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ONE


She walks into class ten minutes after the bell. Twenty heads turn. Forty eyes watch her walk up to the front with her perfectly tanned legs, perfectly blue halterneck top and perfectly sweeping fringe.


Mr Roland is already boring us. Chalk dust flying, he lists the six member councils of the United Nations on the board. His short-sleeved white shirt is so thin you can see the shadow of his back hair.


‘. . . General Assembly, Security Council . . .’ his nasal voice drones on.


‘I’d like to member her council,’ one of the guys says, flicking his head at the new girl. The class erupts in laughter. Well, the boys, anyway.


‘Oh my,’ Mr Roland says, turning around. ‘Who do we have here?’


She hands him a note. I stare and twirl a strand of red hair around my finger.


‘Take a seat,’ our teacher says. And the new girl does. She calmly walks to the back of the room without blushing though everyone is watching her every move. Especially Marcus. My Marcus.


‘This is Jenna Wilson, everyone,’ says Mr Roland. The boys nod and smirk. The girls bend their lips up in fake smiles. Jenna sits and faces front. I notice she has a French manicure on her fingers and her toes. Curling my ragged nails into my palms, I face front, too.


‘. . . Economic and Social Council, International Court of Justice . . .’


Mr Roland returns to the chalkboard and blathers on. The way he has all term. I hear with my ears, but my mind is on the new girl. The perfect girl, who now sits between me and Marcus Gould. I feel him checking her out. My heart sinks.


Of all times, why now?




TWO


‘Duck.’


That’s the first word I ever heard him say. The one I remember, anyway. It came flying over the chain-link fence that separates our two backyards. He might have been identifying the airborne rubber duck, or telling me to get out of the way. Who knows? What I do know is this: from day one, Marcus Gould and I have been friends. Best friends, probably. But don’t tell my other best friend, Celeste.


Marcus still lives on Fifth Street in Odessa, Delaware; I still live on Sixth. We’ve been connected all our lives by geography. Now, I’m hoping for some anatomical connection, too.


‘Duck,’ I’d repeated as a little kid, tottering over to retrieve the yellow rubber bird in my backyard.


Marcus’s mom sunned herself on a lawn chair beside their paddling pool. My mother was on her hands and knees, planting herbs in our vegetable garden.


Mrs Gould shouted, ‘Sorry!’ Then she asked, ‘Want to come swimming, Ruthie?’


Of course I did. But, Mom’s forehead got all creased with thoughts of bacteria, drowning –


‘I won’t take my eyes off her, Fay,’ said Mrs Gould.


Reluctantly, Mom let me go next door.


‘I’ll get her bathing suit and the sunscreen,’ she said, grunting as she got up.


By the time she returned, however, I was through the gate, stripped down to my underpants and splashing Marcus in his pool. That was our first date. Marcus saw me topless when being topless didn’t mean a thing. We played together long before life complicated every touch.


‘What do you think it stands for?’ Celeste asks me after social studies class. ‘Jennifer?’


‘Wouldn’t that be Jenni instead of Jenna?’ my second-best friend, Frankie, asks. Her real name is Frances, which actually suits her better since she’s shy and round and a bit of a follower. Unlike Celeste, who charges forward into every situation not caring who she ploughs over.


Celeste won’t admit it, but she’s a bit of a Frances inside, too. And I see myself in both of them. Probably the reason we all get along. Most of the time.


I say, ‘Maybe she spells it Jennafer, with an “a”.’


Celeste says, ‘God, I hope not.’


‘Me, too.’ I say. ‘How naff can you get?’


‘Yeah,’ echoes Frankie. ‘How naff can you get?’


We silently walk across the grass to our lunch spot. I hurry to get in the shade. The last thing I need is another freckle. My long red hair is already frizzing in the afternoon humidity. Celeste plops down in the direct sun, twists her straight black hair into a knot and tilts her face skyward. Frankie rolls her tight capri pants up over her knees and kicks off her flip-flops. I notice that she forgot to rub self-tanning cream on the tops of her feet.


As we open our packed lunches, I know my friends are thinking what I’m thinking. Isn’t freshman year hard enough without a new girl? A perfect girl?


