” she added under her breath. “They are pure evil, the whole lot of ’em. Trust me, I know. I’ve spent enough time with them oozing around me, thanks to my . . .” Nadine made a face, “. . . sibling.” She didn’t notice my sigh. “And I know that what you see is all you get.” She looked hard at me for a while. “This is real important stuff, Mackensie. Super important! So take proper heed.”

“Okay. I am heeding properly.”

“If any of them pay you any mind, they are teasing. If they show interest, it is temporary. They are all phony, false, and fickle, and I’d take Dave Stencil, warts and all, over any of them any day. And I’m not just saying that to say it. I mean it.”

“I’m sure you do. Look, I’m not interested in anyone like that either,” I said. “Why would I be? Like I said, I know how it is. So why are we still talking about this?”

“Because you actually think those posers must have good qualities down deep and stuff, that’s why! That is dangerous, dangerous thinking, Mackensie!”

I rolled my eyes at her.

“The first step is to admit you have a problem. We prob’ly all do to some extent, when it comes to those types. Just admit that you’re human about it all, that you’re not the one and only person immune to their phony . . . whatever. Charm and voodoo crap. Be realistic and admit that you feel the voodoo, ’cuz that’s the only way to fight it.”

“Okay. I guess. Noted. Now, can we get the—?”

“I do get it, okay?” she continued as if I had asked rather than quite obviously ending the subject (more than once). “I mean, the whole . . . whatever . . . hunky-handsome thing can draw you in like a freaking tractor beam. Muscles and stuff and whatever. No doubt about it, some sportos are good to look at. But do not—I repeat—do NOT confuse the voodoo and tractor beams they emit for real feelings, or ever think they deserve whatever it is you’re feeling about them. They don’t. Seriously. Spend five seconds in close proximity to any one of them and you’ll know I’m right. Now, this part is super important, so listen up: their brains are different.”

“Nadine,” I sighed, “I get it. Good-looking guys are from another planet, and I am not to trust them or my feelings about them, if I should happen to have any. Noted.”

She tapped her head. “They have this enormous lobe dedicated to sports. That’s all they talk about, care about, and, in many cases, know about. And the rest of their brains are dedicated to getting girls. However, they don’t have the important little patch of gray devoted to treating them like human beings once they get ’em or anything decent like that. That part is covered up or pushed on really hard by the big sporto lobe.”

“I see.”

“Too much testosterone. You’re just gonna have to trust me on this. And—this is crucial intel, so pay attention—the beautiful people have a long-standing tradition of inbreeding so as to continue the lineage of mindless, heartless shell-people like themselves. They do not veer—unless, as I’ve said, teasing is involved. So set your sights on non-sportos, girlfriend. People with potential to blossom. Or, ya know, regular, middle-of-the-road people. Emmett Riley, for one example, is a dude who I personally think is veering toward handsome. If he can just tone down the snarky attitude. Never ever tell him I said that, BTW. Seriously.”

“But Laura likes Emmett—”

“Only in a friendsy-wendsy kinda way,” she argued.

“That’s not what I . . . Oh, never mind. Look, right now, I only have sights on getting this paper done, so let’s drop it. Please.”

Nadine sighed and flopped back down on the bed. “You really never think about this stuff? Not even for the future? About . . . you know . . . guys and . . . kissing? Sorry, but I don’t think that’s very normal. I want it to be Tanner,” she added quietly. “My first kiss. I want it to be with him.”

“Okay. Well, I hope that happens for you. Good luck.”

“I imagine it a lot, my first kiss,” Nadine further shared. “I can’t believe you don’t.”

“What makes you think I—?”

“It’s so amazing and awesome in my imagination that I’m sure reality will totally disappoint.” She sighed again. “I suppose if it isn’t Tanner, I’ll survive. And as long as the guy doesn’t have, like, horrific breath or a big mustache, then it would at least be good, right? Interesting? Something different?”

“Definitely something different,” I muttered. “Especially if you barely know the guy and—”

“Let’s promise to share the stories of our first kisses with each other, okay?”

“Okay. Sure.”

“We’ll compare to see whose first was more horrific. I’m betting on mine. Like, I bet we’ll totally bump noses or whatever. Something totally embarrassing. But it’ll make for a good story, right?”

“Do you even know Tanner? I mean, have you ever talked to him? For real?”

“Well, I mean . . . not exactly. What do you mean by ‘for real’?” Nadine fumbled back. She was looking rather pale now.

“How do you—? I mean—” I let out a frustrated sound. “You don’t know him, have hardly even spoken to him, but you want him to give you your first kiss. Out of everyone in the world. I don’t get that. It’s a big world, you know. And why would you want your first kiss to be something you will very likely want to forget all about because you can’t stand the guy anymore because he hurt you and—?”

“Now who’s being cynical? Cripes, Mackensie!”

“How can you know it’s him that you want, without knowing him?”

“Do you even have hormones? It’s called attraction.”

“And don’t you want to save something like that for someone special?”

“He is special,” Nadine huffed, frowning at me again. “He’s gorgeous and amazing, and I can’t stop thinking about him. Haven’t you been listening? When I see him, my heart, like, ups its speed and I feel a little faint. It’s real. It’s . . . you know, chemistry.”

“Voodoo and tractor beams?” I suggested lightly. “Undeserved feelings?”

“Tanner may not be a prince, but he is also no heartless sporto. He is who I like. I can’t help it,” she reiterated. “Someday you’re gonna know firsthand what I mean, because you’ll be right there rowing in the same boat with me. Your internal organs are gonna pick a guy, and then you’ll be stuck with him. Assuming you actually are human.”

Oh, good grief! This was getting us nowhere at all. I had no energy left to argue about my hormones or humanity. It was time to finally wrap this conversation up. “I just hope Tanner doesn’t disappoint you too much. As your friend, I’m concerned. Now, I am really pathetically begging you, let’s finish the paper.”

There was a pause, but only a brief one, before Nadine said, “This anti-dating attitude is because your dad is, like, the perfect guy, right? I mean, he’s handsome, funny, smart, romantic—and what teenager is ever gonna measure up?”

I slowly raised my eyes. “Excuse me?”

“I guess it makes sense. In a twisty, Freudian kinda way.”

I let out a breathy laugh. “Religion. Paper,” I said evenly. “Please. Please. Please!”

“Okay, okay, fine. . . . Awww, cripes,” Nadine finished in a hiss, because after a light knock, her tall, slender, blonde mother stepped into the room.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4
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She was dressed in a beige linen skirt and jacket with high-heeled shoes. Always fashionable, even for hanging around the house.

I said a polite, “Hi, Mrs. Brentwood,” and then heard myself adding, “You look so nice!”

She was very pretty, and her increasing smile made her even prettier.

What a contrast to Mom, I couldn’t help thinking. Though my mother was pretty too, she seemed to constantly be in blue hospital scrubs with her hair pulled into a tight bun, no makeup, no smile.

Nadine rolled her eyes and mouthed “suck-up” at me as her mother glanced down at her outfit and smoothed the skirt. “Why, thank you, Lucy,” she murmured. She looked so grateful that I had to wonder if she ever got compliments around there. “It is so nice to see you. What are you girls working on?”

Nadine only snorted, but I said, “Religion paper.” 

Mrs. Brentwood turned toward her daughter, the smile gradually fading away. “I have an early meeting at the club tonight.”

“What a shock,” Nadine muttered.

Her mother glanced around the room, the smile gone, now looking only disapproving. “I left twenty dollars downstairs by the phone so you can order Chinese takeout. Get something broiled, not deep-fried. No pizza tonight. Nadine? Are you eating . . . potato chips?”

Nadine shoved the evidence behind some pillows, covering up the crunchy-bag sound with a sharp cough.

“If you are not eating, you should be wearing your retainer,” Mrs. Brentwood said tightly.

“I only need to wear it at night,” Nadine muttered through gritted teeth.

“Starting next month,” her mother retorted through her own gritted teeth. An elegant finger now pointed at the offending object on the nightstand. “You are to wear it from immediately after school until morning. I heard the orthodontist, and so did you. We did not shell out five thousand dollars for you to—”

“Fine. Whatever.” Nadine grabbed it, jammed it into her mouth, rolled her eyes very slowly for my benefit, and let out a gushy breath.

Mrs. Brentwood changed gears. “Good grief, Nadine. This room is . . . I don’t know what. It’s a disaster. Would it kill you to straighten up in here? I apologize, Lucy, for my daughter’s lack of civility.”

Nadine mouthed the word “civility” and rolled her eyes again.

I smiled uncomfortably, very much disliking being in the middle of . . . whatever this was. “I really don’t mind,” I murmured. My inside thoughts added, I live with Mac, so I know all about living in a mess, which was all too true.

Mrs. Brentwood snatched the remote from the nightstand. “If you are not watching television, please turn it off. How many times have I told you that?”

Nadine mumbled, “Several,” as the TV went off with a crackly pop.

