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  Chapter 1




  Trouble in our family is spelled with a capital C and has been as long as I can remember. The C stands for Charles. He’s my older brother, two years and

  four months older to be exact. Ever since the phone call about him last night, I’ve felt incredibly tense. And now, at this very minute, my parents are driving up to Vermont, to

  Charles’s boarding school, to find out if he’s actually been kicked out or if he’s just been suspended again.




  I tried to take a deep breath. I read an article about relieving tensions in Psychology Today. You take a deep breath, then count to ten as you slowly release it. But as I inhaled, I

  caught the scent of the fresh lilacs on Ms Lefferts’s desk and I started to cough. Ms Lefferts, my seventh-grade English teacher, looked over at me. She was discussing the three most

  important elements in making a biography come alive for the reader. When I coughed again, she crossed the room and opened two windows from the bottom, letting in the spring breeze.




  The class was restless, shifting around in their seats, counting the hours till school let out so they could enjoy the first really warm day of the year. But the clock on the wall read 10:17.

  The day was just beginning. And the date on the chalkboard said FRIDAY, MAY 8. Still seven weeks of school to go.




  I forced my mind back to class.




  ‘So now that we’ve come to the end of our unit on biographies,’ Ms Lefferts was saying, ‘I have an assignment for you.’ She walked back to her desk and stood there,

  looking at us, a half smile on her face. She knows exactly how to get our attention. She makes good use of pregnant pauses. I once used that expression in class and have been paying for it ever

  since. Now I would know better. Now I would say dramatic pauses.




  ‘I want you to write a biography of your own lives,’ Ms Lefferts continued. ‘Not an autobiography, but a biography. Who can explain the difference?’ She took a

  hair clip out of her desk drawer and held it between her teeth while she gathered her streaked blonde hair into a ponytail. She looked around the room as she fastened it, waiting for someone to

  respond to her question.




  Max Wilson raised his hand.




  ‘Yes, Max?’ Ms Lefferts said.




  ‘An autobiography is about the life of a car,’ Max said.




  The class cracked up. Ms Lefferts didn’t.




  ‘Get it?’ Max asked. ‘Auto . . . biography.’




  ‘Yes, Max . . . I get it,’ Ms Lefferts said. Then she sighed deeply.




  I cannot believe that just a few months ago I liked Max Wilson. I actually spent the entire seventh-grade dance with my head nestled on his shoulder. We even kissed in the parking lot while we

  were waiting for our rides home. What a revolting thought! Now I understand that I never really liked Max, the person. It’s just that he is the only boy in seventh grade who’s taller

  than me.




  ‘Rachel . . .’ Ms Lefferts said.




  I snapped to attention. Ms Lefferts was calling on me even though I hadn’t raised my hand. I hate it when teachers do that. But I said, ‘The difference between a biography and an

  autobiography is that in an autobiography the writer is writing about his or her own life. In a biography the writer is writing about the life of someone else.’




  ‘Exactly,’ Ms Lefferts said. ‘Thank you, Rachel.’ Then she went on to explain that she wants us to write a short biography of our own lives, as if we don’t know

  anything about ourselves until we go to the library to do research. ‘And try to hold it to five pages, please.’




  Ms Lefferts never says a paper has to be at least five pages. She uses reverse psychology on us. And it always works.




  I began to think about my biography right away. Luckily my French teacher was absent, and the substitute told us since she doesn’t know one word of French, we could use the period as a

  study hour. I opened my notebook and started writing, ignoring the kids who were using the period to torture the substitute.




   




  RACHEL LOWILLA ROBINSON




  A Biography




  Part One – The Unexpected Visitor




  Rachel Lowilla Robinson was born tall. The average infant measures nineteen inches at birth but Rachel measured twenty-three. She was the third child born to Nell and Victor

  Robinson, following Jessica, who was four, and Charles, who was twenty-eight months. The Robinsons had planned on only two children, so Rachel was, as they sometimes put it, the unexpected

  visitor.




  From her mother, Rachel inherited her height and her curly auburn hair. From her father, dark eyes and a love of music. Although her mother was from Boston and her father from Brooklyn, the

  Robinsons settled in Connecticut to raise their family, in an area of cluster housing called Palfrey’s Pond, located just one hour from New York City by train.




