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     “Get out of the car.”


     “Here, Daddy?” Christopher Reeve looked down Wiggens Street. “Aren’t you going to drive us all the way home?”


     “You’re eight, Tophy. You can walk from here. Princeton, New Jersey, is a perfectly safe place. Hold Benjamin’s hand.”


     Topher looked at his little brother. “Beejy has to walk too? Why?”


     “Listen here, young man.” Franklin Reeve’s voice had turned ugly. “I have no interest in seeing that woman or her new husband ever again.”


     Topher felt his little brother’s hand find its way into his. “Is he talking about Mama?” Beejy whispered.


     “You bet I am,” Franklin snarled. “You two had a good week in Connecticut with me. Don’t spoil it now.”


     Topher jumped out of the car. “Thank you, Daddy.” He tried to stay close while Mr. Reeve got two small suitcases from the trunk. “I liked the sailing,” Topher said, “and the dinner parties and the horses.”


     “The horses made Tophy’s asthma worse,” Beejy said.


     “But I love them,” Topher said, grabbing for his father’s hand.


     “Franklin?” Mama’s angry voice carried down the quiet street. “Don’t you dare…!”


     “Good-bye, boys,” Franklin said quickly. He gave each son a squeeze and jumped back into his car. Topher and Beejy stood by their suitcases on the sidewalk as their father’s car screeched away.


     Mama’s heels made a click-clacking sound on the cement walk. “What was that about?” She picked up the suitcases.


     “Daddy had to hurry,” Topher lied. “He had an important meeting.”


     “Of course he did,” Mama said. “Did he and his new wife have much to say about me this time?”


     “Oh, yes,” Beejy said.


     “No, they didn’t,” Topher said louder. He punched Beejy and tried to change the subject. He glanced at his mother. The sun made her blond hair and blue eyes shine. “That yellow dress looks good, Mama.”


     She set the suitcases down and smoothed the gathers over her flat stomach. “Why, thank you, Topher,” she said.


     Beejy punched Topher in the arm.


     “Now, now, boys,” Mama scolded. “Don’t be beastly to each other.” She smiled. “Tristam and I have a surprise for you. We’ll tell you when he gets home from the university.”


     She walked them through the gate, up the walk, and across the porch to their side of the rowhouse. “I rode a horse.” Topher swung his suitcase proudly.


     “I swam over my head,” Beejy said back.


     “At night, by the bonfire, I made a sand castle,” Topher said. “It was huge.”


     “I squashed it.”


     “Did not!”


     “Did so!”


     Both boys tied to squeeze through their front door at once. Mama just laughed.


     “Ladies first,” she said, and pushed them both aside. “Wipe your feet on the mat.” Inside, she put her little yellow hat on the stand next to Tristam’s.


     Topher sat down on the piano bench and carefully opened the top. He stroked the keys with his fingertips. Mama smiled at him. “You can catch up on your practicing after lunch. I fixed your favorite: Fluffernutters and Ovaltine.”


     “No thank you, ma’am,” Topher said cautiously. He closed the piano and rubbed his stomach.


     “Why? I put plenty of peanut butter and marshmallow in the sandwiches. I used soft, new Wonderbread, too.”


     “Daddy got us a special lunch on the way home,” Beejy said. He glanced at Topher and pulled his foot out of the way.


     “I should have known!” Mama snarled. “I suppose he got you ice cream cones.”


     Beejy shook his head. “No, Mommy. We got three-scoop banana splits!”


     “Why, that…that…,” their mother muttered. Topher held his breath, but Mama said no more. She pointed at the door. “Outside now, boys, before I use words you shouldn’t hear.” Topher wanted to say he’d heard them all already. He wanted to say he understood. He also wanted to cry. “Out,” Mama scolded in a quivery voice. She jerked the door open.


     Topher and Beejy filed out. Behind them the door closed sharply.


     Christopher wanted to punch something. He glanced at the crab apple tree in the front yard. “Bet you can’t throw as far as me!” he said. Before his brother could catch up, he’d jumped the stairs three at a time and grabbed a green apple off the ground.


     “No!” Topher yelled, hurling it as hard as he could into the street.


     “Not fair,” Beejy said. “You’re in second grade. I’m only in first!”


     “Boo-hoo, baby,” Topher mocked. He shot another apple, yelling “No!” as loud as he wanted. It felt good. He threw another and another. His muscles burned and his chest heaved. Soon Beejy stood beside him, hurling green apples into the street.


     “What do we do now?” Beejy asked. “The apples are all gone.”


     Topher panted. He still needed to throw things, to fight. “I know,” Toper said. “Let’s play pirates!”


     “It’s 1960, silly. There are no more pirates,” Beejy taunted.