“For heaven’s sake! Is that your uniform?” Mrs. Brentwood next snatched the inside-out blouse, skirt, and blazer off of the bed and, shaking her head, shook out each piece. “Why is it so difficult for you to put clothing on hangers in your closet? For heaven’s sake. Where have I gone wrong with you kids?”

“Everywhere,” Nadine muttered under her breath.

Mrs. Brentwood closeted the uniform, attempted to close the doors, gave up, and smoothed at her hair. “Bobby is to stay in tonight once he gets back from baseball, so don’t let him go—”

“Don’t let him?” Nadine interrupted her. “And I am supposed to stop him how, exactly?”

Mrs. Brentwood narrowed her eyes and pressed her lips together.

“Last time I checked, I did not give birth to him,” Nadine muttered. “That one is your job.”

“I am merely asking . . . Oh, never mind. I need to go now. Make sure the doors are locked and the alarm is set after I go. And close the gate once everyone is in.”

“Heightened terror levels in suburbia tonight? What warning color are we at around here? Like, lime green?”

“Nadine, for heaven’s sake—”

“I know how to dial 911,” she muttered. “Isn’t your husband coming home tonight?” Whatever she was really feeling, Nadine only sounded bored. “I thought you were picking him up at the airport and we were gonna have some warm and fuzzy family time together. Holding hands and singing ‘Kumbaya,’ a little Scrabble or whatever.”

“There was a change of plans,” Mrs. Brentwood said quietly. “Your father will be taking a limousine from the airport. Good night, dear. And good night, Lucy. Always lovely to see you.”

“Bye,” I said faintly. The bedroom door closed again with a soft click, and there was only heavy silence until the garage door hummed in the distance.

“Where has she gone wrong? That is rich.” Nadine maneuvered the retainer back out of her mouth with her tongue. She set it on the nightstand on top of its pink case and then pulled out the bag of chips, which she began chomping vigorously. “Such a poser,” she whispered after a swallow. “Guess who got me that stupid treadmill last weekend for no special reason except to hint at me some more that I’m too fat?”

“Oh, Nadine,” I groaned. “I’m sure that wasn’t why she—”

“You’re sure, huh?” She sat up and sucked her stomach in as far as she could. “Am I fat? You can be honest. I can take it—from you.” She didn’t give me time to reply before adding, “She buys me clothes that are too small for me ’cuz she thinks I’m gonna lose weight to fit into them. Is that twisted or what? I just don’t wear any of it, and what a waste that is.” She gestured toward her closet. “I wear about five percent of all of that stuff, because none of it fits. Here’s some fair-and-square for ya: how about if I box up most of it and give it to you? It would probably all fit your skinny little person—except that most of the crap she picks out is hideous. Little flaw in the plan there, Georgia: gotta get stuff I’d actually like to wear if you wanna incent me to starve myself.” 

But my hideous new wardrobe vanished in an instant as Nadine’s expression darkened further. “I can’t even do something decent like that with the excess, because she’d have a fit. I mean, she’d be sure to notice if my closet was suddenly ninety-five percent empty, right? And she’d have a humongous tizzy with tears and everything about how I don’t ‘appreciate’ her. So there it sits and will sit for eternity.”

“Maybe if you shopped . . . together—?” I tried.

“She’s always nosing around in my room when I’m at school. Which is totally eww! She thinks just because she’s a stick person, I should be one too. Can she be that clueless? Obviously I got more DNA from Robert than from her. Lucky me,” she snorted. “I mean, she totally wants to control me, like her own life sucks so bad she needs to have a go at mine to make up for it. You really don’t think I’m fat? Be honest. I can take it.”

“No, of course not. But look, what really matters is what you think and how you feel about all that. Don’t worry about what your mom thinks or what I think. You need to figure out how you feel about your body, and don’t let anyone else make you feel like you’re not okay.” There, I’d said it. Good job, Lucy!

Nadine did a little shrug.

So I said more. “If you think you need to trim down or something, then it’s your decision or business. It should be more about . . . you know . . . health than looks. Don’t let that—that issue . . . make you do . . . crazy stuff,” I finished, magnificently fumbling the end.

“I asked a very simple question,” Nadine grumped. “You don’t hafta try and head-shrink me about it. And what do you know about all that, anyway?” she further accused. “You are a comparative freaking twig. Have you ever even weighed yourself? I bet not.”

“Well, I guess I don’t usually think about that kind of stuff—”

“No. Of course you don’t.” She was upset and on a roll now. Uh oh. “So what is it that you do think about, Mackensie? Making the world into a fuzzy rainbow-unicorns-and-gumdrops utopia where all is fair and square? Bunnies hopping and sparkly ponies prancing and—I already told you how pointless that kinda thinking is.”

“Hey, look.” I was upset now too, my voice trembling a bit. “I get that you’re feeling bad right now, but it really isn’t fair to take it out on—”

Nadine’s bedroom door banged open and hit the wall just then, startling me and stopping my words right in their little word tracks.
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Bobby Brentwood had walked right on in. Just . . . walked right on in. His grin was probably half caused by finally finding Nadine’s door unlocked, the rest . . . just because. Why wouldn’t you grin all the time if you were him? He was dressed in a maroon baseball uniform with “Pearson” across the front, a matching cap worn backward over dark hair. And, like I said, Bobby strode confidently right on into the room. He sat (backward) on her desk chair and looked around before turning to beam a most direct smile at . . . well, at me. “Hey, Lucy,” he said. “How’s it going?”

How was it—? Huh?

What in the world was going on with me and my heart beating—?

Tractor beams . . . teasing . . . voodoo . . . hunky-handsome . . .

Huh.

It had always been the unspoken friend agreement that I not engage with Bobby Brentwood. At all. I was there with and for my friend, and he was a non-factor. For me. But lately Nadine’s cute brother seemed to be growing somehow bolder, coming closer, pushing the envelope more or further. Or something. I mean, an occasional grin or wave of recognition for his sister’s friend from across a crowded Pearson hallway was one thing, but this? This here was another thing. How was I supposed to not engage with this sort of thing? I really needed for someone to tell me how to not engage with this.

Wait a minute, why was I suddenly smiling? I had been upset about what Nadine had just said before the door banged open, and . . . and what in the world was this now? My heart did actually seem to be . . . beating a bit faster, and my fingers felt . . . tingly. I rubbed them together experimentally. “It’s going fine, thanks.” I worked very hard to tone down my smile. Amazingly, because I could not seem to help myself, I added, “How was baseball?”

Cue the Nadine explosion. 

“Get away from there! You’ll get sweat all over my chair! You smell! Get outta my room, you moron!” Nadine grabbed a shoe from the floor and threw it at him. “You have no right to barge in here! We are studying!” The shoe, which he ducked with ease, hit the wall near Bobby’s head and left a mark. “Eww! Stop touching my carpet with your disgusting feet! Get out of here!”

Bobby made a show of rubbing his big sockless feet on the carpet. “Oh, hey—Deanie’s here too,” he added, the grin increasing and his eyes sparkling. “Didn’t even see you there. Your door was open, by the way.”

“It was NOT!” she shrieked. “And what the crap are you even doing in here?! GET . . . OUT!”

“We won,” he said, shifting those laughing blue eyes back to Lucy Mackensie. 

There I sat, feeling oddly vague and confused and like my brain had stalled out on me. They won. Who? Won what? 

No idea.

But winning was good, generally speaking, so I smiled some more. After four or five seconds, which seemed much longer than seconds, I realized he had been answering my polite surprise question about baseball. Oh yeah. Baseball. So I belatedly replied, “Oh. Good.” 

Super smart, standoffish, and snooty, huh?

What in the world—?

“GET OUT!” Nadine screamed again.

“Yeah,” he agreed with me. “Five to two,” he added quickly before Nadine could erupt again. “It was awesome. You shoulda been there.”

I should’ve—?

“GET OUT!” My friend had groped for more shoe ammunition but came up with pillows instead. She began throwing them at him, one by one, punctuating each sentence with a throw. “We are doing homework! You should try it! Then maybe you wouldn’t be such a MORON!”

“Yeah, like you’re seriously doing homework on a Friday night,” Bobby laughed as he easily batted the pillows away. He turned a grin back on me.

And I smiled back. Yes, indeed I did. Darn it. He was only teasing me, of course—me and Nadine (especially Nadine)—and that was nothing to smile about. But there I was, smiling back like an idiot, like every other girl at Pearson did. Or would, given the chance.

Well, all except one.

“How freaking big does our house need to be so I don’t have to have you anywhere freaking NEAR ME?!” Nadine shouted.

“Geez, Deanie, chill out,” Bobby laughed. “I’m not even doing anything.”

“Too true. Okay. Okay,” she breathed as she lowered the volume and increased the sarcasm. “I thought we had this all nailed down by now, but apparently not, so I’ll go over it for you one more time, okay? Listen up.”

Bobby knew what was coming and laughed as he adjusted his cap.