  Nell Robinson liked to say Rachel was mature from the day she was born. ‘She was born thirty-five,’ Mrs Robinson joked with her friends. But obviously that wasn’t true. Rachel

  was born a baby, like everyone else. She just did things a little earlier. For example, at eight months Rachel was walking. At eighteen months she was speaking in three-word sentences. She could

  read at three and at four she could pick out tunes on the piano. Her favourite was the theme from Sesame Street, which Jessica and Charles watched on TV every day. Rachel’s first

  memory was of Charles biting her on the leg, right above her knee. She was barely two at the time.




  By first grade it occurred to Rachel that she was different. As her classmates were learning to read, she was finishing the Beverly Cleary books and starting the Little House set. As

  they were learning to add and subtract simple numbers, she enjoyed adding up long columns of figures, especially the register tape from the supermarket. This difference did not make her happy.




  I was careful, in Part One, not to tell too much. I told just enough to show Ms Lefferts I’ve given serious thought to this assignment. And even though I tried to use

  interesting details, little-known facts and humorous anecdotes – the three most important elements in making a biography come alive for the reader – I was not about to share the private

  details of my family life. I was not about to discuss Charles.




  The bell rang before I had the chance to start Part Two. I didn’t notice until then that I hadn’t had any trouble breathing while I was writing. I guess Psychology Today is

  right when they tell you to get your mind off whatever is making you feel tense and on to something else. I picked up my books and went to the cafeteria to meet Stephanie and Alison for lunch.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ Steph asked, the second I sat down. She was already halfway through a bologna sandwich.




  ‘What do you mean?’ I said.




  ‘You’re doing that thing with your mouth.’




  ‘I am?’ Last year the dentist made me a kind of retainer to wear at night, to keep me from clenching my jaw, but I left it at Steph’s in January and haven’t seen it

  since. My parents still don’t know I lost it.




  ‘You get an A minus or something?’




  ‘No,’ I told her.




  ‘Then what?’




  ‘Charles.’




  ‘Again?’




  I nodded and began to peel a hard-boiled egg. All three of us bring our lunch. We’re convinced we’ll live longer that way.




  ‘Why doesn’t Charles ever come home?’ Alison asked, chewing on a carrot stick. She’s small and delicate and eats so slowly she hardly ever has time to finish her lunch.

  But that doesn’t bother her. Hardly anything does. She’s probably never had trouble breathing in her entire life. She’s probably never even felt tense. We are total opposites, so

  it’s amazing that we’re friends. ‘I mean, doesn’t he want to?’ she continued.




  ‘I guess not.’ I salted my egg, then bit into it.




  ‘I don’t get it,’ Alison said. She’s never met Charles, since he left for Vermont last August and she didn’t move here from L.A. until Labor Day. Actually Steph met

  Alison first and they hit it off right away. She didn’t even tell me Alison’s adopted or that her birth mother’s Vietnamese until school started. I used to worry that Steph,

  who’s been my best friend since second grade, would forget about me. Actually, I still do. But at the moment it seems to be working out OK, even though I know she and Alison prefer each

  other’s company to mine.




  ‘There’s nothing to get,’ I told her. ‘Except that he’s impossible! Now, could we please change the subject?’




  ‘Impossible how?’ Alison asked, ignoring my request.




  ‘Rude and obnoxious.’




  Alison looked over at Stephanie to see if she agreed. Stephanie nodded. ‘He’s definitely rude.’ Steph took a mirror out of her backpack and set it on the table. She opened her

  mouth wide to make sure food wasn’t caught in her braces. Stephanie is the least self-conscious person I know.




  ‘How’d he get that way?’ Alison asked.




  I was really getting annoyed and Alison could tell. She offered me her bag of potato chips. ‘How does anybody get that way?’ I said, reaching in and grabbing a handful.
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  Chapter 2




  When I got home from school, my cousin Tarren was at the house. She’s twenty-two and has a ten-month-old baby, Roddy. She could tell I was surprised to see her.

  ‘Nell and Victor had to go to Vermont,’ she said, using my parents’ first names. ‘It has something to do with Charles,’ she added, as if I didn’t know.




  ‘Jess and I could have managed on our own,’ I told her, irritated that Mom had asked her to come over without discussing it with me.




  Tarren bent down to tie her running shoes. She’s tall, like all the women in our family, but her hair is black and her eyes blue. Jessica and I were bridesmaids at her wedding two years

  ago. Now she’s divorced. She and Bill, the guy she married, didn’t get along even though they went together all through high school and two years of college. Tarren says Bill

  couldn’t accept adult responsibilities, like being a father. He moved out west after the divorce and spends all his time hang gliding. His picture was on the cover of Hang Glider

  magazine a few months ago. He looked like some sort of strange prehistoric bird.




