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chapter one

THE FIRST LINES OF BOOKS are so phony. It’s like they trick the reader into reading the whole book with one sparkling good sentence. Truth is, the beginning of a book doesn’t make a book great. It’s the ending that matters most. Which is why I read the last page before I read the beginning. Because if there’s one thing I hate most in the world, it’s surprises.

I’ve already had too many surprises. Like when we had to move from Manhattan to Rhode Island. Or when my cat, Rascal, ate rat poison and died. Or when my mom took my sister to Ryan’s Arcade and not me. Or when my dad left without saying goodbye.

I don’t want any more surprises.

This morning is no different.

I crack open the end of The Old Man and the Sea, my newest book from the library. I can’t wait to get started. I’ve got twenty-three minutes before we leave for school.

Knuckles knock against my bedroom door, and Minerva says my name. “Bag.”

I ignore her and focus on the last page. “… looking down in the water among the empty beer cans and dead barracudas a woman saw…”

“Bag,” she says again.

Old hinges bend and squeak as she opens my bedroom door.

My eyes stay on the book. “Leave.”

“Mom wants to talk to us,” she says.

I grunt and glare at my sister. It’s School Spirit Day, and she certainly plays the part: flat-ironed hair, skinny lips, curvy hips, and an unwrinkled cheerleading uniform. Only, this morning I see something different about her polyester skirt. I notice a small burn hole near the hem, no bigger than a pea.

“Girls!” Mom shouts.

“See, Bag,” Minerva says. “Told you.”

“Fine.” I tuck The Old Man and the Sea under my arm and follow my sister down the hallway.


Random Thought 929.4

My real name is Margaret. When I was little, back when my dad was around, he started calling me Maggie. Minerva quickly changed “Maggie” to “Baggie.” Then somewhere along the line “Baggie” got shortened to “Bag.” When we first moved here, I thought about using “Maggie” again, but then that would remind me of my dad and our old life in New York. So I told everyone my name is “Bag.” Here’s what I’ve learned about names: Once they stick, they stick for a really long time.



The kitchen is the same as always. A disaster.

Next to the sink there’s a bowl of garbanzo beans, on the counter there’s oodles of pita triangles, and the kitchen table is covered with juice boxes, packets of olives, and cheese squares. Mom is, once again, running late. Every morning she makes lunches to sell at private schools in Providence. Every morning she barely finishes.

Mom chops cherry tomatoes on a wooden cutting board, which is resting on top of the oven. She hacks into the tomatoes, while I check to make sure the oven is off. (It is.) Then I look at her face, expecting to see her usual frown. But today Mom smiles a huge, happy grin.

“Do you need help?” I ask.

“Mom,” Minerva cuts in. “How are you this far behind?”

“Just about to make the hummus!” Mom leaves the tomatoes on the cutting board and moves to the garbanzo beans on the counter. “Mediterranean Medleys,” she says. “They’ll be done in a jiffy!”

I clutch my book as Minerva groans and says to me, “Are you seriously wearing that? On School Spirit Day? It’s so rude.”

“School Sprit Day is an optional activity.” I look down at my favorite tee, a Salvation Army find with soft white cotton and big black letters that say I DON’T PLAY SPORTS. It’s totally something my dad would wear. Like me, he loves an ironic T-shirt. On the other hand, Mom and Minerva do not like ironic T-shirts. They prefer skirts and dresses and fancy low-cut tops that show off their curves.

“You can borrow something from my closet,” Mom says to me. “I’ve got a light blue sweater that would look great on you.”

“No thanks,” I say.

“Big mistake.” Minerva won’t look at me, as if the sight of me in the T-shirt is already causing her embarrassment. Mom sighs.

Obviously my mom and my sister will never understand the charm of my T-shirt.

I plop down at the kitchen table. That’s when I notice Mom’s headshot under a pile of cheese squares. Her bright white smile pops out like a high-beam flashlight. Seeing the picture surprises me. I didn’t know she still kept them. Mom hasn’t acted in years, not since her soap was canceled. I stare at the photo, and a shudder runs up my neck. The headshot is completely out of place, kind of like the burn that’s on the hem of Minerva’s skirt.


