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One


The planets are aligned in your favor.


It’s time to start something new.


www.astrology4stars.com


I’ve lost my mother’s diamond. Not the whole ring, mind you, just the diamond.


Cherise says it’s a sign.


“A sign of what?” I ask.


“A sign of your future.” There’s a gleam in her dark brown eyes. “It’s a sign that true love is coming your way.”


“Yeah, right,” I snort. Not a ha-ha funny snort, but a full throttle, you-are-out-of-your-mind kind of snort. “You crack me up.”


Cherise snorts back at me. Only louder and better. Her snort actually echoes off the walls of the school hallway, bouncing from locker to locker until some freshman girls at the end of the hall turn to see what the racket’s all about. They glance nervously in our direction then rush off to class.


We look at each other and both start laughing. It’s absolutely hysterical that the girls ran off. If they’d just hung out a little longer, they would have discovered that Cherise is not the type to harm the young. Quite the opposite in fact. She’s all about love and peace and cosmic harmony. Cherise was born in the wrong decade. She should have been a flower child of the sixties.


Cherise Gregory has been my best friend since kindergarten, and lives in the apartment above mine. When she’s not attending rallies for gender equality or animal rights, Cherise’s favorite pastime is finding signs in the universe and interpreting their meaning.


You might wonder why Cherise and I are friends at all. I like factual, hard science and keeping my feet grounded in the reality of what’s happening today, not what might be someday. While Cherise lives for tomorrow and side-trips into metaphysical fantasy.


We may seem entirely different on the surface, but once you get to know us, you’ll see that Cherise and I have lots of things in common. And for those things we don’t have in common, well, that’s what makes our friendship interesting.


I’ve always thought that we’re good together because we balance each other out. We both love hangin’ at the Corner Café (it’s like our home away from home), reading romance novels (Cherise takes them seriously, I just think they’re fun), watching classic movies (we especially like the ones with happy endings), and of course—looking up at the stars. We are both really into the stars. The big dif is that we come at our passion for the nighttime sky from different perspectives: Cherise is into hoo-ha voodoo astrology, whereas I prefer the academic pursuit of astronomy.


Don’t get me wrong, I’m really supportive when Cherise uses astrology to forecast the weather, intuit what questions will be on our exams, or make personal decisions like if she should buy the black or the brown clogs. On the flip side, she’s infinitely patient when I regale her with some little-known fact about the molecular makeup of Saturn’s rings or feel the burning need to share pictures of the Eagle Nebula. We each have our own perspective on the stars and we’re fine with our differences. I would even say it enhances our friendship … most of the time.


I’ve never tried to press Cherise to take a more scholarly approach to the planetary system and only once before has Cherise ever dared to make a prediction about anything connected to my personal life. It was seven years ago, and neither of us have ever mentioned it since. That’s why it’s incredibly odd that today she’s interpreting the loss of my mother’s diamond as something more than what it is: the accidental loss of a valuable, sentimental stone.


“It’s definitely a cosmic marker,” Cherise reiterates as I grab my books for class and a bottle of water from my locker before flinging it shut. The doorjamb is bent. I have to slam the door over and over again to finally get it closed.


“I don’t really see how losing the diamond out of my mother’s ring can be a signal of impending romance,” I say as I twist the combination lock, mixing up the numbers. “Really, Cherise, you sound like a bad fortune cookie.”


“You know I’m right.” Cherise’s locker is next to mine. The door closes smoothly. It clicks shut, but Cherise doesn’t twist the lock. She leaves it unlocked, preferring to trust in the goodness of human nature instead. So far, no one has stolen from her.


“Sylvie, you aren’t in tune with the universe,” Cherise tsks, while we head down the hall toward the one class we take together, English Literature. “Good thing for you, I am.” She grins. “It’s so obvious. Diamonds are the stone of engagement. Engagement is what inevitably happens to a couple in love. When you find the right guy, he’ll give you a diamond of your very own.” She seems quite sure of herself. “Losing your mother’s diamond means that the right guy is coming soon. Really, really soon.” Cherise smiles widely. Her straight teeth are a reminder of the years we suffered through braces together. “I have no doubt. Love is headed your way, Sylvie Townsend.”


