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THE DAY I turned sixteen was the most wonderful of my life! My devoted older sisters Rose and Laurel showered me with jewelry, gift certificates to the mall, and the complete works of Shakespeare in leather-bound volumes. As if that were not enough, my mom, the beautiful, recently remarried widow Maggie Walker, doubled my allowance and announced that from then on I wouldn’t have chores or a curfew because I’d be going to boarding school in Paris.”

“The end,” I said out loud, scrawling the words at the bottom of the page. Then I slapped my notebook shut and tossed it on my desk. I had to laugh. “Yeah, right. I wish.”

There couldn’t be a worse time of year for my birthday: in between Christmas and New Year’s, where it gets completely lost in the holiday shuffle. I get totally ripped off in the present department, or at least that’s the way it seems, because people are always giving me “joint” Christmas and birthday gifts. But sixteen, I figured, is special. It had to be a big deal this year.

Throwing my bathrobe on over my nightgown—it was late morning, the day after Christmas, and I’d slept in—I ran downstairs to see what everyone else was up to. Mom and Hal were in the kitchen, drinking coffee and looking at some papers spread out on the table. “Catering business stuff?” I asked.

Mom nodded at me, then turned back to my stepfather. “Hal, I’ve been thinking about overhead. Maybe we can cut it back if we . . .”

She leaned over to point something out to him. As her blond hair swung close to his face, he took the opportunity to kiss her cheek. Mom laughed, blushing. “Oh, Hal,” she said, but she sounded pleased.

Rolling my eyes, I headed for the family room. Mom and Hal had just gotten back from their honeymoon a few weeks before Christmas, and you’d think they were twenty the way they were always gazing adoringly at each other and kissing in public. Mom looks great for her age, but she is in her forties, and Hal’s at least fifty, and they’ve both been married before and have grown-up kids.

“The lovebirds?” Rose guessed when she saw my expression.

Rose and her husband, Stephen, and my other big sister, Laurel, were sitting on the couch with their coffee, watching the morning news. The room was still littered with scraps of wrapping paper and satin ribbon.

“Aren’t they a little old for that?” I asked. “I mean, it’s not like they just met. Mom’s known Hal forever. They never used to act this way.”

“Getting married is romantic,” Stephen said, slipping an arm around Rose’s waist and pulling her close.

“Not you guys, too,” I groaned as they smooched. “You’ve been married for a whole year and a half. Can’t you show a little self-control?”

“I think Mom and Hal are cute,” Laurel remarked as she pushed her unruly brown hair behind her ears. She clicked the remote control, switching to the public television channel and some boring nature show. Typical.

“Yeah, well, you don’t have to live with them,” I pointed out a little wistfully. I was the only sister still at home. Laurel’s a freshman at the University of Maine—she’s prevet. Rose is a singer and actress; she and Stephen settled in Boston after graduating from college. I’d had a third sister, Daisy—she was in between Rose and Laurel—but she was killed in a car crash when she was nineteen. “It’s no fun at the dinner table lately, believe me. When they’re not drooling over each other, they’re talking about Mom’s new store. I might as well be invisible.”

Actually, this wasn’t really true. Hal is a great guy and pays me a lot of attention. It was nice—having a father again, I mean.

“The store’s a big deal, though,” Rose said. She was now leaning against Stephen’s propped-up knees so he could comb her long blond hair with his fingers. “Mom and Hal are investing a lot in it, and there’s a ton of work to do beforehand.”

My mom is a caterer. She started doing that to make a living after my father died eight years ago—his fishing boat was lost at sea in a sudden storm. At first it was tough for her to make ends meet, but now she’s really successful—so successful, in fact, that she’s going to open a gourmet food shop in town this summer. Hal’s an accountant, and he’s going to help manage the finances.

“I know it’s a big deal,” I said, nudging Laurel aside so I could sit, too. The show was about coral reefs, and there was a pretty hunky guy scuba diving with the tropical fish. “It’s just a constant topic, you know? There are other important things happening these days.”

“Like what?” Rose asked.

“You know,” I said.

