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For my parents
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YOU REALLY DON’T have to give me a party, Mom,” I told my mother, Maggie Walker, the day before my sixteenth birthday. I meant it, too. Birthday parties aren’t exactly my favorite things.

“Should I just throw away the cake, then?” she teased.

We were in the kitchen. Mom had just baked a triple-layer lemon cake with raspberry filling, and now she was using a tiny spatula to etch a basket-weave pattern in the white butter cream frosting.

It looked delicious, and I was sure, knowing Mom—she’s a caterer—it would taste even better than it looked. “Of course I want the cake!” I said, smiling. I pushed the long, gold-brown hair out of my eyes, then stuck my hands deep into the side pockets of my faded denim overalls. “I just don’t like people making a fuss over me.”

“It’ll just be us,” Mom assured me, “and Hal. And I invited Jack. That’s okay with you, right?”

“Sure.” Hal Leverett is our neighbor. He’s divorced, and Mom is a widow, and they’ve been dating for a couple of years now. As for Jack Harrison, he’s been my closest friend since we were ten. Jack and Hal are both like family.

Mom finished frosting the cake. She offered me the beaters from the electric mixer. “Do you want these, Laurel?”

Of course I did. I grinned and leaned back against the counter and licked the frosting off one of the beaters. The kitchen window was open, letting in a warm Indian summer breeze. “Remember how I used to practically beat Lily up to get the beaters after you baked a cake?” I asked Mom.

Mom laughed. “Poor Lily.”

“Poor Lily—yeah, right.” Lily is my younger sister. She’s thirteen now, and I’ve been waiting for her to outgrow her “brat” stage for the past thirteen years.

The phone rang; I had to put down the beater to answer it. “Hello?”

“Hi. It’s me,” said my nineteen-year-old sister, Daisy.

A warm feeling settled over me. “Daze! What’s up?” My mom smiled at me, and I smiled back as I pointed to the phone excitedly. “It’s Daisy,” I mouthed, and Mom nodded.

“Just wanted to wish you a happy day before your birthday, Toad.”

“Daisy! Haven’t I outgrown that ridiculous nickname yet?”

“Have you outgrown your roomful of animals yet?” she shot back.

I laughed. Back when my dad died, we had to move out of our huge house and into a two-floor apartment on Main Street in Hawk Harbor, the small town on the coast of southern Maine where I’ve lived all my life. At first the landlord told us no pets. Since then Mr. Wissinger, who also owns the bakery downstairs, has relaxed his policy a little, so I’ve adopted as many animals as I could squeeze into my bedroom.

“Anyway,” she went on, “I’ll be home tomorrow afternoon.” She’s a freshman at Dartmouth. “I have a soccer game in the morning, but if I leave Hanover by noon, I should be in Hawk Harbor around three-thirty.”

“How are you getting here?” I asked. “Bus?”

“I’m borrowing Annie’s car,” Daisy replied. “What a great roommate.”

“I can’t wait to see you!”

“I’ll drive as fast as I can. Don’t start the party without me.”

“Are you kidding? Of course we won’t. Bye, Daze.”

Hal walked in as I hung up the phone. He doesn’t bother knocking anymore—he and Mom are always running back and forth between each other’s places.

At first it was weird, Mom having a boyfriend. Daisy especially freaked out about it, maybe because she was the one who’d been closest to Dad. Now we’re all pretty used to it, and Hal’s about the nicest man on earth.

He greeted Mom with a kiss on the cheek, then set a paper bag on the counter. “Party decorations,” he explained. “Streamers, balloons, hats, noisemakers.”

I rolled my eyes. “Noisemakers?”

Hal took a party hat out of the bag and stuck it on his head. He’s an accountant, with brown-gray hair and wire-rimmed glasses and he’s at least fifty, but when he smiles, he looks like a kid. “Come on, Laurel. Live it up!”

“Why don’t we start decorating?” Mom said to Hal as she wiped her hands clean on a dish towel. “We’re going out tonight and we won’t have time in the morning because I’m catering that bridal shower brunch.”