Random Thought 790.2

Mom’s soap was called The Rich and the Radiant. She was one of the stars, but there were lots of stars, and maybe that’s the problem with soaps: too many people all in the same place, all at the same time, all needing to feel like the most important.



“Minerva,” Mom says. “Can you put the tomatoes into Tupperware?”

At the sound of her name, Minerva jumps to action. It’s weird. My sister never helps. Usually she’s too busy ironing her cheerleading uniform or brushing her hair until it shines like a stick of melted butter. Minerva uses the elastic band she keeps on her wrist and ties her long hair into a ponytail. Why is she so eager?

“Just a scoop,” Mom tells her. “Bag, you can put the cheese into the crate?”

I set down The Old Man and the Sea. I’m so far behind. I read my two previous library books, Ask the Dust and The Catcher in the Rye, in record time. I look at The Old Man and the Sea longingly. Then I toss the cheese squares into the large crate that’s on the floor. There’s no way I’ll be able to read the last page before school. I grind my teeth together knowing this cheese job is setting my reading schedule even further behind.

I wish Ridgley were here. He could give a performance of The Old Man and the Sea and read it out loud while I pack the cheese. Ridgley is a thespian. At least that’s what he calls it. Before I met Ridgley, I thought the word was “actor,” but Ridgley says “thespian” sounds way more interesting.

I toss another cheese square into the crate and smile thinking about Ridgley being here, reading to me. But it’s a silly thought. He’s never come to my house before, even though I’d like him to.

With each cheese square I pick up, I see more and more of Mom’s old headshot. Her chin, her ears, her nose, her blond hair that looks just like Minerva’s, her unwrinkled forehead that now has wrinkles, her long fingers, her eyes. Her hazel eyes that have more gray than green and remind me of a forest at night.

“Is this the right-size scoop?” Minerva holds up a spoonful of diced tomatoes. Her diction is perfect. Her tomatoes are perfect. Her impromptu ponytail is perfect.

“Looks good,” Mom says without really looking.

Minerva places the diced tomatoes into the Tupperware container. At the same time, Mom plops down a gob of hummus and tosses in a piece of pita. They work side by side as Mom says, “Now, girls, there’s something I’d like to talk to you about.”

Oh great. Whenever Mom begins a sentence with “Now, girls, there’s something I’d like to talk to you about,” she doesn’t want to talk about anything. She wants to tell us something, and the thing she wants to tell us is bad.

Like when her soap was canceled and we had to move from Manhattan to Rhode Island because our apartment was too expensive, or when we completely ran out of money and she stopped auditioning and started making school lunches, or when she told Dad he had to move out, or when the doctor told her I was dyslexic and I needed special help with reading.

I toss a few juice boxes into the crate even though Mom didn’t ask me to. They need to be loaded, and I’m not looking forward to what she’s about to tell us, so I figure I’ll feel better if I’m only half listening.

“I booked a job,” Mom says.

“A job. Huh. Well, that’s not so bad.” I toss more juice boxes into the crate.

“Not so bad?” she says. “It’s great!”

“What new school are you delivering to?” I ask.

“Not that kind of job,” Mom replies.

Oh no. I glance at her headshot. Oh no. Oh no. Oh no.

“A lead role!” Mom cries. “It’s a great role. There’s this memoir that came out a while ago. Have you heard of it? The Glass Castle. The parents are homeless, and they’re adapting the book for the stage, and I got the part. I got the part of the homeless mother!”

“The homeless mother?” I look at Mom’s beautiful headshot, which is as far from looking homeless as a person could get.

Then I look at Mom scooping blobs of hummus. She’s got her frizzy morning hair, and she’s wearing a fleece bathrobe. Her headshot and her real self barely look like the same person. Mom squeezes Minerva’s arm. “Aren’t you girls excited?”

I don’t respond because I’m not excited. After Mom’s soap ended, she started auditioning for off-Broadway plays in New York. It was terrible. Either she wouldn’t get the part or she would get the part, she’d start rehearsals, and she’d be really upset with the production of the play. It was a lose-lose situation. I don’t want her to get her hopes up again.

Minerva’s mouth turns down, like she’s thinking the same thing. “I didn’t know you were auditioning.”