“I know this is tough, but try to follow me here, okay, Sporto? See, there’s this room in the house called a bathroom. It’s an amazing, magical place with a shower, soap, and towels. Use of these items in the correct order will temporarily decrease the amount of stench on you. Then there’s this other room called ‘your room.’ It has heavy things to lift and all kinds of other fun sporto toys. You can park yourself in there and stay as long as you freaking want. Where you are now is called ‘my room,’ which is an idiot-free zone. And, see, you are an idiot, so GET OUT!”

“Is that a new zit on your forehead, D? Didn’t see that one before,” Bobby retorted. “Congrats. It’s a beauty.”

“You. Pig.”

There actually was a small pimple on Nadine’s forehead, something a person would never mention in polite society. But the Brentwoods’ home was hardly polite society this afternoon, and the topic of zits was apparently fair game. Yikes.

“Wait, is that another . . . ?” he began, squinting toward her.

Once the low blows about pimples had been . . . whatevered . . . tossed out . . . delivered . . . blown . . . the strength of that voodoo lessened, and the tractor beams released me. Or whatever metaphor. Something happened, is the point, to restore me to some form of prior intelligence and sense. I was able to stop smiling so much, or maybe I stopped completely (I couldn’t be sure without a mirror). 

I only felt uncomfortable now and torn as Nadine, red in the face, ran toward him screaming. 

Still enjoying their banter, Bobby backed up off the chair with his hands up. “Nice manners, Deanie. Very charming. And in front of your only friend. Real classy. Sorry, Lucy. You shouldn’t have to—”

“Shut up! Shut up! Shut up!” Nadine screamed. “Leave her alone, and get outta my room, you idiot!” 

Though he was taller by several inches, she now managed to smack him over the head repeatedly with her religion notebook while also kicking at his shins. Excellent but perhaps dangerous additions to my paper on situational irony.

“Geez! Knock it off, you psycho,” Bobby said lightly, this time without a smile (Nadine was kicking him pretty hard). He backed toward the door while adjusting his askew baseball cap. “What’s your problem? I just wanted to—”

“NO ONE IN THIS ROOM CARES WHAT YOU WANT! GET OUT!!!”

We don’t fight in my little household. Never ever. Not even verbally. I have never had any experience with fighting at all. I therefore had no idea how to appropriately react or respond to the fight that was happening right in front of me. None.

Nadine, on the other hand, was sadly well schooled.

It continued for another minute or two, and then the sibling battle mercifully and abruptly ended when a rocking tune burst forth from Bobby’s phone. He gave his sister a halfhearted shove and left the room, answering the call with a casual, “Yo.”

Nadine countered by giving her bedroom door an almighty slam that seemed to shake the whole house. The lock was clicked firmly into place and double-checked. There was only buzzy silence after all that. She sat heavily on the bed, breathing hard. At last, she quietly said, “I hate him. So. Freaking. Much.” After more heavy breaths, she said, “I hate all of them. I hate this family. I hate my whole life.”

Usually not-discussed family members and dirty family laundry were really coming out and hitting the fan today—or something like that. It was too much for me, too much emotion, noise and fighting. It was making me mix up my metaphors and everything. 

But clearly and more importantly, it was too much for Nadine too.

“You don’t really mean that,” I whispered. “Please say you don’t mean that. Not hate.” My heart was really beating hard now. I fought to be calm, to line up and deliver the right words. It felt really important to. “You don’t hate your family, Nadine,” I said, my tone pleading. How many times had she used that word since we’d entered her room? Hair, nose, Bobby, family, life? The room continued to ring with thick silence, and I felt compelled to fill it. “He’s a guy, so of course he’s a jerk . . . sometimes,” I stumbled. As if I knew that about him—or anything about him. Or anything about such things at all. “But it’s a way he acts, not what he is. You don’t hate. Not any of them. Not hate, okay?”

“Sweaty, smelly, egomaniac moron,” she muttered.

“Maybe next time you could just ask him to leave instead of—”

“Great idea, Mom,” she cut in aggressively. “I bet he would just nicely turn around and leave, too. Thanks for the suggestion.”

“Have you ever tried?” I asked very carefully.

She didn’t answer me. “BTW, it isn’t one-sided hating. He hates me right back.”

“No. Of course he doesn’t.”

“He knows how to hide it better than me, that’s all.”

“He doesn’t hate you,” I sighed. “He teases you. That’s different. If he ignored you, that would be—”

“He started hating me the minute I was born, just because I was born,” she said over me. “How’s a little kid supposed to work with that? Spoiled Prince Bobby, drooled over by everyone from the first second he popped into the world. And then along came bad old me to mess up his monopoly. You are so lucky to be an only child and not have to share your parents with a sweaty, attention-sucking moron.”

I had to share with a much bigger crowd than that, I thought. The acting world and the continent of Africa, for example. But it didn’t seem the thing to say just then. “You guys love each other deep down,” I insisted. “Maybe twenty-thousand-leagues-under-the-sea deep down, but still.”

The Jules Verne reference made her smile a little bit, though just for a moment. “Besides you, I get the best grades in our class. I am in all honors classes, including Honors Band, and I never get in trouble at school. But none of that matters one bitty bit,” she spat, “because I weigh too much, and the Captain of the Morons knows how to put a stupid ball in a stupid net, or hit a stupid ball with a stupid stick.”

I decided not to mention that maybe it wasn’t all stupid and maybe she wasn’t being quite fair to him. “Nadine, what you are good at will last a lifetime,” I said instead. “The thing is, he could already be a has-been in his twenties, but you’ll have your whole life ahead of you to shine. Once you’re out of his shadow. Once you find out who you are and what you want to do, which could be just about anything.”

“Wow. I wish my parents could hear you say stuff like that,” Nadine said with a tremulous smile. “Maybe they’d pick up a pointer or two about encouraging their second-born. Like try propping up self-esteem versus regularly dropping five-hundred-pound anvils on her head.”

“I’m sorry,” I said softly. “I wish it wasn’t like that. I don’t understand why it’s like that.”

“Lucky you,” Nadine snorted. “What a family I’m stuck with. Dad—if he can even be called that, ’cuz he’s really more like the birth father who gave me up—barely notices I’m still alive. Good ol’ Mom thinks I’m a fat loser. I’m not imagining it. You heard her, all over me about what I eat. All she cares about is how I look so I don’t freaking embarrass her. And, of course, how I compare to her beautiful angel son. Like, we don’t match, so it’s throwing off her home décor and losing her those points at church.”

“Of course she doesn’t think that. You don’t really believe that. Not really.”

She shrugged and studied her fingernails. “Check the closet, Mackensie,” she muttered.

“No matter what, unless she’s some kind of pure evil, a mom always loves her kids,” I said firmly. “All of them. It’s unnatural if she doesn’t.”

She looked at me meaningfully. “You think so, huh?”

“Yes, I do. It’s built in. It’s instinct. But . . . not all moms are good at showing how they feel.”

Nadine rolled her eyes and looked away.

“Maybe over time things get out of control, especially with teenage daughters.” I waited for her to look at me. “You are so mad at her, Nadine, and she can’t miss that. How could she miss that? She just doesn’t know how to break through that anger to make it any better. Think about it. Of course she wants to. Why wouldn’t she? But it takes both of you.”

“You make it sound a lot sappier and prettier than it is,” she muttered with a shrug, though maybe I heard some hope in there too. 

I felt a wave of sadness for my friend. “If it came down to it, if there was some situation where she needed to come through, she would. She would be there for you like a fierce protector. I’m sure of it. I mean, if you’d let her. Do you ever let her?” I added gently, but Nadine only rolled her eyes again. “Mine too,” I added firmly. “Like I said, it’s instinct. We’ll be the same, you and me, when we’re moms—no matter how much our kids hate us.”

Nadine did a laugh-snort, and we both smiled a bit.

“Your mom loves you,” I said. “They all do, your whole family. I’m sure of it.”

“You’re sure of it, huh? Based on what evidence, exactly? I must’ve missed it this afternoon, that obvious evidence of l-o-v-e around here.”

“If you would just talk to each other,” I said with another wave of sadness, “it could make such a difference. It really could.”

After a long, slow shrug, she said, “’Cept them three are the last people on earth I wanna talk to.”

“Look, you say I should tell my parents what I want and use my guilt power. Well, why doesn’t that apply to you, too?”

Shrug.

“Never mind talking. How about making some demands?”

“That sounds more like it.”

“Does Bobby know that his teasing hurts your feelings?”

After a shrug, she mumbled something that included the word “moron.”

“Tell him that, instead of only insulting him. Honestly, I think he thinks it’s fun, fighting with you. Maybe he doesn’t know he’s . . .” She was glaring at me pretty hotly, so I moved on. “Do you ever tell your dad you wish he was around more?”

“Who says I wish that?”

“Tell him, Nadine. Ask him to spend time with you.”

“Mackensie—”

“Do you tell your mom that she’s hurting you by bugging you about your weight?” I trudged on. “Why not ask her to go shopping with you? You could get makeovers together or something. I think she would like that.”