I thought about making one more plea for a low-key celebration but decided not to. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate them going to so much trouble. It’s just that I don’t like being the center of attention. When I was thirteen, Jack threw a surprise party for me and invited practically everyone in our class. Even though I knew he had the best intentions in the world, I hated every minute of it.

Now I trailed my mother and Hal into the living room. I tried to reach for a roll of crepe paper, but my mother told me to sit down and relax. So I propped my scuffed sneakers up on the equally scuffed coffee table. We have a lot of really old furniture that Mom says is too beat-up to qualify as antique.

Mom draped crepe paper streamers around the room while Hal blew up balloons that said Sweet 16. “It’ll be good to have your big sisters home, won’t it?” Hal observed.

I nodded. Daisy was coming home for my birthday, and so was Rose—she’s twenty-one, the oldest in the family, and a senior at Boston University.

“Is Rose bringing Stephen?” Hal asked, pausing in between balloons to catch his breath.

“She sure is,” Mom answered. Rose’s boyfriend, Stephen, goes to Harvard. They’ve been dating forever. They met in Hawk Harbor when they were about my age, they broke up once or twice, but they always got back together. “Those two don’t do anything without each other.”

“Quiet around here, isn’t it,” Hal said to Mom, “now that two of your four girls are away at college.”

Mom sighed. “I’m still trying to get used to it.” She tossed me a smile. “Not that Lily doesn’t make enough noise for four girls sometimes!”

“At least we had an extra year with Daisy,” I said. I gave a little sigh; I couldn’t help it.

Daisy graduated from high school a year ago, but she put off starting college until this fall so she could work full-time and help out the family. Our father died six years back—his fishing boat was lost in a storm at sea—and Mom’s gotten a catering business off the ground now, but money is still tight sometimes. We all pitch in however we can.

Mom gazed at me, her expression thoughtful. “You and Daisy got to be good friends this past year, didn’t you?”

I nodded. I missed Rose, but she had already been away at college for three years. I was used to seeing her only on holidays. Daisy had just left, and I still wasn’t used to the fact that she was gone. I missed her. A lot.

Hal stopped blowing up balloons. He thumped his chest with one hand. “The old man’s lungs aren’t what they used to be,” he said, chuckling. “Think I’ll take a break.”

“Let’s start dinner, then,” Mom suggested.

They went back into the kitchen, and I walked upstairs to my room to feed my pets. I was still thinking about Daisy. She and Rose are both amazing people. Rose is a very good singer and actress. Daisy’s a star, too. She was captain of three different sports teams in high school, and she’s on a scholarship at Dartmouth. Plus she’s an A student, plus she’s beautiful, plus funny, plus kind, plus plus plus.

My lab partner, Ellen Adams, who’s the middle of five kids, has asked if it bugs me having a big sister like Daisy who’s such an achiever. It doesn’t. I don’t feel like I have to follow in her footsteps. I couldn’t even if I wanted to!

After Alfalfa, my rabbit, was taken care of, I fed my iguana, my turtles, and my tropical fish. As I was pouring birdseed into Lewis and Clark’s bowl—they’re parakeets—the door to my room banged open. “Where’s my iPod?” Lily demanded.

As I mentioned before, my younger sister is a brat with a capital B. Sometimes I can’t believe we share the same DNA. “I don’t know,” I replied, “and did you ever hear of knocking?”

“You borrowed it yesterday and I haven’t seen it since,” she shot back in an accusing tone, hands on her hips.

I gave her a cold stare. She had on a white ruffled shirt with a black bow tie and vest—Lily’s into putting together funky outfits. Today she looked like a waiter, but I didn’t say so. She’s always antagonizing me, but I try not to pick fights unless she forces me to. “I left it in your room,” I told her.

“Then why can’t I find it?”

I shrugged. “It’s kind of a pigsty in there.”

“My room’s a pigsty?” Lily wrinkled her nose and took a sniff. “It smells like cow manure in here. Or is that your hair, which you probably haven’t washed in a month?”

I’d washed my hair that morning, but I decided not to dignify her question with a reply. For about the millionth time, I silently thanked heaven that Lily and I weren’t sharing a room anymore, like we had to before Daisy and Rose moved out. “Close the door behind you,” I suggested.