Mom goes back to plopping gobs of hummus into the Tupperware containers. “My ex-agent called and said it was the part of a lifetime. I mean, it’s not Broadway or anything. The play’s at the Center Stage Theater.”

“Center what?” Minerva asks.

“The Center Stage Theater. It’s in Providence.” Mom chucks her hummus spoon into the sink. “God, wouldn’t it be great if this part got us back to New York?”

I pick up Mom’s headshot. “The part of a homeless person?”

“It’s a wonderful role,” Mom tells me.

I’m holding the headshot with a clenched fist. The photo wrinkles in my grip. I drop it onto the table because I don’t want to get in trouble for ruining her face. I look to see if Mom sees, but she’s focused on the Mediterranean Medleys. She puts more pita triangles into the Tupperware containers and sort of looks like a normal mom even though I know she isn’t.

I don’t want to watch, so I stare at the kitchen wall instead. It’s covered with Mom’s handwriting. The notes started last year. She writes them directly on the wall. I find the first note she wrote next to the light switch. Bag’s birthday. I think she wrote the note to remember to get cake and wrap presents, which was nice. But it’s not her only note. My eyes move to the note about the dentist, the note to get a wax, the note about a delivery. Her handwriting is messy. Bake sale brownies, I think one says? My eyes move to the wall next to the fridge. Bottle recycling. Vendor drop. On the wall near the sink she wrote, Insurance card. Above the toaster, a new note:


Call Tom



My eyes stay stuck on the loopy letters. Call Tom.

I didn’t notice that one before. When did she write it? Did she call him? What did he say? Does he want to come home? Does he know about her play? Does he miss us? Does he miss me? I stare at the name as if it could belong to anyone, when really the name belongs to him. My dad.

“Do you have to take the part?” Minerva asks.

“I already did,” Mom says.

“Without talking to us?” Minerva places a scoop of tomato into the Tupperware, and a speck splashes up and hits the arm of her cheerleading uniform. “Ugh,” she moans.

“It’s not like I signed a contract.” Mom slaps the lids onto the Tupperware while Minerva rushes to the sink and wets the sleeve of her shirt.

At the same time, I start chucking the juice boxes into the crate again. They slam on top of each other, and I feel a tiny bit better.

“Look,” Mom says. “Opening night is a month from now, which is going to be so exciting, but rehearsal times are tricky. Rehearsals are weekday afternoons. I won’t be able to pick you up after school.”

“What do I care?” Minerva says from the sink. “I have cheerleading.”

“Hold on,” I say. “What about the library?”

“Well…” Mom turns to me. Her forehead wrinkles, and her hazel eyes peer into mine. “I was wondering if you could go to the library at school?”

“The library at school is only open during the school day.”

She rubs her forehead and gets a smudge of hummus on her brow.

“Mom, I need you to drive me to the public library. It’s where I do my best reading.”

“Sweetheart, I won’t have time.”

“I’ll walk.”

“Don’t be silly. The public library is miles away.”

My heart beats inside my throat.

“It’s only a month,” Mom explains. “After opening night the shows will be in the evenings. Then I can drive you.” She leans her butt against the counter. “It’s been such a hard year, and this is good news. This is really good news for us.”

I want to tell her that the play isn’t good news for us. It isn’t good news for her. I want to remind her of the off-Broadway shows. I want to tell her this, but I don’t want to make her mad.

So I stare at the messy writing that covers our kitchen walls. Bag’s teacher conference. Snow tires. The more I stare, the more the walls seem to cave in around me. The room grows smaller as I pull my T-shirt away from my neck. Rent. I see how much she does for us. I also see the enormous mess she’s made of our kitchen. “Why not use Post-its?” I motion to the mess of a wall. “I’ve told you this before, Mom. Post-its make everything organized.”

“Oh, I guess it’s easier this way. Really all I need to do is write myself reminders, and then I never look again. It’s the writing that helps me remember.”

“That doesn’t explain why you don’t use paper,” I say. “Or a dry-erase board.”

Mom stacks more Tupperware boxes in the crate. Then she throws her hands up in the air. “You know what, there’s a lot to be said for creative expression, Baggie. Get out of your head and into your body!”