  ‘Nell asked me to spend the night,’ Tarren said, ‘since tonight is Jessica’s junior prom and all . . .’




  I had totally forgotten about Jessica’s prom. I’d be devastated if it were my junior prom and Mom and Dad were away because of Charles.




  ‘I promised we’d take lots of pictures,’ Tarren said. ‘I brought my new camera.’ She grabbed it off the kitchen counter. ‘It’s a PHD. The guy at the

  store claims you can’t take a bad picture with it.’ She pointed it at me. ‘You know what PHD stands for?’ she asked. ‘Press Here, Dummy!’ She laughed as

  she pressed but I jumped out of the way.




  ‘Rachel! That was my last shot.’




  ‘Sorry.’




  ‘I guess it doesn’t matter. Nell said you’ve got two rolls of film in the fridge.’




  I couldn’t believe that in the midst of a family crisis Mom would remember we had film in the refrigerator. I guess Tarren could tell what I was thinking because she said, ‘Nell is

  the most amazing woman!’




  I’ve heard that expression more times than I can count. It’s true Mom is a successful trial lawyer, but I don’t see what’s so amazing about that. I expect to do just as

  much with my life.




  ‘Between you and me,’ Tarren continued, ‘I think it’s grossly unfair that Nell has to spend so much of her time worrying about your brother. A lot of kids would jump at

  the chance to change places with him. He doesn’t appreciate what he has. That’s his problem!’




  I didn’t feel like talking about Charles, so I told Tarren I had homework and went up to my room.




  Later the two of us had supper in the kitchen while Jessica soaked in a bubble bath upstairs. Tarren likes to hear about school since she’s studying to be a teacher. So I told her about

  the biography and what Max Wilson had said in class. She laughed and laughed. She’ll probably be a good teacher. She wants to teach fourth grade, which should be just right for her. We ate

  standing at the counter – tuna right from the can, lettuce leaves pulled off the head and, for dessert, frozen Milky Ways left over from Halloween. We’re lucky we didn’t break our

  teeth on them.




  ‘Is this how you eat every night?’ I asked, thinking of the way we sit down to dinner, the table set with place mats and pretty dishes.




  ‘Rachel,’ Tarren said, ‘when you have a ten-month-old to worry about, plus papers and exams, you just don’t have time to think about meals. If my mom

  doesn’t fix supper, I’m happy grazing. When Roddy’s older, it’ll be different. I’ll have a teaching job and my own place and . . .’ Her voice drifted off for a

  minute. ‘But not everyone can be a wonder woman like your mother.’




  ‘Dad helps. He does all the grocery shopping.’




  ‘Well, I’m a single parent. There won’t be anyone around to help me.’




  ‘Maybe you’ll get married again,’ I suggested, causing Tarren to choke on her Natural Lime Spritzer, which she was swigging straight out of the bottle.




  ‘Pul-eeese . . .’ she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. She sounded exactly like one of my friends.




  We could hear Jessica rustling in her magenta taffeta prom dress before we actually saw her. She let me try it on last week. It fitted perfectly. Jess and I could be doubles except she has a

  major case of acne. She uses a heavy medicated make-up that hides some of it on good days. On bad days nothing can hide it.




  As Jess came down the stairs, Tarren snapped away. I was surprised when Jess posed for the camera. Usually she refuses to have her picture taken. But tonight she put her arms around me, as if I

  were her date, and twirled me across the room until we were both laughing our heads off and so dizzy we fell back on to the sofa.




  ‘You two are so great!’ Tarren said. ‘You remind me of me and my friends when we were your age.’ She turned serious. ‘Enjoy it now,’ she told us,

  ‘because life isn’t always all you thought it’d be.’ She paused for a minute, then added, ‘I speak from experience.’




  Neither of us knew how to respond. Finally Jessica cleared her throat and said, ‘Tarren . . . didn’t you say you have to run over to the library?’




  ‘Well . . . yes,’ Tarren answered, ‘but only for a little while.’




  ‘Why don’t you go now?’ Jess suggested. ‘The library closes at nine.’




  I found it strange that Jessica was suddenly so anxious for Tarren to go to the library.




  ‘I’ve just got to pick up some books,’ Tarren explained to me. ‘We’re studying the gifted and talented child this month.’