‘Besides,’ Celeste says, her eyes closed, ‘who comes to a new school right at the end of the year?’


‘Yeah,’ says Frankie. ‘Who?’


‘Maybe her parents are fugitives,’ I suggest.


‘Delaware’s Most Wanted,’ Celeste says, laughing.


Frankie asks, ‘Do you think their pictures are online?’


There she is across the lawn. She’s heading straight for us. Her long, light-brown hair flips right and left with each step. Her thigh muscles flex as she walks down the hill. Already, she’s been swallowed up by the Semi-Populars. Two girls from the soccer team are showing her around. My pulse races as they get close, but they pass our tree without acknowledging us at all. Not that we look like we care. Celeste glances at her, then closes her eyes again. Frankie takes a bite of her peanut butter sandwich. Me, I flip my hair and pretend I don’t notice her deep dimples or the way her eyes crinkle when she laughs. At least she’s not blonde, I think. Thank God for small favours.


‘Hey.’


My heart flutters as I hear a familiar voice behind me.


‘Hey, Marcus,’ I say, flipping my hair again and turning around. Marcus nods at me, but I see his eyes shift to her. To my horror, she looks right at him and smiles. Crud. Now he’s seen her deep dimples, too.


I squint and look up at the boy I’m inexplicably ga-ga over. The only boy who’s seen me topless and knows all my secrets. Marcus bobs his head to the hip-hop music in his ears. He wears a gigantic white T-shirt over huge, hem-frayed jeans. Celeste opens one eye and scoffs. Admittedly, his outfit is a tad lame. Especially the woolly hat when it’s, like, ninety degrees. But Marcus will try anything not to look like the science nerd he is – even fronting like a gangster.


‘You’re not fooling anyone,’ I told him a million times. Marcus looks clever eating corn flakes in the morning. He’s going to be an astronaut. The astronomy class at Liberty High was created for him and the other brains who are so far beyond ninth grade science it’s not even funny. Marcus’s idea of the perfect vacation is a shuttle flight to the Space Station. Or, here on Planet Earth, a trip to Washington, DC to hang out at the National Air and Space Museum. I mean, come on.


At school, though, Marcus pretends he’s a boy from the ’hood without a stratospheric GPA. I used to think he was out of his mind. Now, when I look at him, I feel like I’m going out of mine.


‘We’re busy,’ Celeste says to Marcus, all snotty. ‘Try not to trip on your pants when you leave, Bozo.’


‘Try not to confuse your age with your IQ,’ Marcus says to Celeste, nodding at me again, then pimp-walking away.


‘Later!’ I say to Marcus, wincing at how desperate I sound. Annoyed, I ask Celeste, ‘Why do you have to be so mean to him?’


‘He’s mean to me.’


‘You were mean first.’


‘What, are we in kindergarten? Who cares about Marcus? It’s not like he’s your boyfriend, Ruthie,’ Celeste says. ‘It’s not like I have to like him.’


I swallow. ‘He is my friend.’


‘Your sympathy friend. Just because you were friends as kids doesn’t mean you need to be friends now.’


What could I say? I didn’t have the guts to tell my best friend that I was officially in love with Marcus Gould. She can’t see into his poet’s soul the way I suddenly can. And if I told Frankie about my new thing for Marcus, she’d instantly blab to Celeste. Which is why Frankie will always be best friend number two.


Most of all, neither one of my friends would understand what happened last Friday night. Particularly since I don’t understand it myself.




THREE


It was deliciously warm out, one of those pre-summer nights that makes you crazy because school is almost over, but finals are still ahead. It’s like you’re dying to be free but you can’t let go. Not yet.


‘Check this out,’ Marcus said.


We were up on the flat part of his roof – like we always were – hanging out. Marcus was staring at the stars through the monster telescope his mother saved for two years to buy him. It was tilted toward the black sky, standing on its tripod. Me, I was thinking about how your whole life can be formed by an accident. Not in the ‘car wreck’ sense. In the ‘not on purpose’ sense. Like, where you live. And the fact that a totally abnormal life has to be your life because that’s all you were given.


‘Ruthie, check this out,’ Marcus repeated.