“Isn’t my head part of my body?” I ask.

Mom claps her hands together as if she’s scooping up a good idea. “Maybe you could join cheerleading with Minerva,” she says. “That would shake things up!”

“Absolutely not,” I say.

Minerva begins to laugh. She laughs hard, bends over, and clutches her stomach. “Bag as a cheerleader!” she cries. “Stop it! I’m going to pee my pants!”

I narrow my eyes at her. “Like that time in New York when Mom had to bring an extra pair of shorts to school?”

“You little…” Minerva lunges at me, but I dodge out of the way.

“Minerva. Bag.” Mom puts the last Tupperware box into the crate. “That’s enough. Come on, girls. Let’s get this food into the truck.”

“I’m not going to cheerleading,” I say to Mom. “I’ll find somewhere to read at school. You can pick me up after your rehearsal.”

“Sounds good.” Mom hefts the large crate into her arms.

My sister doesn’t say another word.

She picks up a crate and pretends like everything is fine, when the truth is, we couldn’t be further away from fine.


Random Thought 177.3

Minerva looks good on the outside, but on the inside she’s all mixed up. Like, when Dad left, she didn’t cry or anything. She went on acting like everything was the same. Here’s what I know about my sister: She’s the perfect first line of a book, and the rest of her doesn’t make any sense.
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chapter two

THE NEWPORT BRIDGE LOOMS BEFORE us. Its pale green paint reminds me of moss. The steel pylons remind me of elephant legs. The arched middle reminds me of an upside-down heart. I love the bridge.

Mom takes a left at the light and drives under the overpass. At the same time, I lean forward, hoping to hear the soft echo of waves bouncing against the bridge’s giant pylons.

“It’s freezing in here!”

Minerva speaks as if we’re sitting miles apart. We aren’t. I’m sitting next to her. We’re less than an inch away from each other. Mom is on the other side of me. I’m stuck in the middle seat of the truck, not by choice.

Minerva turns the heater to full blast. I sink in my seat, wishing for a breath of fresh air, wishing I had the window seat. I shove my face down near my lap, but the hot air is unavoidable. It blows at us from the vents, full speed ahead.

Speaking of full speed ahead, Mom banks a right at the rotary, and her bony elbow jabs into my ribs. Even worse, Minerva’s hips slide over to my area and press against my upper leg.

I ask, “Can someone roll down a window?”

“No,” Minerva says.

“We’re almost there,” Mom says. “Hold tight.”

“Hold tight?” I moan. “I’m in the worst seat and I’m hot and I’m going to throw up.”

“Oh, Bag,” Mom says.

She doesn’t say anything else. She doesn’t make Minerva roll down her window. She doesn’t roll down her own window. I wish Dad were here. Like me, he prefers driving with the windows open.

Two and a half miserable minutes later, Mom stops the truck in front of school, and I readjust my glasses. Of course, I don’t need the glasses. No one knows except my mom.

It happened last year, in sixth grade, back when we were living in New York. My teacher, Ms. Viola, said the class was going to read a book out loud.

She called on the person sitting in front of me. Then she called on the person next to me. Then she called on me. I could read the paragraph, but I knew it would take a long time, and I didn’t want my voice to quiver in front of everyone.

So I said, “I can’t.”

“Of course you can.”

“I can’t.”

“Stop kidding around.”

“I’m not kidding.”

Ms. Viola called my mom, probably to get me in trouble. But Mom wasn’t mad. She was worried. Mom brought me to the doctor because she thought I needed glasses. Turns out it was dyslexia.

“Dyslexia,” the doctor said.

Mom replied, “Are you sure? My daughter loves books.”

“Yes,” he told her. “I’m certain.”

Mom shook her head. “Unbelievable.”

“Can I still get glasses?” I asked.

“Baggie,” Mom said, “you don’t need them. Your eyes are fine.”

My eyes may have been fine, but obviously my brain was a whole other story.

“I—”

I wanted to say, I need glasses to look smart. Because I knew I wasn’t.

Even though I didn’t finish the sentence, Mom must’ve known what I was thinking. That day she bought me plain-glass glasses. I’ve worn them ever since.