     Topher didn’t answer. Instead he pulled the cellar doors open. He found three big packing boxes left over from Tristam’s move into the house. “Ahoy, mate!” he called to his brother. “Let us sail to the top of the world and destroy our enemies.”


     “Aye, aye,” Beejy yelled back. “I’ll grab the swords and guns!” He broke dead branches of the hedge along the driveway and raced to meet Topher on the porch.


     “All aboard!” Topher ordered. They shoved two boxes together, then climbed into them. “Haul on the mainsail,” Topher said. “Thar’s a storm ahead!” He swayed left and right to show how rough the seas were.


     “First mate is here,” Beejy announced. “Look! A bad guy!” The brothers swung swords at the foe. “I got him!” Beejy yelled. He leaned overboard to watch the enemy fall into the water.


     “Behind you!” Captain Topher shouted. He ran his sword through another attacker and shoved him overboard. Beejy brought his sword down on a third enemy and Captain Topher drew his pistol.


     “Bang!” he shouted. “Bang!” He looked upward. “Haul in the sails. We’ll outrun them!” It took all of the boys’ strength to pull up the wet sails. The waves grew higher. Topher clung to the gunwales to keep his balance as the boat heaved wildly. “Tie yourself to the mast, my boy!”


     “Why?”


     “The next wave could wash you overboard!” Captain Topher shaded his eyes and looked into the frothy sea. “Here it comes!” He took a deep breath and held the railing.


     Icy water crashed down overhead and swept the deck. Topher wiped his eyes. His lips tasted of salt. “Beejy!” Topher cried. “Where are you?”


     “You knocked me out of the box,” Beejy said.


     “Swim, Beejy, swim!” Captain Toper called, and heaved the great ship’s wheel to the side. “Hold on, m’boy.” Tears streamed from his eyes. “Don’t die, Beejy!”


     The front door opened. “Boys?” Mama called.


     Topher stared at the stick in his hand, panting. A heartbeat ago, he’d been holding a sword. He glanced around. He was on his own porch. Tristam was striding up the front walk.


     Topher wished he could go back to his pretend world again.


     “How are my boys?” Tristam ruffled Topher’s and Beejy’s brown curls.


     “I’m not your boy,” Beejy grumbled.


     Tristam strode past as if he had not heard. “And here,” he said, “is my best girl.” He dropped a grocery bag he was carrying, swept his long arms around Mama, and picked her right up off the ground.


     “Ick,” Beejy said before Topher stomped on his foot to quiet him.


     “Did you tell them, darling?” Tristam asked his wife.


     “Boys.” Mama waited until both boys were still. “Remember when you were in our wedding last year? You two wore those cute little white outfits?”


     Topher froze. Not again, he thought. Just looking at himself in the pictures made him cringe.


     “Remember how we all promised to be a family that day?” Mama asked.


     “And I swore I’d be the best stepfather ever?” Tristam added.


     “And he really is, boys, isn’t he?” Mama said quickly. “He is such a good father, we’ve decided to have another baby! It’s already on its way.” She looked at Tristam. “Next spring you’ll have a new brother or sister!” Tristam hugged her extra hard and she giggled. When she had caught her breath again, Mama said, “Isn’t that wonderful news, boys?” She spoke to her sons, but she was looking at Tristam.


     “Another stepbrother?” Beejy scuffed the toe of his shoe on the porch floor.


     The two adults laughed. “No,” Tristam explained. “Since you will be sharing a mother, the new little one will be your half brother. Or maybe your half sister. Would you like that?”


     “I already have two half brothers,” Topher said. “And two stepbrothers. They belong to Daddy and Daddy’s wife.” He thought about how hard it was to get his father’s attention. “There are too many people at Daddy’s house. I don’t want any more here.”


     “How can you say that?” Mama scolded. “You beastly, beastly boy!” She seemed about to cry.


     “Now, Barbara. He just has to get used to the idea, don’t you, little man?” Tristam ruffled Topher’s hair. “The more the merrier.” Topher ducked out from under his stepfather’s hand.


     “Will he get my bed?” Topher asked. “Will he go to Daddy’s with Beejy and me? Will I have to share my toys with him? What about my books?” Questions tumbled out, one after another.


     “Later, little man,” Tristam silenced him. “Beejy, would you carry my bag inside? I brought us ice cream to celebrate.”


     Topher watched them wander back toward the kitchen. “Come back!” he wanted to yell. He needed answers to his questions. Everything was going to change—again.


     At first they had all been happy together, Mama, Daddy, and Beejy, in their home in New York City. He could barely remember that. Then Mama and Daddy divorced. It hurt even to think about. Mama moved to New Jersey; Daddy moved to Connecticut and married a lady with two older children. Topher squirmed, remembering that wedding. So many people!