She let out a hissing breath. “Thanks for the rainbow-unicorn thoughts, Luce, but you are looking at this crap through your own special rainbow-colored Mackensie glasses.”

I felt a little stung by that. “. . . What do you mean?”

“We are Brentwoods,” she explained calmly. “And that means we give information as needed, sometimes, or we fight. That’s what passes for talking in this place. Nobody really cares about each other. Robert and Georgia worship Sporto, hate me, and tolerate each other a bitty bit. My family sucks, and I can’t wait to move out.”

“But you could use your power to try to make it better,” I insisted.

Nadine partially returned my little smile, but instead of agreeing, decided to resume her verbal assault on Bobby. “Sporto is really stupid, you know.”

I sighed.

“And I don’t mean regular sporto stupid. I mean seriously stupid, like he should’ve been held back a grade.”

“Nadine—”

“He has that September birthday, so it was a legit option, but nobody gave that much thought, did they? As long as he was good at playing with bouncy balls, what else mattered? He for sure would’ve flunked a grade back in middle school, but those teachers let him pass on through because of stupid basketball. They’re still doing that—all of ’em.” She gave me a challenging look. “Miracle of miracles, he always comes up with a solid C average on his report card—just enough, no matter how dumb he is and how stunningly little homework he ever seems to do. And so the ball keeps bouncing and Pearson keeps winning. Can you say ‘corruption,’ kiddies?”

I let that uncomfortable information settle before I said, “But if he isn’t in honors, he’s in Mac’s English class. And my dad would never give him any kind of special pass. I know that for sure.”

“If he isn’t in honors,” she muttered, shaking her head with a laugh-snort. “That’s a good one, Mackensie. Maybe he’s in Honors Gym, but that’s about all the academic honor that moron will ever earn at Pearson. He’ll get a C in your dad’s class. You just wait. It’s across the board.”

“Mac wouldn’t do that,” I argued. “No way.”

Nadine looked at me for an uncomfortably long time without saying a word.

“Even if that is going on at Pearson,” I continued, “which I doubt, they aren’t doing him any favors. Never mind that it would be really wrong to do that; he also isn’t learning, and when he’s done with basketball, what will he do? It’s actually kind of tragic when you—”

“Tragic? Whoa. So you actually want me to feel sorry for him?!”

“No, I was just . . .” I closed my eyes. “Never mind.”

“He’s too stupid to get into college,” she resumed smoothly, “so I can’t even look forward to him moving out in the near future. Assuming, of course, that they don’t decide to finally freaking hold him back so he can keep on winning for Pearson another year or two. I wouldn’t put that past those corrupt posers. Also assuming—and maybe I shouldn’t—that some college won’t bend up the rules and let him in to play bouncy ball anyway, despite his horrific academic record. Which would be better for me but so unfair.” After a gushy breath, she said, “Cripes. My whole life sucks!”

“No it doesn’t. Come on, Nadine.”

“I’d trade lives with you in a second.”

“Uh huh. Sure.”

“’Cept that’d be really mean, and I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“It can’t be that bad.”

“I am not kidding about this. I’d seriously give up all this junk”—she waved a hand around her room—“to have zero sporto siblings, a dad like Mr. Mac, and a mom who’s on another continent.”

“Everyone has something hard to deal with. I mean, my life hasn’t exactly been a picnic.”

“Nor has it been an utter nightmare.”

“Right now it’s pretty good, and a lot of that is thanks to you”—I gave her shoulders a little squeeze—“and thanks to Mac’s great job.”

“Poor guy. He actually thinks teaching at Pearson is a great job,” she snorted.

“And because he’s gotten to do so much acting,” I pushed on, “which makes him manically happy and uni-focused. But there were tough times for us.”

“Yeah. I s’pose,” she sighed. “Because of moving so much,” she added quietly. “That had to suck in a whole different way.”

“It wasn’t like Mom could’ve told them no about moving. We had to make the best of it.”

“She made choices,” Nadine said simply. It seemed to me that pointing out my mother’s shortcomings was cheering her up. “And her choices made your life really hard. Besides that, she was never around for you. Was never and is not. She’s lucky you have such an awesome dad. Otherwise the guilt load would be crushing on her. Maybe it is, though. I mean, it should be. Nice freaking absentee mom-ism she has going on. Talk about polar opposites, huh? Georgia and Elise, Robert and Mr. Mac?”

“People need to work. Sometimes a lot. In my family, it’s Mom. In your family, it’s your dad. Same thing. Not a bad thing.”

“But Doctor Mom works a lot saving lives. Pose-O-Dad? Not so much. And Georgia wishes she could work so she could further avoid motherhood,” she evaded. “Like, she wants to work at a jewelry store, to surround herself with sparkles or whatever. I heard her say it to her girlfriend. But Robert freaked at her and said he would not ‘have it’ or whatever Cro-Magnon stuff. Those posers. I’m never gonna have kids. It seems like a really stupid, irreversible thing to do, have them and then work so hard at avoiding them for your whole stupid life.”

“People should give serious thought to things like getting married and having kids,” I agreed, “because it is a really huge commitment. And sometimes people don’t think it all through. Or think it through at all. Like, they let their hormones take control and make decisions about ‘forever’ before they really know each other,” I added meaningfully.

Nadine caught the meaning, rolled her eyes at me, and grinned. “But if any of our parents were thinking straight, us two might not even be here right now. Weird, huh? Like, we should be grateful for their lack of straight thinking. Totally twisted, right?”

“Totally,” I agreed. “I am very glad your parents weren’t thinking straight.”

“Right back at ya, Lucy Mac,” she smiled. 
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Chapter 6
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I could feel the tension in the room evaporating now. What a relief.

Nadine lay back on her bed, sighing as she closed her eyes. “You never talk about your shady past, Mackensie. Why not?”

“Probably because it’s not shady or even interesting.”

“Tell me about it anyway. Please? I need a diversion. I need to think about something besides my pitiful life for a spell. Tell me what it was like to live in places like New York and LA. It must’ve been really cool, compared to here. Here is lame.”

“It wasn’t much different, really. Here is honestly the coolest place I’ve ever lived. Get it? Cool? Cold temperatures . . . ?”

Nadine opened her eyes. “Cute, Luce. Come on, tell me stuff.”

“Like what? It was pretty standard, as lives go. We lived in apartments. I went to school. Mom worked.” I shrugged.

“You hung out mucho with your awesome dad,” she added, and I nodded. “But not much with Mrs. Dr. Mackensie, ’cuz she was too busy saving lives.” Nadine had stepped over the “talking about Mom” line once too often today. She sensed it and moved quickly back to the safer ground of my father. “Regardless of location, you get Mr. Mac for a dad, versus the guy I’m stuck with. Seriously, all the kids at school, in every category, love your dad. Even the sportos—as much as they are capable of ‘love,’ I mean.”

I couldn’t help smiling about that. 

“Before Mr. Mac, being in plays was a fairly geeky thing,” Nadine continued. “More geeky than not, I mean. But now it’s all the rage and even crossing over status lines. You did hear that some football idiot was in the ‘chorus’ of the last play, right? Like, doing dance steps and everything, and without knocking people around too much? Unheard of!”

“Mac worked with him a lot, and he did great in the end.”

“If Robert was teaching business crap at Pearson, they’d all hate him. He’d be that teacher everyone complained about.”

“No, he wouldn’t be,” I said without too much conviction.

“Would too! It must be so awesome to live with your dad,” Nadine shifted. “It’s so cool that you call him Mac. I can’t imagine what he would do if I called him Robert—to his face, I mean. Or Bob. I think I’ll try it and see what happens. If I can catch him between business trips. Or during commercials. Grounded, prob’ly. No sense of humor.”

“Nobody’s life is perfect,” I reiterated gently. “Living with Mac can be a real trip. He gets really hyper when he’s doing a play, and he’s a total . . .” I looked around me, “. . . slob. No offense.”

“Maybe that’s all true, but does he ignore you and/or watch the news all the time when he isn’t on chronic business? Does he miss all of your school programs even though he manages to never miss a single freaking sporting event?”

No, of course not. Mac never missed a thing. 

Well, except movie night twice in a row, come to think of it.

“Does he fail to speak words of affection to you day after freaking day? No hugs, no “I’m glad you exist” or whatnot? Prefer your older sibling quite obviously and painfully?” When I only sighed, she murmured, “Sorry. I know—wah wah, poor me.”

“Hey, D! Open up!”

Uh oh. So much for the peace we’d just managed. Nadine looked immediately dangerous. “You have got to be kidding me,” she said through her teeth.

After jiggling the knob vigorously, Bobby pounded on the locked door. “I’m getting pizza and going out! Do you wanna—?”

“That money is mine!” Nadine shrieked. “And Mom said to get Chinese!”

“Well, I don’t want Chinese. I’m getting pizza. You in, Lucy?”