Random Thought 612.8

Maybe that’s something everyone needs, not necessarily glasses but a way to express the outside in a way that feels true to the inside.



“See you at four. I’ll meet you right here. In front of school.” Mom looks at me. Now her hazel eyes look completely green, super green, like a pine forest sparkling in morning sunlight.

“Pick me up at the gym,” Minerva says. She pushes the truck door open and wraps her arms around herself. “It’s too cold to wait outside. Cheerleading ends at four.”

“Okay,” Mom says. “Bag, you can meet us at the gym too.”

“Sure, Mom. No problem.”

After Minerva hops down, she turns to face me, standing next to the open door of the truck. “I don’t want you in the gym.”

“I’m not going to be in the gym,” I say. “I’m meeting Mom in front of the gym.”

“I don’t want you near the gym,” Minerva says again. “Period.”

“Stop telling me what to do,” I say.

“Girls,” Mom says. “I don’t have time for the drama.”

Mom’s sitting next to me in the cab of the truck. Her Lunches by Lenore are stacked in back. I imagine that the cold air is freezing the hummus into solid little bricks.

“Do not go near that gym,” Minerva tells me.

Seriously. Why is she being so mean? It’s not like she’s ever nice to me, but this morning she’s over-the-top. Normally she acts annoyed with me. But today it’s like she downright hates me. I mean, there’s no reason for her to be this upset with me. Why is she freaking out? Maybe, just maybe, there’s something more than me that Minerva’s upset about?

A car honks behind us, urging Mom to get moving. They just dropped off a kid, a fifth grader, and he’s already walking into school.

“Baggie, where should I pick you up?” Mom says quickly.

Minerva waits, making sure I don’t tell Mom to pick me up at the gym. I sigh. “Fine. I’ll meet you here, in front of school, after you get…” I narrow my eyes at my sister. “Minerva.”

I hop out of the truck, and Minerva narrows her eyes back at me.

“Sounds good, girls! See you at four! Wish me luck at my first rehearsal!” Mom taps her horn and then speeds away.

Minerva pinches my upper arm. “You’d better not go to the gym.”

I push her away from me. “Why are you making such a big deal about it?”

Without responding she scurries toward the front entrance of Thompson Middle. Even though we’ve got seventeen minutes until the bell rings, Minerva rushes as if she were late. She doesn’t bother to zip her coat. Her typically organized backpack is stuffed with papers that stick out from the top. Her cheerleading skirt still has that tiny burn hole.

I give my fake glasses a final adjustment before I head to school. Then, as I walk toward the brick building, I rub the spot on my arm where Minerva pinched me.

Something’s going on with my sister. I can feel it.
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chapter three

ENGLISH IS MY FAVORITE CLASS for three reasons: one, the reading; two, the writing; and three, Mr. Perkins. Mr. Perkins keeps a quiet room, speaks with a gentle voice, and smells musty, like a stack of old books.

I walk into English and sigh. The room feels like a hug. I take my seat in the front row and almost forget about Minerva until a cheerleading uniform lands next to me. The uniform belongs to Mimi Fookwire. I look down at my T-shirt that says I DON’T PLAY SPORTS. My ironic tee is the opposite of Mimi Fookwire and her perfect, unwrinkled cheerleading uniform which matches Minerva’s.

“So,” Mr. Perkins begins, “we’re going to shake things up today.”

He wears a dark green T-shirt with a few cat hairs stuck to the collar. I imagine Mr. Perkins’s cat is a calico and somewhat cranky. I imagine Mr. Perkins sits on a comfy sofa, reading something very complicated, like The Canterbury Tales or Beowulf, or some other interesting book with really tricky words, while patting his calico cat.

“Poetry,” Mr. Perkins says, and breaks me away from my thoughts about him. “Today we’re going to talk about poetry. What makes words poetic? What makes words sound like poetry, feel like poetry…?”

Mimi Fookwire raises her hand. Mimi is always raising her hand. We have English and math together and she’s constantly raising her hand.

“Yes?” Mr. Perkins says.

“I like the poetry of Sharon Creech,” she replies.