Rose wrinkled her forehead and turned to Stephen. “What do you think Lily’s talking about?”

He shrugged. “Got me.”

“I’m stumped,” Laurel put in.

“I know. The after-Christmas sales at the mall,” Rose guessed.

“You idiots!” I exclaimed. “Tomorrow’s my birthday!”

“Your birthday!” Rose slapped the heel of her hand against her forehead. I caught her winking at Laurel. “I totally forgot. How old will you be? Fifteen?”

I knew she was pulling my leg, but I still got worked up. “Sixteen,” I corrected indignantly.

“And it’s tomorrow?” Laurel shook her head. “That doesn’t leave much time to shop. Is it okay if I make the Christmas present I gave you, like, a joint present?”

“Absolutely not!” I declared. “Haven’t you guys planned a party?”

“Ask Mom,” Rose answered. “Stephen and I are planning to stick around for your birthday, but we need to leave late tomorrow afternoon. Remember I told you my agent, Carol, got me the audition with the touring company of a Broadway musical? I need to rehearse. Speaking of which . . .” She got to her feet and stretched her arms over her head. “Shower time.”

Laurel stood up as well. “I have to leave tomorrow, too,” she told me. “Do you think you could have your party in the morning?”

I scowled. “I’m not giving myself a party—you guys are supposed to do it!” Honestly. Didn’t anyone care?

Rose finally took pity on me. “Don’t worry, Lil. Mom’s putting together a brunch, and we’ll all be there with bells on.”

“Brunch is perfect,” Laurel said, heading for the door. “I’ll call Carlos and tell him I’ll be back in the afternoon.”

“Your boyfriend’s more important than my birthday?” I shouted after her, but she didn’t answer. Which is just as well because obviously she would’ve said, “Yes.” Duh, I thought. Carlos is a senior at U. Maine, and he’s gorgeous. He and Laurel met years ago working at the local wild animal shelter, but they just started dating, and I couldn’t exactly blame Laurel for wanting to hurry back to campus!

I trailed into the kitchen. Hal had disappeared, but Mom was still there. “Does brunch sound okay?” she asked, glancing up from her paperwork. “With just the family?”

“I was kind of hoping for a real party,” I admitted. “Twenty or thirty people, semiformal attire, champagne punch . . .”

I wasn’t kidding, but Mom laughed, anyway. “Oh, Lily,” she said. “Your sisters’ sixteenth-birthday celebrations were pretty low-key. That’s our tradition.”

“Well, I guess it’s okay if it’s just us,” I said with a disappointed sniff. “Will there be a cake at least . . . with butter cream frosting?”

“Butter cream frosting,” Mom assured me.

“Three layers?”

“Three layers.”

I was satisfied. “All right. No joint presents, though,” I told her.

Mom laughed again. “Heaven forbid!”

I ate breakfast and then went up to my room, which Laurel shares with me if Rose and Stephen are visiting. I changed into a high-waisted rayon dress and pinned my long, wavy blond hair up with the antique silver-and-garnet comb Rose and Stephen gave me for Christmas. I’ve always liked dressing up in funky, unusual clothes—lately I’ve been feeling kind of turn-of-the-century.

I went over to the window and looked out in time to see Laurel walking her dog, Snickers. People were going in and out of our building—we live on Main Street above Wissinger’s Bakery, one of the busiest stores in our little southern Maine town, even in the winter, when it’s just us locals. When I was really young, my family had a big beautiful old house on Lighthouse Road. It had been in the family for generations, but after Dad died, we had to sell it and move into town. Our apartment is nice, though, with three bedrooms on two floors. It feels like home to me now. Hal used to rent the apartment next door, but he moved in with us when he and Mom got married.

I stayed at the window, my eyes taking in the view. The Hawk Harbor marina was empty of all but fishing boats—the summer people’s yachts were in dry dock—and beyond the marina the ocean was steel gray and choppy. I could see to the end of Rocky Point, where the country club is, and down the pine-covered coast a ways. In summer Hawk Harbor gets really crowded and busy. A lot of tourists vacation here, and fancy restaurants and boutiques have popped up all over the place—Mom’s future store is a good example. Off-season, though, more than half the stores close and Hawk Harbor reverts back to being a small town. I like it that way. I love living in an old-fashioned place that’s full of history and tradition.