Nadine’s eyes snapped to me before she hollered, “Go out if you want, but you’ll get grounded, moron!”

“Fine. Geez! If you don’t want any dinner, that’s up to you, psycho. Just trying to be . . .” Bobby’s voice gradually faded.

“I wish he would get in his stupid car and drive it right off a cliff,” Nadine hissed. “Too bad there isn’t a freaking cliff for him to drive off of around here,” she added reasonably. “You think he’s good-looking.”

The accusation caught me off guard, though I did manage to say a quick, emphatic, and untruthful, “No.” I added a very unconvincing, “Ew.”

“Of course you do,” she argued. “You might as well admit it. You start drooling the second you see his face.”

“I do not—!”

“But it’s not your fault,” she cut me off. “I guess you are human after all. It’s the voodoo thing. Nothing personal—about him, I mean. He’s just annoyingly nearby.” Nadine shook her head. “I look at him and all I see is ‘attention-sucking moron’ and ‘annoying pig’ and etcetera, but everyone else . . .” She sighed. “Even if he is . . . whatever,” she curled her lip, “‘good-looking,’ he uses it for pure evil, and I hate him. He sucks all of the attention out of . . . out of my life,” she finished, her voice fading. She began studying her fingernails even more intently than before.

“Not all of it,” I said quietly. “Here I am. Remember me? Behind a locked door, with you?”

Nadine grabbed a tissue and began tearing it into strips. “Yeah, I know. And I know you were my friend first. Even after you caught the voodoo, you still are.”

“Yes, I am. And I didn’t catch any voodoo.”

“It’s a pathetically unique scenario,” she went on. “I mean, unlike the rest of the frauds at that school, you weren’t only hanging around me so you could get in his orbit and suck up his voodoo. You wouldn’t believe how many fraudulent ‘let’s have a sleepover—no, I mean at your house’ offers I got back in middle school before I caught on.”

“You found me, remember? I’d still be sitting alone in the cafeteria reading Homer by myself if it wasn’t for you. Or probably I would’ve finished that and moved on to Lord of the Rings.”

“Luce, almost everyone who has ever claimed to be my friend has really wanted to get at him.”

“But not me.”

“It’s so totally, tragically twisted,” she continued over me. “As if he was worth it or even noticed them, and as if I was so stupid that I wouldn’t see right through their posing.”

I waited for her to really look at me. “I am your friend. That’s why I’m here right now, the only reason. Okay?”

“. . . Okay.”

“I don’t even know your brother.”

“What’s to know?” she snorted.

“Apparently I think, deep down in the unconscious area of my brain, that he is attractive. But, also apparently, I can’t help that. And either way, it’s not as if I like him, the way you like Tanner. He seems like . . . I don’t know what.”

“A self-centered phony? A brainless, sportsy creep who loves himself and no one else?” she suggested.

“I like you, even though you tease me and argue with me and are a big slob.”

“Thanks.” Nadine half-smiled as she grabbed another tissue and blew her nose. Looking at the floor she said, “Sorry to be a mush-pot—I mean, cripes, what a lotta spazzing I’m putting you through here today—but I kinda feel the need to say this right now. Having you for a friend . . . means a lot to me. No, not just a lot—a ton! You are seriously the only person I can really talk to, the only one who listens.” She tossed the used tissue to the floor, her eyes still lowered. “Sometimes I think if you weren’t here for me, I might—”

Unfortunately, her carefully chosen, possibly very important words were interrupted by more pounding on the door. Fury quickly renewed and doubled, Nadine raced to it, unlocked it, opened it, and screamed, “WHAT?!”

Bobby’s hair was wet from a shower and he wore a plain T-shirt and gray shorts. He held a phone against his chest. “Last chance. Do you girls wanna have pizza with me or not?” He smiled over Nadine’s shoulder at me. “I’ll order whatever you like—”

Nadine slammed the door on him. Very hard. I winced as it reverberated even more than before. I worried that it actually might have broken.

“I’m trying to be nice here, you psycho! I’m ordering dinner, not trying to pick a big fight with you, Deanie! Whaddya want from me?” Bobby shouted through the trembling wood.

“I WANT YOU TO GO AWAY! HOW MUCH CLEARER CAN I FREAKING BE?!”

“You are psychotic, Nadine!”

“GO AWAY!!!” she screamed.

Okay. Okay. Whoa. I looked at my watch and saw that it was close to four thirty. Good. I’d had more than enough drama for one afternoon, and I was glad it was almost time to go. My ears were ringing, and I felt exhausted. I could not wait for the relaxing time ahead: the scratchy old couch, me and Mac eating pizza, no drama of any kind. (Well, except in the movie.) I tore my notes about the religion paper out of my notebook and set them on top of Nadine’s, readying myself for that quick exit.

But I noticed that Nadine was putting her flute together now. I knew why: music would surely neutralize the dramatic afternoon we had just had and bring it to a good end. I opened my clarinet case and followed suit. Without needing to say a word, we played through the duet we had done for our Honors Band project. After releasing the final notes, we looked at each other and smiled.

“That was awesome,” Nadine whispered. “We are awesome. We are the real beautiful people—you ’n’ me, Lucy Mac. Friendsies forever, right?”

In a moment of rare friendship optimism, I said a firm, “Yes. Forever. Absolutely.”

***
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We found ourselves slightly awkward with each other after such an emotional and revealing afternoon. It was very quiet as we descended the curving stairs.

Honk, honk, honk!

Except for that.

“Looks like Barnacle Head went out,” Nadine finally muttered. “So much for his angelic promises to Georgia. Now I hafta deal with him being all grounded and hanging around here. If she bothers to ground him. That’s how it rolls at this place. Real fair, huh?”

Honk, honk, honk!

My father was embarrassingly overdoing it with that horn out in the driveway. Usually he honked once, if at all. More like a beep, actually. But today . . .

Honk, honk, honk!

Nadine managed a brave, thin smile as she opened the heavy front door for me. “Sounds like an emergency out there. Guess you’d better go.”

Honk, honk, honk! HONK, HONK, HOOOOOOOONK!

“Mac really can’t wait to watch Sabrina, I guess,” I shrugged.

“Can’t wait to be with you,” she said quietly.

I cleared my throat a bit. “What’re you going to do tonight?”

“Dunno. Guess I’ll order Chinese, pay for it with my own money, and write that paper. Fun, fun, fun Friday night for me. . . . Sorry. That sounded totally self-pitying. Ew.”

I gave her a sympathetic look as Mac laid on the horn again. 

HOOOONK, honk, honk!

“I’ll watch a movie or something after that and go to bed early. Cripes, you’d better go,” she added.

“Yeah. He’s . . .” I shrugged.

“Yeah. Well, see ya,” she sighed.

“Not if I see you first.”

“Monday in Mr. Penner’s room, painfully bright and early. Or else out in the hallway first.”

“Both, probably.”

“I’ll email you before that.”

“Okay.” I stood awkwardly in the marble foyer and adjusted my heavy backpack.

“Luce, tell your parents what you want,” Nadine said seriously. “Use your huge amount of guilt power to get yourself living closer to me. Will you try? For me? For both of us?”

I did not agree to anything of the sort, of course, but did firmly say, “Use yours, too.”

Nadine gave another little snort about that.

“You can make things better,” I said earnestly.

“Sure.”

“You can,” I repeated, and then I stepped forward to hug her, which I usually don’t do. But it seemed that our relationship had moved ahead several spaces in the game of life today, and a hug was exactly the thing to do.
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Chapter 7
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Honk, honk, honk! 

HONK, HONK, HOOOOOOOONK!

Several questions lined up all at once. First of all, generally, what in the world was going on? Secondly, had the horn of our ancient station wagon (Old Rusty) always sounded so horribly off-key? I supposed it hadn’t been used much before today—when it was being used way, way too much. Thirdly, why in the world was Mac so impatient? Surely this wasn’t only extreme eagerness for one-on-one time with me. And finally, perhaps most important and disturbing of all . . . why was a burly, bearded, beret-wearing stranger sitting in my seat?

My eager steps slowed. I was exhausted and hungry. I had so been looking forward to pizza-and-movie night, to peace and lack of drama. This confusing development was unexpected, disappointing, and frustrating. It was a struggle to appear neutral as I finished the walk to the car. “Happy” was no longer an option.

You know the devil on one shoulder and angel on the other thing, right? During emotional tugs-of-war such as this, a pitchfork-wielding mini Nadine has been appearing on my shoulder, encouraging me to stand up for myself (not my default position). The opposing angel only coincidentally looks a little like me. Mini Nadine, jabbing at me repeatedly with her little pitchfork, was now hissing, Girl, this is the perfect opportunity to ask for whatever you want! Do not waste it! Ask and pout. Do it for me! Pout, pout, pout! You can do it if you try, V-I-C-T-O-R-Y!