     Then Daddy and his new wife had little boys. After that, he didn’t come to get Topher and Beejy so often. Sometimes it seemed like Daddy forgot about his first boys when he had more. And now Mama was going to have more children too.


     Topher sat down on the piano bench and opened the keyboard. He played a scale as loud as he could. Then he played another. He wanted to hurt the keys. He wanted Mama in the kitchen to hear too.


     His hands crashed down on the keys, making a horrible, clashing noise. Over and over he played scales, loud and louder. Mama did not come from the kitchen—not even to scold him.


     Finally Topher quieted down inside. The scales he had practiced so often came out right now. He began playing in a smooth rhythm, holding his wrists flat and pressing gently with his fingers. Then he looked up at the sheet music his piano teacher had left.


     He knew that song by heart now. Could he play it perfectly? Topher began at the top. He focused hard. Every note came out right as he played. The beat was true, too. Topher relaxed and the music surrounded him. He loved this feeling!


     When his fingers left the keys, he let the last chord echo in the air.


     Suddenly applause broke out in the room. Topher blinked and turned quickly. Mama and Tristam were clapping. So was Beejy! Mama swooped to the piano bench and wrapped her arms around Topher, squeezing tight.


     “What did I tell you, Tristam?” she said. “Talent. My Topher has real talent!”


     Topher glanced up at the music. Playing piano like that was like playing pirates. It took all his problems away. As soon as Mama let him go, Topher began playing the same song again.


     “There, see?” Mama said behind him. “Christopher will be fine with a new baby.”
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     “Do I have to change schools, Mom?” Topher set his glass down so hard that milk sloshed onto the dinner table.


     “We are sending you to Princeton Country Day School this year,” Tristam said. “Beejy will start there next year. You’ll both love it.”


     “How do you know?” Beejy challenged.


     “Darling, we have seen it,” Mother said. “You are both bored silly in public school.”


     “But that’s where all my friends are,” Topher said. “If I change, I’ll lose my place on the hockey team. I won’t get the fourth-grade teacher I wanted. I’ll—”


     “Princeton Country Day is where I went to school,” Tristam interrupted.


     Topher shot a glance at Beejy. “That figures,” he grumbled.


      


     Despite all his expectations, Topher ended up loving Country Day School. He made friends there easily too. Athletics were important at Country Day, and Topher was a natural at sports. He played goalie on the hockey team and excelled at soccer. He’d played tennis since he was three. Topher made the baseball team, too. Tristam came to every game and cheered for him, almost like a father.


     “Call me Tris,” he told Topher at the school’s father-son carpentry workshop.


     “Tris, can you hand me that hammer?” Topher asked without thinking. “Mom will really like this birdhouse, won’t she?”


     Tristam grinned at him. “We could hang it in the crab apple tree.”


     “Then we need to make another one”—Topher nailed the roof on tight—“and put it where she can see it from her kitchen window.”


     “We could give them to her at Christmas,” Tristam suggested, “if you can wait that long.”


     “I can wait if you can,” Topher teased.


     Tristam put an arm around Topher’s shoulders and squeezed. For the first time, Topher didn’t squirm away.


     He didn’t avoid the hardest classes at school, either. Topher struggled to get good grades. That was something his father—the real one—really cared about. When Topher got tired of studying for a test, all he had to do was imagine his father’s face when he heard his son was on the honor roll. That would get his attention!


     The other smart students in school liked Topher because he was such a hard worker. Still, some of the classes seemed almost easy and some of the teachers were boring. One spring afternoon Topher sat gazing out the window in science class. He watched college students practicing soccer on the nearby Princeton University fields. He ached to be running in the field, climbing a rocky cliff, racing in a sailboat—doing anything but sitting quietly, hearing facts he already knew.


     A knock at the door got his attention. “Pardon the interruption,” a tall skinny woman said. “I am from the Princeton Savoyards. We put on plays every year by Gilbert and Sullivan. We’re holding auditions now for a few children to appear in the spring play. Does anyone care to try out for a part in The Yeoman of the Guard?”


     Topher’s hand shot up. So did many other hands. “A play about the army!” one boy said.


     “Oh, did I mention that you have to be able to sing well?” the woman added. “This is an operetta.”


     “An operetta?” another boy said. “Sounds French, like a ballet or something.” All the hands came down but Topher’s.


     “Very well. Come along, young man,” she said. As they walked down the hall, she asked about his singing.


     “I sing in the junior choir at the Congregational Church,” Topher said. “I sing sometimes when I am playing the piano, too.”


     “You play the piano?” The woman sounded pleased. “That means you read music. You are very tall for fourth grade, and handsome.” Topher felt himself blush. “You seem perfect for the part. But rehearsals are held during the day. Some of our performances are children’s matinees too. You’d have to miss a good deal of school. Would that be a problem with your folks?”