As usual, Cherise’s logic is beyond comprehension. It’s a pretty big leap from losing a diamond to falling in love. It reminds me of the time in junior high when she got the stomach flu and interpreted it to mean that a big blizzard was coming. Don’t ask how she made that connection. I have no idea either, but the snow started the next morning and school was closed for a week while the city’s maintenance crew shoveled out the town.


As much as I like to tell myself that Cherise’s predictions are ridiculous, things generally seem to happen the way she says they will. Weird, but true. As a scientist, however, I will tell you there’s no possible way she has an inside track on the universe, so let’s just say that what Cherise calls “predictions,” I call lucky guesses. And in general, Cherise is an exceptional guesser.


But not this time! This time, Cherise has got it all wrong.


“You’re nuts,” I tell her. “Love is not headed my way. I don’t want to find the right guy. Or even the wrong one, for that matter. No guys at all. And I definitely don’t want a new diamond.” I’m speaking in a strong voice, so that there can be no misunderstanding. My tone softens when I add, “I just want to find my mom’s.”


Losing the stone reopened the pain I felt at the time of Mom’s death. In those days around her funeral, I felt lost and empty inside. Like someone had kicked me so hard the wind went out of my chest. It took me months before I could set one foot in front of the other and move forward, literally. That diamond was my physical link to her. And now … it’s gone.


When I went to take a shower early this morning, I noticed the stone was missing. I don’t know if I lost it yesterday, last night, or this morning. My head hurts from trying to recall the last time I saw it glimmering in its white-gold setting.


In the little time I had before I rushed off to school, I tore apart the living room. Next, I skipped breakfast with my father, choosing to scour my room instead. Then, I scrubbed the kitchen floor, mopped the bathroom, and checked the tub and sink drains. I even stopped at my father’s tuxedo shop to look around.


It’s nowhere. Gone.


“That diamond reminded me of her,” I say with a sigh.


We reach our classroom and pull off to the side to let other students enter.


“You don’t need a ring to remember your mom.” Cherise reaches in her purse and pulls out her herb-infused, 100 percent organic, paraben-free, pressed-powder compact. “You have her face, her hair, and her eyes.” She opens the lid and rotates the small reflecting glass toward me. “You can remember her just by looking in the mirror.”


What she’s saying cheers me up a bit because I know it’s true. I have blue eyes, straight, honey-colored hair, and a light smattering of freckles across the bridge of my nose. It isn’t just my face that looks like Miriam Louise Townsend: I’m thin, flat-chested, and a full head taller than many of the guys at school. All traits inherited from Mom. Sometimes I wonder if my father contributed any of his genes at all.


Cherise turns the mirror back toward her, powders her nose, then shuts the compact with a snap. “Now, Sylvie,” she says as she stashes her makeup back in her bag, “since love is headed your way, I think we should talk about your outfit.”


“You’re offering fashion advice?” I reply, taking a second to survey Cherise’s gauzy get-up. Her broomstick skirt with appliquéd flowers came from a retail store that guarantees the cotton was organically grown, without pesticides. Her teal-colored hand-embroidered blouse came from another place that certifies that no child labor was used in manufacturing. Her sandals are hemp, since wearing leather would be cruel to cows. Socially conscious retail comes with a socially conscious price tag. Luckily, Cherise’s parents support her causes.


I look down at my faded jeans, Keds, and well-worn tank top. I think it used to be orange, but now it’s a soft brownish color. I almost always have a sweatshirt tied around my waist in case it gets chilly. So what? I like comfy clothes. Besides, Dad and I are always struggling to make ends meet, so I don’t have a lot of extra money to spend on the latest fashions. Usually, I get my stuff at the thrift shop in Clifton Heights.


Cherise’s style suits her, and my style suits me.


“No way we’re talking about my outfit,” I tell her. “I look fine.”


“Fine is passé,” Cherise responds. “You’re going to want to look glam for your new love.” She begins to describe a faux fur jacket she found online, which she thinks I’d look good in.