Lily didn’t just close the door—she slammed it. Turning to the parakeets, I sighed. “Sorry, guys. It’s not true about the cow manure. You smell fine.”

When everyone was fed, I lifted Alfalfa from his cage. Walking over to my bedroom window, I looked out at the boats in the harbor.

I’ve got a great view, which makes up for the fact that the room is small. That was the only good thing about Daisy’s going off to college: inheriting her bedroom. I can decorate it however I want without having to argue with Lily, whose clothes used to take up our whole closet. There’s space for all my animals, and I salvaged an old rocking chair that Mom wanted to give to charity—it’s the chair she rocked us in when we were babies.

I sat there now with the bunny on my lap. I did like having my own room; still, I’d rather have had Daisy back. It was lonely sometimes. Lily and I were the only sisters left. And we’ll never be friends, I thought.


IT’S COLD,” JACK said.

“No, it’s not,” I replied.

“Feels like a frost.” He turned up the collar of his denim jacket.

I took a deep breath of woodsy October air. “I think it’s nice. Perfect, in fact.”

“My battery’s dying.” Jack’s flashlight flickered and went out. A second later I heard him stumble on a tree root. “Ouch!”

I had to laugh. Moonlit expeditions with Jack are always like this. He moans and groans, pretending I’m dragging him out against his will, but then ends up having as much fun as I do.

Tonight we were hiking up a path not far from his house. When we got to the top, we were in Meredith’s Meadow, one of the highest spots in town. Jack spread an old quilt on the dewy grass while I pulled out my binoculars. “There’s Jupiter,” I said, pointing the binoculars skyward. “Just above the horizon. See?”

Jack took the binoculars and looked through them. “Doesn’t it have a bunch of moons?”

“Yeah, but we’d need a telescope to see them.”

We lay back on the blanket, the binoculars and an open bag of potato chips between us. Looking up at the sky, we took turns naming the constellations. Perseus and Andromeda, Aries the ram, Cepheus and Cassiopeia.

“Even with the moon almost full, there are still so many stars,” Jack said after a minute.

“That’s what’s good about living in the country instead of the city. No lights from buildings and stuff to dim the stars.”

“There are other solar systems besides ours, right? Do you think somewhere out there a couple of kids are lying in a field looking through binoculars at us?”

I laughed. “Maybe.”

I sat up and wrapped my arms around my knees. Jack was munching potato chips. Without speaking, he stuck the bag out and I took a handful.

Jack and I have known each other almost forever, since the summer before sixth grade, when he moved to Maine with his parents. He was sort of a prissy little kid back then—his clothes were always spotless and pressed. Meanwhile, I was usually covered with grass stains and mosquito bites. For some reason, though, we hit it off. Maybe because we were both a little lonely. My father had just died and Jack didn’t know anyone else in town yet, and since he’s an only child he didn’t have brothers or sisters to play with.

We’re still best buddies even though we’ve changed over the years. Now I turned to look at him in the moonlight. He has thick, straight brown hair and green eyes. According to the majority of the female population at South Regional High School, he’s gotten pretty cute. He’s popular, too. Sometimes I think that if we hadn’t been friends forever, Jack would never want to hang out with someone like me.

Jack noticed me staring at him. “Your hair’s frizzing out.”

I lifted a hand. My long hair was going wild—the damp sea air does that to me. “Yeah, I forgot a ponytail holder.”

“I bet that’s what Meredith looked like,” Jack speculated.

Meredith’s Meadow is named for a colonial girl who supposedly came up here to look at the ocean and wait for her seafaring lover to return. I laughed. “If I look like Meredith, then no wonder that guy never came back!”

Jack just looked at me.

I gazed back up at the sky.

We sat quietly for a couple more minutes. I was thinking about how maybe I wasn’t that different from eighteenth-century Meredith. We both loved this high, wild meadow. Both of us knew how to wait for people we loved to return.

“What’s that smell? Flowers or something?” Jack asked.