The name Sharon Creech swirls around in my head. I picture her books: Love That Dog, Saving Winslow, Hate That Cat, Moo…. I picture where the books are shelved in the Newport Public Library….

“I love Sharon Creech!” I say before I have time to stop myself. “But she’s not a poet. Her books are in the middle-grade fiction section of the library. Love That Dog is my absolute favorite!”

I lean back in my seat and wait for Mr. Perkins to compliment me on my knowledge of books. He doesn’t.

Instead he looks at Mimi and says, “I couldn’t agree more, Mimi. Sharon Creech is a wonderful writer, and her books are very poetic. In fact, I’m pretty sure Ms. Creech refers to herself as a poet.” Mr. Perkins looks at me, then says to everyone, “Let’s all remember to raise our hands in class when we’d like to speak.”

The air moves out of my body like I’ve turned into one of those awful whoopee cushions and someone just sat on me. I’ve been flattened and squished like a crummy piece of plastic. I scan the room for Ridgley. He sits two seats behind me. I glance at his white T-shirt, which is just like mine, minus the words.

“Don’t worry,” Ridgley mouths.

I frown, like I totally messed up. “I should’ve raised my hand,” I mouth back.

Mr. Perkins interrupts our moment. “Bag,” he says.

I whip around to face him.

“Is there another book of poetry you like?” he asks.

“Um.” Of course there are poetry books I like. I have a long list of them, but when I open my mouth, I can’t think of a single title.

“Um,” I say again.

“Oh, that’s all right,” Mr. Perkins says. “If you think of one, please let us know. As for the rest of you…” Mr. Perkins rubs his chin. “Whatcha got?”

Hands shoot into the air. I hear Brown Girl Dreaming, The Crossover, Rhyme Schemer, and House Arrest.

I’ve read all those books. Why couldn’t I think of the titles? For a moment I worry I have amnesia or some hidden brain tumor, but then I realize it’s the dyslexia. It’s been a long time since the words in my brain wouldn’t connect to my mouth, but every once in a while it creeps up on me.

The class continues to talk about poetry, and Mr. Perkins gets more and more excited. I’m not even part of the discussion. I try to get Ridgley’s attention, but he doesn’t see me because he’s got his own hand up in the air. I look over at Mimi and she glares at me, probably because I interrupted her.


Random Thought 153.2

I’m dumber than dumb.



The day keeps getting worse.

During geography my favorite pencil breaks. During Spanish I botch saying “Me llamo Bag.” During science I can’t find my notebook. I still haven’t read the ending of The Old Man and the Sea. And Minerva keeps glaring at me every time we pass each other in the hall. Then Minerva rolls her eyes at me when we end up beside each other on our way to the cafeteria. Unfortunately, the seventh graders (me) and the eighth graders (Minerva) eat lunch at the same time.

I follow behind Minerva and her posse of cheerleaders: Emily S., Emily C., and Mimi. They gather around my sister like bees swarming their queen. Each girl wears a cheerleading uniform for School Spirit Day. Like bees, their uniforms look the same. Almost everything about them looks the same. Their long hair, their uniforms, their perfectly white sneakers.

The only differences: Mimi is a foot shorter than Emily S., Emily C., and Minerva. Mimi is in seventh grade (like me), while Minerva, Emily C., and Emily S. are in eighth. And, of course, Minerva has blond hair. The other girls have brown hair. Other than that, the cheerleaders are exactly the same.

As they enter the cafeteria, Minerva doesn’t hold the swinging door for me, and I jut my arm out just in time to stop it from crashing into my shoulder. Then I stumble inside.

The cafeteria smells like beef jerky and dirty feet. I quickly move to my regular seat, the seat near the window, the seat farthest away from the stinky hot-lunch line. As I walk, I hear the clinking of silverware against plastic trays, the opening and closing of ziplock baggies, the setting down of cups, the crinkling of tinfoil, the shuffling of chairs. The sounds of the cafeteria mix like music.

When I get to my spot, I pull out my Mediterranean Medley. Under the lid I’ve got tomatoes, hummus, pita triangles, and cheese squares. I also pull out a juice box. But oh no, oh no, oh no. The juice box is empty.