I went over to my bookshelves, thinking I’d start reading one of the novels I’d gotten for Christmas. On the way I looked at two framed photographs on my desk.

I don’t know anybody my age who’s lost so many close relatives. One picture was of my father, Jim Walker, who died when I was eight, and another was of my older sister Daisy, who died when I was thirteen. If she were still alive, Daisy’d be a junior at Dartmouth. She died right after Laurel’s sixteenth birthday, and that autumn and winter were possibly the worst time of my life. Of all our lives.

Daisy was so special, I remembered, lifting the picture to study it more closely. In the photo she was holding a softball bat—her arms tanned and strong. Her blond hair was summer bleached, and her eyes sparkled with good humor. And Dad, I thought. I bit my lip. I hated to admit it, even to myself, but if it weren’t for that picture on my desk, I might have forgotten what Dad looked like. It made me sad, but I couldn’t help it. He’d been gone for half my life.

I was still holding the picture of Daisy, and now I studied it again. I have a whole album of photos of her, which I look through all the time, but for some reason this one means the most to me. It’s just so Daisy. I don’t like thinking about how her story ended—the rainy night, the car sliding off the slick road—so instead I cherish this single moment, Daisy and her softball bat, her beauty and strength preserved forever. She was so together—smart, athletic, popular, caring, independent, genuine. She’d been the backbone of our family after Dad was gone. She took care of me. She could fix anything. Anything at all.

In a weird way I felt closer to Daisy than ever now that Rose and Laurel didn’t live at home anymore and I was the only sister left. “I still miss you all the time,” I whispered.

I kissed Daisy’s picture, then carefully placed it back on the desk. I tried really hard not to think about the fact that my favorite sister hadn’t lived to see me turn sixteen.

MOM’S THE BEST caterer in the state of Maine. Brunch the next morning was delicious and elegant: eggs Benedict, a basket of fresh-baked muffins, fruit salad, a cake on a pedestal, candles, good china.

At the end of the meal Rose said, “I bet Lily’s ready for her presents. That’s always my favorite part, anyway.”

I blinked innocently. “There are presents for moi?”

“Yes, let’s do presents before we cut the cake,” Mom said.

Hal carried a pile of gift-wrapped boxes over to the table. There was a book from Laurel, a scarf from Rose and Stephen, and a DVD from Hal. “Um, not to seem greedy,” I said to Mom, “but I was expecting something . . . else.”

“Of course,” she answered, smiling as she handed me a small velvet box. “I knew you were waiting for this.”

I opened the box eagerly. On their sixteenth birthdays all my sisters had gotten gold charms from our great-grandmother’s bracelet. What would mine be? I wondered.

“Oh, it’s beautiful,” I exclaimed when I saw the little gold book on a slender chain.

“You can open it up,” Mom explained. “It’s a locket.”

I opened the locket. “I’ll have to find a tiny, tiny picture to put in here. Thanks, Mom.”

“Cake time!” Laurel said, hopping out of her chair. “I’ll light the candles.”

Everybody sang “Happy Birthday” and I blew out the candles. My wish, of course, was that someday I’d get to go to Paris. I felt as if I had everything else I could want.

As soon as brunch was over, Laurel, Rose, and Stephen had to rush around, packing stuff and tossing it into their cars. Mom handed them care packages of food, and then there was a flurry of hugs and kisses and they were gone.

Back to their real lives, I thought as I stood at the living room window, watching Rose and Stephen buzz off in the old Saab Stephen’s been driving since high school.

I grew up in a big, lively family. Sometimes Rose, Laurel, and I get on each other’s nerves, and sometimes I complain about being the youngest, but I like having my sisters around. Now my sixteenth birthday was over almost before it had begun.

I was an only child again.