I smooth out a wrinkle in my tank top. “I don’t need new clothes. I’m not falling in love.” I put up a hand to stop her from interrupting. “To fall in love, first I’d have to go on a date,” I say firmly. “C’mon, you know I don’t date. I need to keep my head down and my grades up until my academic future is secure. That’s all.”


It’s not that I couldn’t get a date if I wanted to. I mean, I probably could. I’m not a total waste. I’m smart and funny and when I want to get dressed up I turn out better than some other girls I know. Plus, as far as I can tell, flirting isn’t as hard as determining whether Pluto is a planet or an asteroid.


It’s just that I don’t encourage any of the guys at school. To be completely honest, I do what I can to keep them from approaching me in “that” way. Cherise says I send off neg vibes. I don’t know if it’s vibes or not, but it works. Besides, our school isn’t that big. It’s in an older, settled, part of Cincinnati. Cherise and I have known the same guys since elementary school. The dating pool is more like a toddler’s plastic wader.


So it’s perfect grades. Perfect school attendance. Perfect behavior in school and out. That way, nothing is going to distract me from my goal.


I want to be an astronomer like my mom was. This is my senior year of high school, and I desperately hope to win a scholarship to Yale University (my mom’s alma mater). I’ve already been accepted to the school, but I can’t go without a full ride. They only give five science-based scholarships away every year and I’m solidly in the running. My entire being is focused on that scholarship.


Only eight more weeks until graduation. I’ve already submitted all the proper paperwork. It’s a waiting game from here, but I am not going to do anything to mess this one up. A slight dip in my GPA, and Yale will become a distant memory.


Maybe, before I leave for Connecticut, I’ll consider a light summer romance, if I can find the right guy, but not now. Not today. No way. And for sure, I’m not going to fall head-over-heels in romance-novel love.


Since I started high school, I’ve been watching the girls around me drop like flies. Their brains turn to mush as boys smile at them in the lunchroom and say “Hey” in the hallway. I see the girls I went to junior high with (girls who I thought were bright and clever) suddenly wasting hours at the mall, buying makeup and miniskirts. Instant Messaging instead of doing homework! Even texting boys during class. From there it’s a slippery slope to study sessions with no studying, late-night parties, and dropping grades. I even know one girl who got pregnant!


Funny, isn’t it? While every other girl I know is trying to get a date, I’m trying to avoid one. I stay away from trouble. No weekend parties, no drinking, no boys, and just one friend, who doesn’t date either, though her decision is by choice, not necessity. Cherise simply isn’t interested in dating. She uses every free second she has to volunteer and “save” something.


I turn toward Cherise. She has an omniscient look in her eye, a glowing scrutiny that indicates she knows what I’m thinking. I bet she practices that look in the mirror at night because it’s really good. It just doesn’t have any effect on me.


“I’m not interested in love,” I say. “I don’t have time.”


“I knew you’d say that.” Cherise raises one eyebrow. “But the cosmos have suddenly shifted. You can wear your secondhand clothes and send off your leave-me-alone vibes, but no amount of repellant is going to change your destiny. You’d better get used to the idea, Sylvie. Love is headed your way.”


I open my mouth to protest. Cherise flashes me a sideways glance and, oddly, my brain doesn’t connect with my mouth.


Grinning wildly, Cherise opens the door to our classroom and holds it for me. As I walk through, she says, “I’m going to come visit you at work after school. Losing that diamond is the biggest cosmic indicator I’ve personally ever encountered! I need to draw up your astrological chart.” And with that she heads inside, ready to study English.


I can’t seem to form a coherent argument against her wasting my time with silly astrology.


The diamond isn’t the only thing I’ve lost.


It seems I’ve lost my mind as well.





Two


Your typically dead-on intuition may be faulty right now, especially in dealing with a special person.
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The school day’s over and, as usual, I’m sitting in my comfy chair at the back of my father’s tuxedo shop, hemming pants.


After school and on weekends, I work in the shop. Today is Monday, so here I am. Of course, if it were any other day, I’d be here, too. I haven’t missed a day of work in seven years. Really. I’ve never taken a sick or “personal” day. I went away for one week two years ago, but my father closed the shop and took a short break himself while I was gone, so that doesn’t count.