I pushed the bulky box full of essays, which Mac needed to read and grade by Monday, toward the middle of the back seat and climbed awkwardly in. I needed to give the box another push to make room for all of my stuff (backpack, clarinet, school blazer). Those essays, I noted, surely sweated over by his juniors in order to be turned in on time, had been in that box in the back seat, in that same spot, since the previous Monday. 

Nice, Mac, I thought grumpily.

After I gave the rarely used back door an unsatisfying, creaky slam, the bearded stranger in my seat surprised me with a booming, “Greetings, fair maiden!”

“Oh,” I puffed incorrectly. “Uh . . . hi,” I corrected. “Greetings. To you.” I began a search for a seatbelt.

“Hi, honey!” Mac called over his shoulder. “This is Fred Daly—the Fred Daly!”

I nodded a little while continuing my seatbelt hunt (not only needed for the sake of the law; Mac’s driving tends to mandate one).

“From the Shakespeare troupe,” Mac added.

Then I started to get the picture: Shakespeare troupe . . . Hamlet. Oh. Right. That. Today? Really? 

“Fred, this is my daughter, Lucy.”

“Hi,” I said again.

“Ah, Lucy! Fairest Lucy!” was Fred’s booming contrast. This time, he removed his beret and bowed formally. “Though I have traveled the world and seen many a maiden, there is none so fair as thee.”

One thing about actors: they do know how to schmooze. I couldn’t even help smiling after having a “fair maiden” tossed at me like that. Even though it was tossed toward the back seat. From my seat in the front.

And—ah ha! I finally unburied half of the seatbelt. “Thank you, Fred,” I replied a bit awkwardly.

Mac said a good-natured, “Hey, hey, hey! That is my daughter you’re flirting with, sir. Watch it!”

“I actually prefer to go by the name of Claudius, fair Lucy,” Fred chuckled as he put his hat back on. “King Claudius, if you don’t mind. Your Highness will also suffice.”

Mac laughed uproariously, and I wittily said, “Okay.”

“He just now—just today—got back to the States after performing Macbeth at the Globe, Luce!” Mac raved. “The Globe!”

“Huh.”

“The Scottish play!” Fred Daly boomed.

Mac slapped his forehead and said, “Sorry!” (I have no idea what that was about. Some actor thing.) 

“Cool,” I added, though I was honestly more enthused about finding the rest of the seatbelt.

“It appears that I am destined to play the part of bloody, dishonorable king types,” Fred was saying with a regretful shake of his head and a tug at his chin. “It’s the beard. And perhaps the bulk.” He patted his large stomach and chuckled. “At any rate, I, for one, shall never be Hamlet. They will continue to assign that role to strapping young lads such as yourself.”

“Strapping young lads,” Mac chuckled. “Man, directly from the Globe to here with us!” he continued with the gushing.

“I have actually been—in between—at the airport, on a plane, at another airport, and then at my hotel,” Fred supplied.

“It is such an honor to be able to work with you! And I have to apologize for picking you up in this wreck of a car.”

Wreck of a car? As I frowned at the back of Mac’s head, I could not help noting the too-long hair curling up over his collar. The haircut was weeks overdue. I patted Rusty encouragingly. 

Fred let out another booming laugh. “Ah, no, no, my dear Hamlet! This is a fine auto and most cooperative. See how it goes, for example? I find it especially fine as I flee the most disagreeable rental which refused to transport me anywhere at all today,” he said. “A pox—a pox upon them all, I say!”

“Indeed!” Mac agreed, and then he laughed some more. A little too much.

Fred smiled over his shoulder at me. “What then says the fair Lucy?”

About rental cars? I had nothing. I had nothing about much of anything, actually, so I said, “It’s nice to meet you, King Claudius, sir.” And I blushed, of course. I did find myself liking this guy, in spite of Mac’s extreme over-liking and the disappointment of movie night going poof on me.

Fred waved a hand dramatically. “Enough! Enough with the honor at my acquaintance! Alas, I am but a mere mortal amongst better mortals, gentle folks. The honor of our meeting is truly all mine.” He patted Mac on the shoulder. “Besides, alas, later this very evening I will plot to kill this good man, so let us be friends whilst we can.”

“Indeed,” Mac said again, laughing—again—and loving every line that came out of Fred’s mouth.

“Sounds good to me,” I said to the window. My eyes shifted back to Mac’s hair. We had a coupon for Great Clips somewhere. . . .

“So, Luce . . . uh . . . they called this impromptu rehearsal about an hour ago,” Mac finally explained, addressing me via the rearview mirror. “Fortunately, I was at the apartment getting some of those essays graded; otherwise I wouldn’t have gotten Fred’s call. The director gave him our phone numbers ’cuz I was the only one not already at the theater today, meaning it wasn’t so impromptu for everyone else, eh? Anyway, lucky I was home, ’cuz the stupid cell phone battery died on me this afternoon and I couldn’t find the charger. Would’ve missed his call if I was out and about, ya know?”

I had reminded him—twice—to plug in the cell phone last night. And as for that grading he had been getting done . . . I glanced at the box of untouched essays beside me. Mac had been rehearsing Shakespeare all afternoon; I was almost positive about that.

“Your father was good enough to rescue me in a time of great need,” Fred chuckled. “My rental car refused to do my bidding today. So, off with its head, I say!”

“Off with its head indeed!” Mac echoed. “Off with them all! With all the heads! Of all the autos!” Then he gushily gushed, “Anytime, Fred.”

“The rental company is making a switch for me this evening whilst we rehearse. I expect a new and working chariot when I return to the Grand Hotel, but I thank you kindly, sir, for this.”

“Anything. Anytime.”

Oh, good grief. I was beginning to worry that Mac would soon offer Fred Daly his firstborn child (me) or something. “So . . . um . . . is this a really short rehearsal?” I asked faintly.

Mac and Fred both boomed out laughter at the question, which was not meant to be funny.

“Dang it, we’re gonna be late!” Mac rapidly tapped the steering wheel as a light refused to turn green just to annoy him. He craned his neck, looking thoroughly in each direction. Then he said, “I think this light’s broken. I’m gonna go.”

“Mac!”

“Kidding,” he chuckled, though I don’t think he was. “I’m just kidding, Luce. I wouldn’t actually—” ZOOM!

Fred, very calm in comparison to my father, now looked out his window and whistled between his teeth. “Your daughter consorts amongst the ruling class of this land, I see.”

“Yep. Lucy’s best friend is amongst the ruling class, alright.”

“Mac, thirty miles per hour,” I pointed out through tight teeth.

Fred chuckled at our father-daughter driving banter as Mac slowed just a bit. “We’re around the corner from the high school where I teach English part-time,” he explained, craning his neck to see past Fred to make a turn. “Pearson Academy. It’s a private Catholic school—a prep school.” Shrug.

Fred pressed himself back against the seat as much as was possible so Mac could see. He said a kingly, knowing sort of, “Ah,” about all that.

“Buncha kiddos who drive nicer cars than me and live in way fancier dwellings,” Mac muttered. “But!” He held up a finger dramatically. “Academically, it’s highly rated, and Lucy’s doing great. Showing ’em all how it’s done. Right, Luce? Raising the bar, raising up that curve. . . . Come on, come on!” Mac roared at the car in front of us. And there went the horn again. HOOOOOOONK! “Sorry ’bout this. Just trying to get us there quickly. Uh, would you mind running through some lines with me whilst I break the speed barrier, Your Highness?” Chuckle, chuckle. “Luce, keep your eyes peeled for the law.”

“Mac, seriously!” I protested, but my words went unheard as he immediately began rambling off loud Shakespeare. Once he gets going with that, there’s really no point in arguing.

So we sped north, and like a good little accomplice, I kept my eyes peeled for police cars. And I thought this thought, because I really couldn’t help it: this is the man who is going to teach me how to drive.

Brentwood-type mansions had faded to modest houses, giving way to strip malls. And pizza places, I pouted—to myself, because no one was paying attention. Pouting to myself was the only pouting I did. So far. Pouting to another person was yet to be attempted.

. . . You in, Lucy? . . .

Oh my gosh, had Bobby Brentwood, the most popular guy at Pearson, actually invited me to join him for dinner tonight? I mean, he was obviously teasing, but the words had been said. I had heard them being said. I hadn’t imagined them. I would never have dared to imagine . . . Me and him, sharing a pizza? Really? What in the world would we have talked about? How do you have a conversation while eating, anyway? The whole thing was ridiculous. If we had shared a pizza, Nadine would’ve been there too, and there would’ve been fighting. A food fight, possibly. Very messy. Yikes.

It never would’ve happened.

. . . You . . . have a secret admirer. . . .

And then there was that. Dave Stencil, clutching his hair in agony . . . Please, God, don’t let it be true! Don’t let it be real. Don’t let it be Dave.

But Dave didn’t have my phone number. It was unlisted. Nobody had my phone number—except, apparently, the play director and Fred Daly.

And Nadine would never . . . She wouldn’t dare.