     “No,” Topher said. “I’m sure.” He knew his mother would be thrilled. She always bragged about how talented he was. Tris was so excited about their new baby, Jeff, that he was saying yes to everything this spring. But Topher’s father? None of his other children were in plays. “I really want this part,” he told the woman.


     “We’ll see,” she said.


     A crowd gathered at one end of the stage in the McCarter Theater. Men and women and a couple of girls chatted nervously. Topher didn’t know any of them. He stared up at the bottom of the curtains. They’d been pulled straight up overhead. Walkways crisscrossed beneath the high ceiling. Lights of all colors pointed down from poles, and ropes hung like jungle vines.


     “Villagers! Center stage!” someone called out. The crowd began walking out on stage and Topher hurried to follow. He almost tripped in surprise. The stage was sloped downward toward the audience. “Line up downstage!” the voice demanded. Everyone stepped down to the edge of the stage. Because of the lights, Topher could not see anyone clearly in the huge theater. He tried to shade his eyes.


     “That’s the casting director,” the man next to Topher explained.


     “Name and age in order!” the director demanded.


     When it was Topher’s turn, he said clearly, “Christopher Reeve. I’m nine.” Then he spread his arms and smiled into the lights.


     “Thank you, Chris. Next!” the director insisted.


     

      Chris, Topher thought. That sounded more grown-up than his nickname.


     “Not bad, Chris. Act confident right away,” the helpful man complimented him. “You’ve done this before, haven’t you?”


     There was no time to answer—the man at the piano had started playing a song. People passed sheet music down the line. Topher read. The key was high, but that was fine with him. His singing voice was high and clear, and he’d always sung tenor in the choir. He began to hum along with the piano.


     As he read the words, he grinned. The song was funny! Around him people began singing along as they picked up the tune. Some of them were loud; others, whispery and uncertain. A few were wildly off-key. The pianist played through the entire song twice, then stopped.


     “Osage, the McNamaras, Mr. Jones, please try out for our next production.” With some laughter and a few groans, those people left the stage. “Now, from the top,” the pianist prompted the crowd.


     Topher sang out happily. He imagined the theater full of people. They were laughing at the words. Topher shook his finger at one point, because it seemed to go with the song. At the end of that verse, the piano stopped again. The casting director read out a list of names and invited them to leave the stage. Only about a dozen people remained. Topher stood grinning at center stage.


     “Congratulations,” he heard. “You will be the villagers. Pick up a rehearsal schedule as you leave. Next batch!”


      


     “My Topher! On stage? At the McCarter?” Mom’s voice rose as she listened to Topher’s news that night at home. “That theater seats a thousand people! You’re going to be famous! I knew it!” Tiny Jeff began wailing in her arms.


     “You hug him, Tris!” Mom said. “The baby…”


     Tristam’s hug squeezed all the air out of Topher. “That’s from me and your mother,” Tristam explained. “Now tell us about your schedule, rehearsals and all.” In the end, Topher’s parents agreed to allow him to miss school as long as he kept his grades up.


     “Thank you!” Topher said gratefully, returning the hug.


     They called Topher’s dad in Connecticut for permission. His answer was the same. “So long he makes up the school work.”


      


     The next day, Topher rode his bicycle to school early. He waited outside the headmaster’s office while the other boys arrived. “What did you do, Topher?” one of his friends teased. “You never get in trouble!”


     “I got a part in a play. I’ll have to miss a lot of school,” Topher said. He wondered if his friend would think the whole idea was stupid.


     “Holy cow!” the boy said. “Wait till I tell everyone!” He turned and yelled down the crowded hallway, “Topher is a star! Today, Princeton! Tomorrow, Broadway! Then it’s Hollywood, m’boy!”


     “Hush. It’s just a little part,” Topher scolded—but he was grinning.


     The Headmaster standing in the doorway behind Topher was not smiling. “Step into my office,” he said before there could be any more yelling in the halls. He listened to Topher’s plan for making up class time. He pulled the “Reeve” folder out of his files and studied it. He called Topher’s mother at home to make sure he had her permission.


     “We like to have our boys involved in the community,” he said at last. “You seem to be a serious student.”


     “Oh yes, sir,” Topher grinned. He was thinking about how much school he was going to miss just to be in some play.


      


     “Report to the wardrobe mistress,” the director said when Topher arrived for the first rehearsal. A tall slender woman told him how to find the costume room.


     Topher wandered down the branching hallways until he knew he was lost. He stepped into a room ringing with the sound of hammers. The Beatles played from a radio somewhere and the sharp smell of paint filled the air. “Costumes is three doors down on the left,” a teenage boy gestured with a paint-brush. “We’re building the set here.” When Topher paused, the boy continued. “Don’t worry. Everybody gets lost at first. Stop back when you have a minute and I’ll show you what we do here.”
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