  I felt my face turn hot.




  ‘I won’t be long,’ she said.




  As soon as she was gone, Jessica let out a sigh and raced upstairs. Ten minutes later she returned transformed in Mom’s slinky black dress, satin heels and dangling earrings. She’d

  put on dark, wine-coloured lipstick and had pinned her hair back on one side, letting the rest fall over her face.




  I almost passed out. ‘Jessica . . .’




  She held up her hand. ‘Don’t say it, Rachel. We’ll have pictures of me in pink.’




  ‘But Mom will—’ I began again.




  ‘Mom’s not here, is she? And if someone at school tells Dad, it will be too late. The prom will be over.’




  Dad teaches history at the high school and coaches the track team. Someone will definitely tell him about this. Someone will say, ‘That was some outfit your daughter wore to the prom,

  Victor!’




  A car horn tooted. Jess took a quick look out the window. ‘My chariot,’ she said.




  I followed as she ran down the front walk. ‘And not a word about this to anyone,’ she called over her shoulder, tripping on Mom’s heels. ‘Understand?’




  Her friends Richie, Ed, Marcy and Kristen whooped and whistled when they saw her. Jess says she has the best friends ever. She says she can tell them anything. But I think they were surprised

  tonight.




  ‘Get the camera, Rachel,’ Jess called. I ran inside for Tarren’s PHD and snapped one group photo before they all piled back into the car.




  I tried to imagine the three of us – Stephanie, Alison and me – going to our junior prom four years from now. Will we go in a group like Jess and her friends, or with individual

  dates? Jess says it’s better to go in a group. There are fewer disappointments that way. I don’t know. I think it would be more romantic to go with someone you really like. But if it

  came down to Max Wilson or my friends, I would definitely choose my friends.




  As they pulled out, I called, ‘Drive carefully!’




  ‘We always do,’ Jess called back, laughing.




  I watched them drive away. Then I went back into the house, wondering what Mom will say if she finds out Jess wore her black dress. She’ll probably blame herself, I thought.

  She’ll probably say Jess is acting out.
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  Chapter 3




  Acting out is exactly the expression Dr Sparks used to describe Charles’s behaviour. He’s the psychologist who evaluated him last year, the one who

  suggested he go away to school.




  I admit it was a great relief when Charles left for Vermont last August – even though boarding school is a luxury we can’t really afford, not with three kids who will soon be ready

  for college. I know my parents sometimes feel guilty about the decision to send him away to school. But I don’t. Now I can invite my friends over without worrying.




  I never told anyone I’d read Dr Sparks’s report. I’d found it by chance on the dining room table, mixed in with Mom’s legal pads and reference books, while I was

  searching for a letter from music camp. It said Charles was acting out as a way of getting the attention he craved. Well, I could have told my parents that for free!




  Thinking about Charles made me feel weak, so I took the last piece of watermelon out of the refrigerator and sat at the kitchen table slurping it up while I waited for Tarren

  to return from the library. When I finished, I collected the seeds and stood halfway across the kitchen. Then, one by one, I tried spitting them into the sink. Stephanie had a party on the last day

  of school last year and spitting watermelon seeds from a distance was one of the games we played. I was hopeless, missing the target every time. Even though I think it’s incredibly stupid,

  I’ve been practising in secret ever since. Tonight I hit my target eight out of eleven times.




  The watermelon reminded me of dinner last night. We’d sat down to eat early, as soon as Mom had walked in, because Jess was in a hurry to get back to school. She and Ed

  were on the decorating committee for the prom. They were transforming the gym into some kind of futuristic fantasy with a hundred silver balloons and yards and yards of tinsel.




  We’d been talking about the prom all through dinner, but just as we were finishing the watermelon Mom said, ‘Guess who’s on the governor’s short list for Superior

  Court?’




  I had no idea what she was talking about, but Dad pushed back his chair, practically leaped across the table and lifted Mom out of her seat. ‘I’ve always wanted to make it with a

  judge,’ he said.




  They kissed, then Mom told him, ‘You’ll have to wait till the end of the month to find out.’




  ‘Find out what?’ I asked.




  ‘I’ve been nominated for a judgeship,’ Mom said.




  ‘A judge?’ Jessica asked. ‘You’re going to be a judge?’




  ‘Maybe,’ Mom said.




  ‘What would that mean?’ I asked. ‘Would you have to quit your job at the firm?’