Partially comforted, I stopped those sorts of thoughts and focused on the world rushing by my back-seat window. It was rush hour, but the rush was not to the city. Commuters were heading away and toward home to spend Friday night with their families . . . watching movies, eating pizza . . . I ignored mini Nadine’s steady pitchfork pokes and reminders about my tremendous guilt power. An audible sigh, a comment about my empty stomach—both could be beneficial. But no, I couldn’t do that now. No way. Not while Mac was driving like a maniac and reciting Shakespeare. And besides, power was best wielded from the front seat. I knew that much, at least. And also not with Fred Daly there. Guilt- or power-tripping in front—or back—of other people (especially greatly admired strangers) was unfair. I am nothing if not fair.

Mac must’ve messed up a line in a funny way, because Fred laughed merrily. My overly happy, gushy father did not join him. He smacked himself on the forehead instead, causing Rusty to swerve dangerously into the next lane and horns to honk all around us.

“Mac! Be careful!” I cried out, but I don’t think he heard me, what with all those horns honking. I counted to ten to calm myself and then needed to keep going all the way up to twenty. 

My heartbeat had returned to just about normal as, with tires squealing, we turned into the theater district. And then, with luck and a prayer (literally—please, God, help us!), we made it to the old Grand Theater without getting a ticket or any further incidents.

Mac pulled dramatically into the litter-strewn parking lot with its barely visible parking space lines. He parked Old Rusty amidst the twenty or so other cars, most in approximately the same condition: old and rusty. He opened his door and got out quickly. I don’t think he realized he had left the car running.

Instead of dashing into the building as I’d thought he would in his current state, he surprised me by opening my door next and holding out his hand. “Come on,” he urged. He seemed to have forgotten all about our celebrity passenger, who was now heaving his large self out of the front seat with a bit of difficulty. “Let’s go!”

“Well . . . okay,” I said. I shot a look toward Fred as I reached for my backpack. “But—?”

“You won’t need that.” Mac grabbed my hand and all but pulled me out of the car.

“What is wrong with you?” I hissed, flicking another look at Fred. 

He had made it out and was now chuckling good-naturedly in our direction. “What say you, young Hamlet? Shall I turn off the vehicle, grab these keys, and lock up?”

***
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Without explanation, I was pulled through the dark, deserted lobby and into an even more deserted coat-check room. I was beginning to feel real concern. “What is going on?” Mac’s hand in mine was clammy. He was so hyper that I wondered if he had finally caffeinated himself to the point of madness. “What is it? Are you alright?”

He shook his head, increasing my worry to a dangerous level. Something was suddenly and urgently wrong here. Had he only been faking in the car, over-laughing about everything Fred had said? He was a great actor, after all.

“Mac?”

He licked his lips nervously and said, “I don’t think I can do this. Scratch that. I can’t do this. No way.”

Oh. Okay. That’s all this was. “Mac,” I sighed, “don’t do this again.”

“I don’t know the lines, Luce! I haven’t been working on this. It’s been too long. . . . I can’t! This is real. It isn’t like community theater or a high school play—these are actors! They are professionals! That was Fred Daly in my car! No. No way. This is serious! What am I doing here? I shouldn’t be here!” He looked absolutely terrified.

And whatever else was going on inside of me—disappointment, frustration, exhaustion, hunger, personal . . . strange . . . concerns—those words and the look on that beloved face melted it all away. I turned into a gooey puddle. He needed me, and my heart was only aching with love for him. 

I flicked disapproving, pitchfork-wielding mini Nadine off my shoulder and took Mac’s other clammy hand in mine. I squeezed both of them. “Look at me.” I said it again, and he looked. “Can’t do this? Can’t do this? Are you kidding me? Of course you can do this! We both know you can. I mean, come on. Seriously, you have been preparing for this night for at least a decade. Including,” I said slowly, “this afternoon. All afternoon . . . ?”

He almost smiled an admission about that.

“Mac, no one knows this stuff like you do. No one. Absolutely no one. You are the biggest Shakespeare geek this side of the . . . of the equator.”

“The biggest? You’re sure there isn’t someone even bigger?”

“Positive. I googled ‘biggest Shakespeare geek,’ and you came up on top—on this side of the equator, I mean. There’s this penguin down south giving you a run for your money.” 

He chuckled at my stupid joke. “Oh yeah?”

“Seriously, you are ready. Of course you are! You not only know Hamlet, you know every play Shakespeare ever wrote. You know all of them line by line, and you know all the parts. Of all of them, you know Hamlet the most obnoxiously well. It is absolutely ridiculous how well you know this stuff. You have been quoting Shakespeare at me my whole life. So breathe, okay? Take a few breaths and calm down.”

Still gripping my hands almost painfully, Mac closed his eyes and nodded slowly. He let out a breath, took in another, long and slow, let it out. His grip gradually began to loosen.

“Maybe your faith in yourself is a little shaky right now, but my faith in you isn’t,” I said quietly. “It’s very solid. And I believe you can do anything you set your mind to. If you let yourself think for a second, you’ll know that’s true too. Look what you’ve accomplished. Think about how freaked out we were just last summer and where you are now. Not in this coat closet—that’s not what I mean—but here at this theater, about to act with professionals. And most importantly,” I said when his eyes were on mine, “the professional actors you’re so scared of chose you to be the guest star of their play. They called a last-minute rehearsal and expected you to jump up on stage and be awesome. I mean, who can do that? You can, and it means something, Mac. You know it does. And so, logically, you should know you can do this tonight, and, so, you can stop freaking out anytime now. Okay?”

His smile grew as he looked into my eyes. He nodded, calm now, hands no longer shaking. “You make some valid points, cupcake.”

“I know I do. And look, besides all that logical stuff, I love you so much. . . .” I stopped to clear my throat. “And that should give you all the rest of the confidence you need.”

“Yeah. It sure does, babe,” he whispered. “It sure does.”

“So get out there. You’re holding up the whole darned rehearsal,” I said, blinking away tears. “Don’t let all that crazy driving be for nothing. You kook.”

The hug knocked me backward a bit, jangling a row of empty coat hangers. “Thank you, Lucy. Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Mac whispered in my ear. “What would I do without you?” he added, kissing the side of my head.

“Fall apart completely, no doubt. How about let’s never find out?”

“Sounds good to me.” He took my hand again and pulled me along after him, out of that coat-check room and toward the auditorium doors.

Seconds later, we burst into the theater. A crowd of actors began clapping and cheering, warmly welcoming Prince Hamlet to their rehearsal. Mac turned to me, his blue eyes sparkling now and a wide grin on his face. “Sit here,” he whispered, finally releasing my hand. He pointed to the front center seat and added, “Please? Will you stay close for me? Be my lucky charm tonight?”

And I said, “Okay,” of course, because how could I not? He needed someone who loved him to be front and center, so I was front and center. That’s how we roll.
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Chapter 8
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Time for Mac and Mom’s backstory. A story about me has to begin with them, because that’s how I began. Obviously. Like we all do. What I mean is, we are shaped by the people who come before us. In, uh, many ways.

Anyway, I began with Mac and Mom, a boy and a girl who started out thousands of miles apart and then . . . ended up even more apart. Nadine probably knows exactly how far it is. For now we will deal with the fact that it is far. And ironic. (Remember what I said about my life being all about irony?)

Elise was born in California to the wealthy and powerful Randall family. They had not one but two great big houses. And a few smaller ones here and there too. From the very start of their lives, Elise and her younger brother were given the very best of everything, including every possible opportunity to excel and succeed in life. As babies, that meant the best nannies and nurses—but not in place of a doting mother; in addition to one. A good start in life, to be sure.

As beloved little Elise emerged from babyhood, it became clear to her watchful and doting parents that she was gifted. And because she was gifted, and a Randall, regular toddler activity would simply not be enough. Not a moment was to be wasted; their amazing little sponge needed to begin absorption. And so began a busy schedule. Elise engaged in every learning experience available to a three-year-old of her status, including the best preschool that could be found and paid for. And soon the awards, pictures, videos and certificates began to pile up.

When it was time for elementary school, the Randalls discussed a private tutor for their advanced daughter. But Elise’s mother argued that she did not want her child kept away from other children; she was already beginning to seem too separate and alone. It would have to be a private school, one with an excellent gifted program, she reasoned—but a school, not a private tutor. And so it was. They enrolled her in the best private school that could be found and paid for and then watched anxiously for signs that Elise was not being challenged enough.

They need not have worried. Their daughter knew very well how to challenge herself as elementary school went on. While other fifth-grade girls troubled themselves with cute outfits and hair, serious Elise Randall was busy preparing for her future as a doctor. She did not care about sparkly clothes, stuffed animals, or boys. She was a girl who took school very seriously, a girl who took life very seriously. Elise very seriously wanted to be a doctor, and as soon as possible.

Also unlike most girls her age, Elise was very close to her father. She even considered him to be her best friend. The two talked nearly every night, no matter where he was in the world. They talked about anything and everything, often about ways to make the world a better place, her future career as a doctor, and their lives together forever. She loved him infinitely, and he loved her back with all of his heart and considerable might. And so on it went as years hurried by. 