I’ve helped out around here off and on since I was a kid. After Mom died, it just seemed natural that I’d do as much as I could. When I was younger, I would sweep up and match cummerbunds with bow ties. Now I’m old enough to be a seamstress and desk clerk. Every afternoon I sit in an overstuffed chair in the back of the office, adjusting black tuxedo pants with a needle and thread. I know hand-sewing is old-fashioned. Sewing with a machine is more fun, but when it comes to hemming, I like the precision I can get with a plain ol’ needle.


Hemming is methodical and soothing. It takes my mind off the imminent arrival of Cherise and her astrological charts. I’ve excellent reason to be wary. When she originally bought her planet-plotting software seven years ago, I was her first reading. Being a good friend, I agreed to let her make my chart. I told her the time of my birth and then promptly forgot about the astrological nonsense. A few hours later, Cherise knocked on my door with tears in her eyes.


She had bad news: Someone I loved was going to die. Two weeks later, my mother was diagnosed with cancer. Not even six months afterward, she passed away.


I don’t believe that there was even the slightest possibility that Cherise might have had advanced notice of my mother’s illness from some ridiculous planetary chart. And I don’t, for one second, think that Cherise could have possibly known Mom was going to die. The planets just don’t work that way.


I never told Cherise to keep her other astrological predictions away from me. I didn’t have to. She’s my best friend. In the last seven years, Cherise has never mentioned anything about the sun sign of Virgo again. As I told you, she has kept her predictions to blizzards, test scores, and the occasional celebrity breakup—that kind of stuff.


Until today.


Needless to say, I’m not looking forward to Cherise bringing my chart to the shop this afternoon.


I cringe when front door chime rings.


I hear my father’s voice from the register. “Sylvie, your friends are here.”


Friends? I wonder as I tie off my sewing and tuck the needle into a pin cushion. I have one friend. Not friends.


I peek out to the front room before stepping into view. Sigh. Two girls in my graduating class, Jennifer Riley and Tanisha Merston, are standing near the window display looking at a wedding gown.


Last year, my father mentioned that a wedding dress in the window would be a great marketing device to bring engaged guys and their groomsmen through our door. We couldn’t afford to buy one, so I decided to take a stab at making the dress. My father bought me the fabric and a pattern.


I think the dress turned out really great for my first try. Normal people start making clothing with less ambitious projects than a wedding dress, but I’m an overachiever. I didn’t even really follow the pattern. I made lots of changes along the way. I added more lace to the bodice and gave the gown a shorter train. The dress turned out just the way I imagined it and I loved creating something so beautiful.


Jennifer and Tanisha are still looking at the gown. I can hear them talking about who they’d like to marry, what they’d wear, and generally dreaming about the ceremony.


Wedding gowns do that to girls. A nice-looking wedding dress can take any college-bound high school student and turn her into a love-lost giggling girl ready to chuck her education for a fine-looking man and a big diamond ring. Any high school girl, that is, except me. And Cherise.


When the girls are done looking at the gown, they turn toward me. Time for some niceties.


“Jennifer,” I greet her, stepping lightly into the room. I’m consciously trying not to drag my feet like I do when I’m faced with a task I’d rather avoid. Jennifer has blond hair piled high on her head and the most perfect nose of any girl in the whole school. Maybe even the whole city. I wonder if it’s her original nose.


Tanisha isn’t so bad either. Her jet-black hair falls in carefully coifed ringlets around her face. Her eyes are dark as midnight, and her skin is smooth. Rumor is that Jennifer and Tanisha want to work in the fashion industry after high school and I have no doubt they will. They’re both super fashionable already. I nod toward Tanisha and say simply, “Hi.”


The thing is, I don’t really hate Jennifer and Tanisha. I just don’t have anything to say to them. These girls represent popularity, boys, and cheerleading. I represent academic overachievers, girls without boyfriends, and students with jobs. We’re polar opposites. We’re so entirely and completely different that girls like Jennifer and Tanisha usually make me feel awkward and uncomfortable.