I shove my hand into my backpack, and the bottom is wet. Faster than fast I dump the contents and find The Old Man and the Sea. The library book is soaked. Oh no, oh no, oh no. “Napkins!” I say to no one in particular. Then I run to the lunch line and grab a huge stack. Back at my table I dab the soggy pages.

Please, oh please, let the napkins sop up the juice. The thought of a ruined library book is the absolute worst. I keep pressing the napkins into the damp pages. Then I blow on the pages and waft the book around, hoping to air out the moisture.

“Oh, come on,” I whisper. “Dry.”

An eighth grader sitting at the table next to mine raises his thick brown eyebrows. I don’t know his name. He stares at me.

“Sorry,” I mumble.

I set the book down. Talk about embarrassing. Then I blow on the book again, but I do it softly, trying not to draw attention.

After I finish cleaning up my library book, I wipe off the rest of my lunch. Aside from the spilled juice box, the lunch looks good.

I look up as Ridgley places his tray on the table. In the middle of the tray, the beef brisket sticks up like a volcano covered in brown lava. Ridgley takes the seat next to me and pulls The Cherry Orchard from his backpack. He doesn’t say hello. Instead he begins to read. Which, in my opinion, is the best thing ever.

Ridgley is just beginning The Cherry Orchard, and when he finishes, it’ll be the third Chekhov play he’s read this week. I’m the one who suggested it.

Ridgley comes to me for play suggestions because he wants to be an actor. I’m happy to help because I love the reading side of Ridgley. The actor side of him I don’t really get, but the reading side connects us, always.

I dunk my pita back into the hummus. At the same time, Ridgley pops his nose out from his book and eyes my lunch. I slide the Mediterranean Medley between us. “Want some?”

Ridgley takes a cheese square from the medley. “Thanks.” Before he goes back to his play, he asks, “Hey, how’s your mom?”

“She got some part in a play.”

“That’s awesome.”

“It’s based on a book or something.”

“We should see it.”

“She’s playing the part of a homeless person.”

He breathes deeply. “What a range she has.”

“The part of a homeless person?”

“I found some old reruns of The Rich and the Radiant. Her character, Sloane…” Ridgley holds his hand to his chest.

“She was on that show a long time ago.”

“Her performance was amazing, and wow oh wow, she had great chemistry with Sebastian.”

“Sebastian?”

“Her mysterious brother who appeared in episode three and disappeared by episode four.”

“Huh. I had forgotten about Sebastian.”

Ridgley leans closer. “Tell me more.”

I shrug. “I don’t know. I haven’t watched my mom’s soap in years. I was a little kid when she first got the part. I remember being on set sometimes. She had her own dressing room with her name on the door.”

“Wow,” he says. Ridgley holds my gaze. “What else?”

Another thought pops into my mind, but there’s no way I’m going to tell him. That’s when my parents started fighting, when Mom came home from her show each night. I shift in my seat, unable to shake off the memory. She’d always be mad at my dad. Then, after the show was canceled, and they were both in the apartment all the time, the fighting got even worse.

“We should totally see her play,” Ridgley says.

I shrug again. I really like the idea of doing something outside school with Ridgley. We’ve never done that before. But I wish the thing we were doing was something other than going to my mom’s play. I want to ask him to come over to my house, but I feel too nervous to say that out loud.

Ridgley returns to The Cherry Orchard. As he reads the play, he whispers the words out loud. “My father was a peasant, true, but here I am in a white vest and brown shoes… like a pearl in an oyster shell.”

I return to my soggy copy of The Old Man and the Sea and dab the cover with a napkin. As I dab the book, Ridgley looks up from The Cherry Orchard. “Want to go to the play this weekend?”

My heart flutters at the idea of spending time with Ridgley, but then I wonder: Does he want to hang out with me or see my mom perform?

“We can go together,” he adds.

I shake my head. “She’s still in rehearsals. Show hasn’t started.”

Ridgley sighs. “Rehearsals.” Then he looks right at me. “I really want to be an actor.”

“I think you’d be a great actor,” I say. I want to add because I think you’re a great person, but that would be way too embarrassing.

So I return to my book, Ridgley returns to his play, and we spend the last few moments of lunch reading.
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