I breathed in deeply. The meadow had a faded, autumnal sweetness. I didn’t need to turn on my flashlight to identify the plants and grasses that surrounded us. “Meadowsweet and oxeye daisy,” I told Jack. “Calico aster, burdock, nodding thistle. And smell the licorice? We must have put our blanket down on the last of the sweet goldenrod.”

“Everything’s dying, huh?”

“Yeah, but that’s when the fields are the prettiest, I think. The bunchgrass is turning red now—we should come back in daylight.”

“That would be great.”

We packed up our stuff and headed back down the dark trail. At the road we said good-bye. “See you tomorrow at your birthday party,” Jack said.

“Don’t bring a gift, okay? I don’t need anything.”

Jack’s smile was bright in the moonlight. “Are you kidding? I already got you a present. I know you’re going to love it.”

“Really?” I was curious in spite of myself. “What is it?”

“Nice try, Walker. Catch you later.”

“Bye.”

We walked off in opposite directions. All the way home I wondered what Jack was going to give me for my birthday. I’ve always hated getting presents. Everyone gathers around and stares as you open them—it’s so embarrassing. That’s the problem with birthday parties in general. But still, even though I don’t usually like parties, I had to admit that I was starting to get a little excited about this one.
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THE NEXT MORNING was Saturday, so I rode my bike to the Wildlife Rescue Center, where I volunteer. Pedaling through town, I thought how nice Hawk Harbor looks in the fall. Pretty soon a lot of stores and restaurants would close for the winter, but during foliage season we still get tourists.

The shop windows held displays of pumpkins and wheat sheaves, and Indian corn was on all the doors. Flags fluttered in front of the town hall. Everyone was outside enjoying the sunny, mild weather. Mr. Appleby stood in front of his hardware store, talking to Patsy, who runs the local diner. Mrs. King, who owns Cecilia’s, a boutique where Rose worked for a long time, was setting up sale racks on the sidewalk. The town veterinarian waved to me as he got out of his pickup truck in front of the animal clinic.

“How’s the bunny?” he called.

Alfalfa was taking antibiotics for the snuffles. “Much better,” I called back as I sped by. “Thanks, Dr. Grady.”

I followed the coast for a mile and then turned inland. The Wildlife Rescue Center is in a renovated barn near Goose Creek. I’ve been volunteering there for a couple of years, and today, if I could get up my nerve, I wanted to talk to the director about becoming a regular part-time staffer now that I was sixteen.

Inside, I peeked into the office. Griffin, the guy who runs the center, was reading e-mail and drinking chai tea. Just ask him, I told myself. But another inner voice was louder. Why would he want to pay you? It’s not like you do anything someone else couldn’t do just as well or better. You’re lucky they let you stick around at all.

I started to walk away from him, but Griffin had spotted me. “Greetings,” he called.

I doubled back to the office doorway. “Hi.”

Griffin was a hippie when he was young, and he still wears beat-up sandals, old blue jeans embroidered with peace signs, and a ponytail. He waved at the battered lawn chair across from his desk that’s reserved for guests. The WRC is nonprofit, and the facilities aren’t fancy. “Have a seat, Laurel,” he invited sociably. “What’s new?”

I sat down, folding my hands on my knees. “Not much. Today’s my birthday.”

“Cheers.” He lifted his mug of tea in a salute. “Sixteen, right?” I nodded. “Gonna look for a real job?” he asked.

This was my opening, but, predictably, my mouth went dry and I couldn’t get my tongue to work properly. “Um . . . uh . . . yeah,” I stammered. “But, you know, well . . .”

“Do you like working here?” Griffin asked.

I managed to spit out the words. “Yes, very much. I was actually wondering if I might . . . you might . . . we might . . .”

“Do you want a job? You’re hired,” Griffin cut in. “I can only pay you minimum wage, but fill out a couple of forms and it’ll be official. Okay?”

I could feel my mouth drop open a little. That was so easy! I thought. “Thanks, Griff.” I know my eyes were glowing. “I promise I’ll work really hard.”

“I know you will. I wouldn’t want you on the staff if I thought you were a slouch,” he said.

I stood up shakily and practically floated back to the wild animal infirmary. My first real job! I thought. I practiced telling people about it in my head: “I work at the Wildlife Rescue Center. Yeah, it’s really good experience. I’m going to be a wildlife biologist or else a vet like Dr. Grady.”