‘It better be good,’ I said. Stars, to me, are a waste of time. Unless, of course, we’re talking about Orlando Bloom.


Crouching down, I pressed the eyepiece up to my face.


‘See it?’ Marcus asked, excited.


‘I see a white dot.’


‘That’s it!’ He stepped closer to me. ‘Vega! It’s the brightest star in the Summer Triangle.’


I looked, shrugged.


‘Can you see Epsilon Lyrae right next to it?’ he asked. ‘Can you?’


What, I was looking for two dots now? Pulling my eye away from the telescope, I asked Marcus, ‘Do you ever wonder how totally different you’d be if you lived in Alaska or California or New York?’


‘It’s a double star, Ruthie,’ he said. ‘You can’t always see it.’


‘That’s what I’m saying! How can you see who you really are when you’re stuck in someone else’s life?’


Marcus rolled his eyes. We’d had this discussion before.


The two of us were trapped in a maternal noose. Both only children. Both dadless. Marcus’s father ran off with a shiatsu massage therapist from Dover when he was two. My dad . . . well, he never was. Mom chose me the way you pick sheets.


‘I’d like green ones to match the bedspread. Make sure they’re the right size because they have to fit what I already have.’


My mother selected my red hair and blue eyes to match her own. She chose a dad who was in college, because she never went. I had a little heart disease in my paternal genes, she told me, but no more than the average person.


Average person. How could I ever be average when my father was only a sperm in a syringe?


‘No child was wanted more than you,’ Mom said. It took two expensive tries at the fertility clinic in Wilmington for me to take. ‘Why else would I go to so much trouble?’


My mom has lived in tiny Odessa, Delaware, all her life. Population: two hundred and eighty-six. Before I was born (Population: two hundred and eighty-five), my mom worked at the only diner in town.


‘I knew everyone,’ she told me. ‘No one was interested in me.’


My question is this: if Mom had waited, would a stranger have stopped by Taylor’s Diner? Someone who hadn’t known her all his life and decided she was the one? Was a normal dad only a breakfast special away?


Marcus feels it, too. That fizzing. Like soda in your veins. A constant reminder that you’re not like everybody else. Not enough to take over your whole life, but enough to nag at you and keep normal just out of reach.


I’m not naive. I know nobody is completely normal. Even when people look and act normal, they aren’t normal deep down. But they probably have a moment when they feel normal. When they buy a Father’s Day card without thinking twice about it, when their dads teach them how to drive, or walk them down the aisle. They have family stories and photos and Christmas mornings that are littered with torn wrapping paper. They don’t feel like their mothers would shrivel up and die without them.


It’s those little moments that add up to a family. When your dad isn’t around, you don’t know exactly what you’re missing. You just know it’s something big.


Most of the time, I stop my mind from dwelling on it. Because when I do, I stress out. Did my mother ever once consider what her decision might mean to me? Did it occur to her that a girl needs a dad so she can grow up to understand boys?


‘If you look carefully, Ruthie, you’ll see something truly amazing,’ Marcus said last Friday night on top of his roof. ‘The two stars of Epsilon Lyrae are actually double stars as well.’


Peering through the telescope, I could feel his breath on the back on my neck, his warm hand on my shoulder.


‘Epsilon is a double-double star. Can you see it? Can you see all four of them? They’re awesome. You’ve got to see them.’


I stared until four dots came into focus. ‘Oh.’


‘You see them?’


Marcus’s forehead pressed lightly against the back of my head. It felt totally familiar, but somehow, completely new.


Yeah, I saw them.


‘Aren’t they awesome?’ he asked.


‘They are.’ For the first time, I meant it.


‘Do you realise you’re looking at massive nuclear reactions held together by gravitational force?’


I hadn’t.


‘Astronaut means space sailor,’ he said almost dreamily. ‘That’s what I want to be – a space sailor.’


We both fell silent, imagining Marcus sailing into space, seeing Earth as a beach ball, feeling like a small dot.