  ‘Yes,’ Mom said. ‘Being a judge is a full-time job.’




  ‘I can’t imagine you as a judge,’ Jess said.




  ‘I can,’ I told her. ‘Mom would make an excellent judge.’




  ‘I didn’t say she wouldn’t,’ Jess said.




  ‘Would you get murder cases?’ I asked Mom.




  ‘That would depend on which court I’m assigned to,’ she said. ‘If it’s criminal court, I could get murder cases. If it’s domestic court, I’d get

  divorces and child custody cases, and if it’s civil court . . .’ She paused. ‘But it’s too soon to think about the details. First we have to see if I’m actually

  appointed.’




  My mind was racing. What if Mom gets criminal court and sends a murderer to jail and he escapes and finds out where we live and comes after her . . . I’d read about a case like that in the

  paper. Maybe we’ll have bodyguards to protect us like the President. Not that I want to live with bodyguards. And I certainly don’t want to be escorted to school every day. I

  don’t think that would go over very well with my friends. Probably they won’t want to come to my house if that happens. Probably their parents won’t even let them!




  Jessica brought me back from my what ifs when she jumped up from the table. ‘I’m going to be late! Be home around ten,’ she called as the screen door slammed.




  Mom flinched. She hates it when the door slams.




  It was my night to help clean up the kitchen. Mom makes out lists every Sunday night – household jobs, groceries, errands, appointments. Steph is envious of the chalkboard in our kitchen

  with the dinner menu printed on it every day. She never knows what’s for dinner until her mother gets home from work with some kind of takeout. If it were up to Dad and Jess, our household

  would be chaotic. But Mom says if you’re organized, everything in life is easier. I agree. Except maybe dealing with Charles.




  I started clearing the plates off the table. When the phone rang, I ran for it, sure it was Stephanie or Alison. I wouldn’t tell them anything about Mom being a judge yet. I’d wait

  until it was definite.




  But it wasn’t Alison or Steph. It was Timothy Norton, the director of the Dorrance School. I put my hand over the receiver and whispered to Mom and Dad, ‘It’s about

  Charles.’




  Dad turned off the water at the sink and dried his hands on his jeans. I held the phone out to him as Mom raced upstairs to pick up the extension in their room. I felt my dinner sloshing around

  in my stomach. Yet from the tone of Dad’s voice, I didn’t think it was as serious as last time, when Mr Norton called to tell us about Charles’s accident.




  That was last January, right after the holidays. Charles had gone for a joyride on his teacher’s Yamaha. It was a wet night and he’d lost control, skidding across the road and

  crashing into a tree. He’d wound up with cuts and bruises plus a gash in his leg requiring twelve stitches.




  Still, they said he was lucky because he hadn’t been wearing a helmet and he could have been killed. I am somewhat ashamed to admit this, but at the time I’d let that thought run

  through my mind. He could have been killed. Then I’d pushed it away. I don’t want Charles to die. Dying is too final. My parents would blame themselves and never get over it.

  Besides, he’s my brother. I’m supposed to care about him. Even though the teacher didn’t press charges, Charles was suspended for a week. But he didn’t come home. He went to

  Aunt Joan’s house in New Hampshire, instead.




  A minute after Dad hung up the phone. Mom came back into the kitchen. She’d aged ten years in ten minutes. She thinks she’s good at hiding her feelings because she doesn’t talk

  about them. But she can’t fool me. I can read her thoughts by the changes in her face. The crease in her forehead was deeper, her mouth was stiff and her shoulders hunched.




  Dad put an arm around her. She gave him a pained look.




  ‘What?’ I asked.




  Mom didn’t answer.




  ‘What?’ I said again, this time to Dad.




  ‘He hasn’t handed in his papers and he refuses to take any exams,’ Dad explained. Then he went back to the sink, turned the water on full blast and began to scour the lasagne

  pan as if his life depended on it.




  ‘What does that mean?’ I asked Mom. ‘Will he have to do ninth grade a third time?’




  ‘Absolutely not!’ Mom said, pulling herself together. She stood tall and erect and looked me straight in the eye. ‘And he didn’t repeat ninth grade. The system

  at Dorrance is different from public school. You know that. It was in Charles’s best interest to start over as a freshman.’




  Mom marched across the kitchen and started loading the dishwasher, with all the dishes facing the same direction. She can’t stand how Dad does it, shoving things in any which way.
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