ON NEW YEAR’S Eve day Noelle Armitage came over to listen to music and read beauty magazines with me. Noelle and I were neighbors when my family lived on Lighthouse Road, and we’ve been friends off and on forever. I’ll admit that in sixth grade, I thought she wasn’t cool and I started hanging out with some other girls. But in junior high we got close again. We both read a lot and love fashion. Noelle has excellent taste in clothes.

“What’s with this?” Noelle asked, tossing a magazine my way. We were sitting on the floor of my room, our backs against the bed, a bag of pretzel sticks open between us. “Lavender lip gloss?”

“Easter egg colors are in. Look. These models have yellow lips.”

“Maybe I should rethink my makeup for tonight. I was just going to wear red lipstick.”

“Red’s always acceptable,” I assured her. “It’s classic. And on New Year’s Eve you want to look classic.”

Stretching her arms over her head, Noelle let out a happy sigh. “Seth Modine.”

I nodded. That was all there was to say. “Seth Modine,” I agreed, somewhat grumpily.

Noelle had been invited to Seth Modine’s New Year’s Eve party and I hadn’t. She didn’t rub it in, and it wasn’t like I was devastated, but it did bug me a little. Seth’s part of the It crowd at South Regional High, and the fact that I wasn’t on his guest list meant I wasn’t. Not that I care about that sort of thing. Well, maybe I do—a little.

“Why did he invite you, anyway?” I asked Noelle. “I didn’t even know you guys were friends.”

“I think his bud, that Timothy guy, likes me. We’re all in the same history class.”

“Timothy Pratt? He’s cute.”

“He’s okay.” Noelle’s pretty cute herself, with wide blue eyes and dead-straight, chin-length, pale blond hair.

Jumping up, she went over to my closet. “So, what can I borrow?”

I helped Noelle pick out a short, sexy black dress that I got as a hand-me-down from Rose. “What are you going to do tonight?” she asked.

“I don’t know.” I watched Noelle try on my shoes. I wasn’t dating anyone special. “Mickey’s going to a party at Daniel Levin’s and she said I could go with her, but I can’t get too excited about it.”

Mickey is McKenna Clinton, another close girlfriend of mine. She’s fun, but some of her other friends, like Daniel, are kind of quiet. “A party at Daniel’s.” Noelle laughed. “Isn’t that an oxymoron or something?”

“Can you imagine Daniel busting a move on the dance floor?” I agreed.

Noelle shook her head and stuck out her right foot, modeling a black-beaded high heel. “Can I borrow these, too?”

“Sure,” I said. “Someone might as well look hot tonight since I’ll probably be sitting home, watching TV.”

And that’s what I ended up doing. Mom and Hal invited me to go with them to the annual New Year’s Eve party at the Harrisons’, but I couldn’t picture myself there dateless. It was okay when I was a kid, but not now that I’m sixteen. I dressed up, anyway—I put on my Emily Dickinson gown and some fake pearl earrings, made microwave popcorn, and watched old Katharine Hepburn–Spencer Tracy movies on the family room TV.

Usually I’m as happy on my own as I am when I’m surrounded by people, but tonight, as the hands of the clock moved toward midnight and I had no one to kiss and wish Happy New Year, I felt kind of sad. The apartment, which had seemed so cramped when my family first moved in years ago, felt big and empty. The only people home, I thought, are me, myself, and I.

I didn’t want to be lonely, not on New Year’s Eve, so I turned on the secondhand laptop computer Hal gave me for my birthday last year and opened up a file called Journal.

“Me again,” I typed. “It’s 11:55 on December 31st and I’m not at Seth Modine’s party wearing high heels and lavender lip gloss. ‘Why, Lily Rebecca Walker,’ you declare in astonishment. ‘How could he have overlooked you when he made up his guest list?’ Good question. I guess he just hasn’t noticed me yet.”

I stopped typing. My gaze wandered from the computer screen to the dark window. If Seth hasn’t noticed me, I thought, then that makes him the only one. I’d always made it a point to be hard to miss. Whenever I change my style or my attitude or my friends, Mom says I’m going through a “phase.” Once Rose called me a chameleon, but Laurel pointed out that I was the opposite—I don’t change color to blend in with my environment, but to stand out from it. What a perfect Laurel comment—she always has to turn everything into an opportunity for nature education.