I will admit though, of all the “popular” girls at school, Jennifer and Tanisha are the only ones who are always nice to me. It’s not like they invite me to sit with them at lunch or anything like that, but they make a point to smile and wave in the hall.


The question is: What are they doing here? They’ve never been to the tuxedo shop before. They must want something.


“Hi, Sylvie,” Jennifer says. “How are you?” I want to reply with a noncommittal, “Fine,” and get back to work, but something in her tone makes me think she really wants to know.


“Okay,” I say. And then tack on, “I’ve been really busy lately, doing homework and stuff.” Deep breath and then reciprocate. “How about you?” I hope I sound equally sincere.


“Good,” Jennifer replies. Tanisha adds in her bubbly way, “Terrific.”


“Is that your dad?” Tanisha asks.


I glance over my shoulder at my father. He hasn’t said anything, but he’s looking at the girls with interest. The only person who ever visits me in the shop is Cherise. I’m sure his curiosity is brimming over. Not that he’d ever ask me to introduce them or anything like that.


My father and I don’t talk much. He was way older than Mom when they got married and I’m not convinced he ever really wanted children. I’ve always thought that I must have been a surprise. A happy surprise for my mom, which was just hunky-dory with him—as long as he didn’t have to raise me. Which, in the ironic way of the world, he did. It’s not that I don’t love my father. I do. I’m certain he loves me, too. But we really don’t connect or have much to say to each other. Just the facts. And an introduction to Tanisha and Jennifer, well, that just isn’t the kind of fact he needs.


Besides, they aren’t going to be here long enough to leave footprints in the carpet. After I find out what they want, I’ll hustle them out the door.


My father runs a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair and pushes up his wire framed glasses. He’s always dressed to the nines at work; not in a tux, but in a dark suit with a patterned tie. He must have a zillion different ties. I doubt he’s ever thrown one out. I know it seems odd that he dresses so nicely and I prefer the thrift-shop look, but he doesn’t spend a lot of money on his clothes. He mostly makes them himself, if you can believe that. Even the ties.


Between regular work and sewing after hours, you’d expect that my father lives in the tuxedo shop, but he somehow seems to have enough hours in the day to read the paper and watch the evening news, too. I wish I was heir to his time management skills. I always have to plan things much more diligently.


Right now, he’s looking at Jennifer and Tanisha as if he expects me to introduce them, but I’m not going to. To my relief, the phone rings and my father turns away to answer it.


“Well, I bet you’re wondering why we’re here.” Jennifer tosses her head, and not a single hair comes loose or even wiggles.


Tanisha steps up to the plate. “You know, the Spring Fling Prom’s coming up soon.” I nod, unsure where this is heading.


“We’re going with our boyfriends,” Jennifer says, as if the whole school didn’t know they both had boyfriends.


Tanisha again. “Jennifer and I heard that you’re an amazing seamstress.” She gives one of those girly giggles I could happily live without ever hearing again.


I knew they wanted something. Should I remind them that one wedding dress does not make me either amazing or an actual seamstress?


“I—I—I—,” I stammer, ready to make excuses.


Jennifer raises one hand to stop my protest. “This year, the dance is a costume ball.” She pauses for dramatic effect. “Tanisha and I thought that maybe you’d help us make our costumes. We designed them ourselves, but we’ve got a problem. Neither of us knows how to sew.” She reaches into her bag and pulls out some drawings.


I’m suddenly having arm spasms. I find my hands acting on their own to take the sketches.


There are three drawings. The first is a wood nymph, complete with wings. The skirt is comprised of small silvery whispers of fabric, which float around the nymph’s legs. Wings rise from the costume’s back, in sheer mesh and gauze. This is out of my league.


The second is an Old English gown of gold lace and russet velvet. I can see the hint of a cotton under-dress. Way, way out of my league.


If the first two drawings were good, the third is spectacular. It is obviously a fairytale Cinderella princess. But not a Disney costume. More modern. Less flashy. Exactly what you’d imagine a common girl who marries a prince would feel most comfortable in. Blue and yellow and simply cut. It is a dressmaker’s dream.