Carlos Alvarez was mopping the floor of the operating room. Carlos is nineteen—he’s studying environmental science at the state university. He worked at the WRC full-time over the summer, and since the school year started, he comes in every Saturday.

He and I don’t usually talk a whole lot. I’m shy around everybody, but especially around guys (except Jack) and especially older guys (except Stephen). Plus Carlos is really cute, which makes me even more self-conscious. Today, though, I was bursting with my news. “Guess what?” I said. “I’m not a volunteer anymore—Griffin just hired me!”

Carlos has dark eyes and short black hair. He’s quiet, but when he smiles, which he did now, it lights up the room. “Excellent!”

“It’s the best birthday present I can imagine,” I confided.

“It’s your birthday?”

Suddenly I felt a little stupid. I didn’t want him to think all I did was talk about myself. “It’s no big deal,” I said quickly.

“Sure it is. How are you going to celebrate?”

“My big sisters are visiting. I’m psyched about that.”

“Sisters, huh?” He smiled again. “There are more like you at home?”

“They’re not like me at all,” I assured him. “They’re beautiful and smart and popular.”

“Well, I bet they don’t know the difference between a duck and a grebe,” Carlos said. “And could they pull porcupine quills from a bear cub’s nose?”

I laughed. “They wouldn’t want to!”

Carlos leaned on the handle of the mop. “What I’m trying to say is, I’m glad Griff hired you. I was going to tell him he should. You’re really good with the animals.”

I blushed. “Thanks,” I said shyly. I hadn’t realized he thought I was doing such a good job. In fact, I hadn’t realized that Carlos had noticed me at all.

“I’m still your boss, though,” he reminded me.

“Okay, boss. What do you want me to do today?”

He reeled off a list of chores: feeding animals, cleaning cages, giving medicine. I got busy, but I didn’t stop smiling. What a great day—I got hired for my dream job and Carlos said he thought I was a good worker! I couldn’t wait to tell my family, especially Daisy. She and I always talk about how maybe someday she’ll be a doctor and I’ll be a vet and we’ll both move back to Hawk Harbor. I’ll take care of the sick animals, and she’ll take care of the sick people—we’ll have the whole town covered. My first job, I thought. My first job!

HAPPY BIRTHDAY, LAUREL!” seven voices shouted loudly as Mom carried the cake, sparkling with sixteen candles, to the table.

We’d just stuffed ourselves with Mexican food because it’s my favorite. Now everyone waited for me to blow out the candles so we could start in on the cake. “Time’s a wastin’,” Lily pointed out. She’d already told me ten times that we needed to hurry up because she had a date to go to the mall with her friends.

“Okay, here goes.”

I blew out the candles with one breath. Daisy clapped and Jack whistled. “What did you wish for?” asked Rose’s boyfriend, Stephen Mathias.

I put my hand over my mouth. “I forgot to make a wish!”

“Too bad,” Rose said. “Sixteenth birthday wishes come only once in a lifetime.”

“Did yours come true?” Lily asked her.

Rose thought back for a moment and then grinned. “No, thank goodness. I wished I’d marry Parker Kemp!”

We all laughed, including Stephen. Parker was the rich, snobby boy Rose had dated before she met Stephen. “You can still make a wish, Toad,” Daisy decided. “There must be a statute of limitations. If you make it within three and a half minutes of blowing out the candles, it’s still valid.”

I thought about it, then shook my head. “I have everything I want already.” I smiled at Daisy. “Who needs wishes?”

I cut the cake and passed out slices. As everyone prepared to dig in, Rose said, “This seems like a good moment. Are you all listening?”

“What’s up, Rose?” Jack asked.

Rose glanced at Stephen. Then she looked at me, a big smile on her face. Rose is incredibly pretty—she has long blond hair and big blue eyes and a perfect smile—but right then she looked even more beautiful than usual. Her eyes were sparkling, and her cheeks were pink. “Stephen and I have decided”—she paused for dramatic effect—“that after we gradu-ate next spring . . . we’re going to get married!”
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