When not researching medical specialties, teenage Elise began serious study for the medical entrance exam (the MCAT), frequently taking her study guide to the cafeteria during lunch. And why not? she thought. She was not only going to take that test as soon as possible, she was going to score higher than anyone had ever scored. So she had better get to it. Elise liked to be challenged, and the test, finally, was a real and worthy challenge for her.

Elise Randall finished high school (the best private high school that could be found and paid for) after only three years, unsurprisingly at the top of her class.

Though her father encouraged and applauded the accelerated learning and his daughter’s determined drive, her mother had concerns. She could not help but notice that her son’s life contrasted sharply with her daughter’s. Though also an A student, bright, and motivated, Phillip Jr.’s days were full of friends, fun, and adventure. He was always smiling and often brought young ladies home to meet his mother. Elise, her mother noted, did not bring home dates, have fun, or smile much. Her life was a determined quest, and while that was admirable, would her daughter, in the end, be a brilliant and talented doctor but all alone? Could a mother live with that?

These questions haunted Mrs. Randall so much that when it was time for college, she finally decided to step in. Over lunch at an out-of-the-way restaurant, she spoke seriously to Elise about slowing down and enjoying life, making friends and finding hobbies. Elise listened to this quietly, thoughtfully, and with growing amazement. These things had simply never occurred to her.

Later, alone in her room, she paged through the brochures her mother had presented from colleges and universities in faraway places, including the Midwest. She pondered her mother’s words, especially the final ones of the conversation: “Don’t tell Dad about this.” But how could she not tell Dad about this? He was her best friend. And besides, he had already arranged for her to have a car and a student apartment near campus at UCLA. Her course schedule was set and paid for. So was . . . well, parking, and her new phone number. It was already decided.

Or was it? Her mother believed there were still options for her—several of them, in fact. But could she leave California, leave her father, break away, and do something so radical and impractical as to enroll in a university thousands of miles away in order to have fun? Put her medical career and dreams in the background and simply enjoy life? Did people do that?

Elise spent a lot of time thinking and studying the brochures from obscure little colleges. She found herself drawn to those happy-faced students in the pictures. She wondered if she could ever be one of them, if she should be one of them . . . and strangely found herself wanting that very much.

While her father was away on an extended business trip, Elise and her mother visited the campus of a small university in Minnesota, one Elise had literally chosen by closing her eyes and plucking a brochure from the large pile. They both found it to be a beautiful, serene, and peaceful place. As Elise walked the small campus arm in arm with her mother, she found herself smiling. She became more and more sure that this was indeed what she wanted: to anonymously spend some time in this place, slowing down and enjoying life. Maybe she would pick up a hobby or two, read some books for fun, make a friend.

As that unreal weekend wrapped up, she became completely sure, and the two of them took care of everything before flying home. Elise Randall and her stellar academic record were welcomed with open arms to the small school, regardless of admission deadlines. Forms were filled out. Tuition was paid in full with a check from her mother’s private account. Then Elise was assigned to a room in an unglamorous dormitory with a shared bathroom. Her roommate was a girl named Alexis Blake from Wisconsin.

Elise Randall was all set to begin her studies in late August.

Her father wasn’t upset. He was beyond furious: shocked, hurt, stunned, and painfully disappointed. Bitter arguments broke out between father and mother and between father and daughter as Elise stood up for her decision and for her mother. She sided against her beloved father for the first time ever, and it was horrible and difficult, and yet she did not—could not—back down.

Her father did not back down either, and so it was that Elise left home with a painful, enormous rift between them for the first time. Many tears were shed on the plane as she sat beside her grimly determined mother, questioning the decision to leave home all the way to the airport.

But lightness and sureness found her again as she finished placing her things just so around her side of the small, shared living space. Sureness found her even more as she spent time with cheerful, friendly Alexis. A sense of calm and expectation dulled the ache of homesickness and that strain between her and her father. She needed this. It was the right thing for her and her life. She had worked so hard, and now she deserved this. She was sure of it. She knew that he would come around. Eventually. He was hurt now, but he was also her best friend and loved her infinitely. She had to give him time.

Alexis, like Elise’s brother, always seemed to be full of fun and laughter. Under her influence, Elise packed away her MCAT study guide and anatomy textbooks. She focused only on her current courses and began to slow down and relax for the first time ever. She found it very strange to take what other students considered a full load and still have so much time on her hands. 

Elise spent that extra time taking long walks around the lovely campus, breathing in the fresh air and enjoying the change of season as autumn colors began to appear. Though others spoke ominously of that mysterious snowy season of winter, she looked forward to it greatly. 

She wrote long, detailed letters to her mother, spent time in the fiction section of the library, signed up for and enjoyed a Shakespeare class, and planned to sign up for Beginning French and a philosophy class.

Alexis and other girls from the dorm encouraged Elise to join them for many a social event—even on school nights when studying should be done. Movies, on-campus lectures, or gatherings took up their time, and often they would stay up late, eating popcorn and discussing things while listening to music. After a while, Elise was amazed to find that she had friends, and while with these friends, she sometimes even giggled. This was amazing new stuff for serious, studious Elise Randall. She was having fun while learning, getting straight As while working toward her pre-med degree, and enjoying it all. This time in her life was as magical and amazing as anything she had ever experienced. She was truly happy.

When too much time had gone by without reconciliation of any kind, she reached out first. She wrote a letter to her father, tucked inside a carefully chosen card from the campus book store. The card expressed how dear he was to her and how much she loved him. The letter expressed how very much she was enjoying her experience and how desperately she wanted for them to be close again. She mailed it off and then prayed that the response would not be . . . nothing.

As it turned out, she needn’t have worried. Mr. Randall’s response was far from nothing. He even sent an elaborate gift: the shiny new car that she would have had at UCLA. Topped with a large red bow, the car showed up outside the dormitory, causing much excitement and wonder among her fellow students. But to Elise, much more important than the car was the letter which granted forgiveness and promised his love and ongoing closeness forever. 

They talked that evening for over an hour, and regularly from then on. With her relationship with her father back in place, Elise’s enjoyment of college was nearly perfect. And so time went on, and all was well. Better than well—all was wonderful.

Elise Randall, in addition to being brilliant, was a pretty girl, and that fact was not unnoticed throughout the small campus. As her second year got underway, she was sought out for dates. She accepted many, though none led to anything serious until the fall of her junior year. She then, almost without conscious thought or decision, found herself in a comfortable relationship with a young man from her chemistry class named Brian. Weekends became very pleasant and routinely included enjoyable double dates with Alexis and her boyfriend. 

But while Brad and Alexis became more and more solid, exclusive, and together, Brian called an end to the relationship with Elise, leaving her stunned. She had never been “dismissed” like that before. It was shockingly painful. Why? she kept asking herself. What had she done wrong?

Midway through her junior year, feeling the loss of her roommate’s attention and with Brad always hanging around and asking to borrow her car, Elise began fighting loneliness and depression. She began questioning the whole idea of her Midwestern college experience and being so far away from her family. Though thoughts of returning to California were nagging at her (her father strongly encouraged the idea), she also found herself fighting stubbornly against it. She had never given up on or failed at anything before, and she did not want to start now. Brian was unworthy of her anyway. Good riddance. She was going to be a doctor, and that was important. More important than him. More important than having Alexis as a friend, too. 

She spent a lot of time on the hallway phone with her father throughout that dark time, absorbing his loving pep talks about her greatness and potential. She loved to hear him speak about her extraordinary talents and gifts, which were often isolating. She needed to hear that other young people did not understand, but that someday soon that would all change. She would greatly enjoy the rewards of all her hard work. She would also find the right young man to be with forever. She would be happy, very happy—of course she would—and successful too. He had no doubt at all. His words lifted her up out of the dark depression bit by bit, giving her hope and a new determination. 

At her father’s suggestion, she transferred to a private dorm room, away from Alexis and Brad. And then the future doctor got back to work.

***
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Mac did not start out as the star of the show. In fact, he did not even start out as Mac. He was christened Benjamin Allan Mackensie and was called Ben by all who knew him—never Benjamin. He spent his childhood on a dairy farm in a small community in Iowa, where life was busy and bustling with hard work.

Unlike Elise Randall, Ben did not go to a fancy preschool or take any kinds of lessons when he was three. Back then, he tended to spend his time following his dad around the farm. When that was not possible, and when the weather was right, he plunked himself in the center of the big sandbox—an old tractor tire—in the shade of an enormous old walnut tree near the house. Ben would entertain himself for hours with his toy tractors and/or dinosaurs. If asked what he wanted to do when he grew up, without hesitation, little Ben would say that he wanted to be “just like his dad.”

His mother’s daily job, aside from feeding him and making sure he was safe, was to clean him up and somehow get him to sit still. Then she would read stories to him in hopes of engaging him in the written word. She wanted him to be ready when it was time for school. This was not an easy job with energetic little Ben.
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