I pulled away from the telescope, slightly dizzy. Then I gazed at Marcus’s face. It was like I’d never truly seen him before. I could hardly catch my breath. His jaw was angular. His brown freckles had faded. Were his eyelashes always long and curly? He had sideburns, sort of. And one crooked tooth. Why had I ever thought it looked goofy? And was he always so tall? All of a sudden, I noticed that Marcus had grown into his face and body. They weren’t overtaking him anymore. He looked . . . cute. It took all my energy to keep from reaching my hand up to make sure he was real.


That’s when it happened. Thwang. It was the steam coming off his chest, his grasslike smell, the feeling that we were all alone – the two of us – on a tiny patch of roof in the middle of an infinite universe. Just us fatherless space sailors held together by gravitational force. As unexpected as a shooting star, I fell in love with my (almost) best friend.


‘Some nights you can see the Ring Nebula,’ Marcus said. ‘But not now. It’s too early.’


He was wrong. It was too late. I was weightless in his orbit. I would never view Marcus Gould as my ‘pal’ again. It was beyond my control. My heart knew it, my knees knew it.


If only I could figure out a way to let Marcus in on the news. Before someone – like the new girl, the perfect girl – gets her French-manicured hands on my soon-to-be (please God!) boyfriend.




FOUR


Mom has her feet propped up on our old burled wood coffee table. Her purple velour trousers stretch tightly across her thighs. She wears the slippers she calls her ‘inside shoes’ and knits a baby blanket out of yellow wool.


‘Did you finish your homework?’ she asks.


‘I just walked through the door, Mom,’ I say. ‘Give me a break.’


She gives me a look.


‘Want a fish finger?’ she asks. ‘I’m having a little afternoon snack.’


‘God, no.’


‘Will you get me another one, then? They’re under the grill.’


My eyes bug out. ‘Have you been sitting there all day waiting for your servant to come home?’


Mom slides her glasses on top of her head. ‘As a matter of fact, Ruthie, you’re twenty-two minutes late. You know how I worry when you dillydally.’


Groaning, I dump my backpack on the matching arm chair beside my mother, which doesn’t match because she tried to reupholster it herself and gave up when it looked all pinched, like it was wearing fabric belonging to a much smaller seat. Nothing in our house matches – not the roadkill-brown sofa with the olive-green-and-aqua afghan Mom knitted (the wool was on sale), not the ‘neutral’ rug that long ago lost its neutral status, not the stack of flea market dinner plates in our kitchen cupboard that looks like a heap of pancakes about to topple over. Not even the curtains. One is a faded rose print, the other a tartan.


‘Do you ever feel so totally stuck in your life it’s like quicksand sucking you straight into hell?’ I ask.


Mom – her frizzy reddish-grey curls exploding from her head like old bed springs – blinks her eyes at me. I see her brain clicking. My heart races. Is it possible I’m going to have an honest, soul-baring moment with my mother?


‘Don’t forget the tartar sauce,’ she says.


Groaning even louder, I grab my backpack and shout, ‘Hell!’ Then I stomp out of the living room and up the stairs to my room.


How am I ever going to escape my fourteen-going-on-twelve existence and keep Perfect Girl away from Marcus Gould and inspire him to stop viewing me as one of the guys if my only role model knits baby blankies for a living and probably never even had sex?! The woman who’s supposed to guide me into adulthood thinks hunger is nature’s way of telling you how large your body was meant to be. She believes colouring your hair is ‘lying’ and make-up is for clowns. Plus, she considers pop culture to be mind poison. We don’t even have cable! I have to watch MTV at Celeste’s house. My computer has a dial-up modem. We might as well be Amish!


She can get her own tartar sauce.


On my way up the stairs, I pass Mr Arthur, the seriously ancient tenant who rents the third floor of our ramshackle house.


‘Something smells yummy,’ he says.


‘Hell, hell, hell, hell,’ I say with each step upstairs.


‘What do you need help with?’ he asks, completely misunderstanding me. ‘You know, when I was a boy . . .’


I groan even louder.


Mr Arthur is a double threat – nearly deaf, yet unable to shut up. His white hair is in a constant state of bed-head and the lenses in his glasses are so thick it looks like his eyes are peering out from the back of his head.


Once, I asked him if ‘Arthur’ was his first name or his last name.


‘Interesting story, that,’ he said.


Back then, I stifled my groans.
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