But I am not a dressmaker. I might have made one, but with the single exception of the wedding dress, I’m simply a tuxedo hemmer. And a maxed-out student focused on a full scholarship to a highly competitive school at that.


“I can’t do it. Sorry.” I thrust the drawings back to Jennifer. “I don’t have the time. And I’m not really interested in the Spring Fling dance.”


“I told you—,” Tanisha begins to complain to Jennifer, but Jennifer silences her with a look.


“Keep the drawings.” Jennifer hands the papers back to me. “There’s a whole month before the dance. Plenty of time to make the dresses. Plus, we’d never ask you to do all this work alone. Tanisha and I will be your apprentices.”


At that, Tanisha smiles a big fake smile. “We’ll do anything and everything you ask.”


“And we’ll pay you,” Jennifer adds.


I desperately want to ask, “How much?” because I could use the extra cash for college. Yale is far away, and expensive. The scholarship will cover most of my expenses, but that doesn’t stop my father, in his own cautiously supportive way, from dropping the name of the closest in-state university, where I could live at home and keep working in the shop.


If I stayed in Cincinnati, I’d go crazy. I need to get out. It’s time for me to find my own place in the world. And the tuxedo shop is definitely not my place. My dreams are waiting at Yale and once I snag that scholarship, I could really use some extra cash to help pay for books and food. Maybe even a new telescope.


Hmmm. I know that even asking Jennifer and Tanisha how much they might give me would be foolish since I don’t want the temptation. “I just can’t,” I say as the door chime rings again.


Cherise comes in, humming a tune of disjointed notes and clashing melody. She’s carrying her school backpack made of recycled tires, casually slung over one shoulder.


I notice Jennifer and Tanisha huddle together. I totally understand their reaction to Cherise. Earlier this year, Tanisha showed up at school carrying a Gucci purse trimmed with fox fur. Animal-loving Cherise went ballistic. She didn’t dump paint on Tanisha’s purse like some freaked-out activist, but the next morning Tanisha arrived at school to find her locker had been covered with PETA stickers and posters of baby foxes looking out with big sad eyes from wire cages. The posters were stuck to the metal with some kind of mega-glue that took weeks for Tanisha to remove (the janitor told her it was her locker, therefore her responsibility). Of course there was never any “proof” that Cherise was the vandal, but both Tanisha and Jennifer have kept their distance ever since. (And, no surprise, Tanisha has never shown up at school with that purse again.)


They move as a unit past Cherise toward the door. “Think about it,” Jennifer says as she opens the door. “I’m the wood nymph. Tanisha is Guinevere. Cinderella’s yours.” The bell chimes again as the door slams shut.


“What was that all about?” Cherise asks.


“Nothing.” I reach around my father, who’s still on the phone, and stuff the dress drawings behind the counter. “They wanted to talk about the Spring Fling Prom.”


“Hmmm,” Cherise squints her eyes suspiciously. “First the diamond, then the Fashionistas talking to you about the dance. Definitely another cosmic marker. Things are lining up perfectly.” She raises her eyebrows to appear more all-knowing (I’ve seen that look a thousand times), but it doesn’t work. She comes across as crazy.


“Not a cosmic marker,” I retort. “A project that I don’t have time for.”


My father announces that he has to run over to a hotel to pick up some rentals that had been left there by a careless group of frat boys. That leaves Cherise and me manning the shop.


“Fate is hard at work today,” she announces, following me as I retreat to the rear of the shop and settle back into my chair. “We’ve been left alone. Time to get to business.”


I pick up the trousers I’ve been working on. “I am doing business.” I wave the pants in front of her. “I can’t fool around, Cherise. I need to finish these up and then review my calculus notes for tomorrow’s quiz.”


“You do your business”—Cherise smiles a wicked grin as she drags a chair next to me and sets up a small folding table that was stashed in the corner—“I’ll do mine.” She sets the table between us.
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thinks Sylvie's just scared, Sylvie ends up confiding in
an old friend. Could finding the perfect guy be as rare
as catching a shooting star?
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