Now I tilted my head thoughtfully to one side. Maybe there are different ways of getting noticed, I mused. So, what do I have to do to get noticed the right way?

I went back to my journal. “My big sisters make it seem easy,” I wrote. “Rose knows exactly who she is and what she wants to do in life, and so does Laurel, and so did Daisy. I wonder if now that I’m sixteen, I’ll figure out who I am, too.”

Just then the clock on the mantel struck twelve. “Happy New Year,” I whispered to myself.
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SECOND SEMESTER OF junior year brought new classes and new teachers. Noelle and I were in first-period oceanography together, and before the bell rang, we slumped down in our back-row seats and whispered about Timothy Pratt. “He called the day after Seth’s party and asked me out,” Noelle confided.

“No kidding!”

“We’re going to a movie this weekend.”

“Wow!”

“I don’t know, though.” Noelle doodled with her mechanical pencil on the first page of a new narrow-ruled spiral notebook. We both love mechanical pencils and narrow-ruled paper. “I thought I had a crush on him, but now I’m not so sure. He gave me this quick kiss at midnight at the party and his lips felt kind of slimy.”

I laughed. “He was drooling. Maybe you should be flattered.”

Just then Mr. Hashimoto came in. Sitting down at his desk at the front of the room, he started taking attendance. He raced through the list pretty fast, but when he got to my name, which is always one of the last ones, he looked up to study me over the rims of his gigantic rectangular-framed glasses. How come teachers always sport the most unfashionable eyewear? I wondered.

“Walker? Laurel’s sister?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

“I had her in class last year. She was an outstanding student,” he commented.

I just nodded. What was I supposed to say?

Noelle rolled her eyes. “Doesn’t that drive you crazy?” she whispered.

“I’m used to it,” I whispered back.

It was true. When you’re the youngest of four kids who’ve all gone to the same schools, you hear that kind of thing all the time. For some reason, though, today it was worse than usual. First there was Mr. Hashimoto. Then in fourth-period English, Ms. Gates, who’s been the drama adviser at South Regional for about a hundred years, went on and on about Rose. On my way into gym class I had to look at the pictures of Daisy with her sports teams and see the plaque dedicated to her. After class my gym teacher, Larry Wheeler, pulled me aside to reminisce about how great it had been coaching Daisy in softball and soccer, how she was the best athlete he’d ever seen at South Regional, and how he still missed her.

We spent a few minutes being sad together. “Everybody still misses her,” I told him, a little choked up.

“She was extraordinary,” Coach Wheeler replied, giving me a comforting pat on the back.

As I walked down the hall to my locker to grab a book for my last class, I had a weird sensation. I felt like a ghost.

I’m not Rose or Daisy or Laurel, I wanted to shout, so stop comparing me to them! But that was the problem. I’d tried on a lot of identities over the years but still hadn’t found one that fit. I knew who I wasn’t—my sisters—but I didn’t know who I was.

I studied the other kids walking by me in the hall. Jock, I thought, mentally labeling each of them. Nerd. Bohemian. Cheerleader. Marching band. Everyone seemed to have a niche . . . everyone but me.

Mickey was waiting for me at my locker. “It’s time to make my mark,” I announced.

“What are you talking about?” she asked, flipping her long, frizzy brown braid over one shoulder.

We walked to class together, matching strides, while I tried to explain about feeling invisible, about not fitting in, about just being viewed as Rose and Laurel and Daisy’s kid sister. “I’m always on the fringe of things. I feel like a lot of kids at school avoid me because they don’t know what crowd I belong to. I’m too eclectic or something.”

“That’s what makes you unique,” Mickey pointed out. “You have so many interests.”

“I need one interest,” I decided. “I have to start thinking about college, you know? My sisters all got scholarships. What makes me stand out? What am I good at?”

Opening the door to the stairwell, Mickey said, “You’re losing it, Lily. I really don’t think you need to worry about this stuff.” Mickey frowned a little. “Besides, it’s not like you don’t have friends. You have me and Noelle. Why do you need to be part of a crowd?”
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