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For Greg, boy next door turned husband extraordinaire


Unfortunately, there can be no doubt that man is, on the whole, less good than he imagines himself or wants to be.

Everyone carries a shadow. . . .

—Carl Jung

We’ll look at them together, then we’ll take them apart. . . .

Multiply life by the power of two.

—Indigo Girls



CHAPTER ONE

Moon pies are obvious, right, Lucia?” Jonathan Bauer piled an armload of gooey, plastic-wrapped treats into our shopping cart. “Ooh! What about Nutty Bars?” He held a yellow box in front of my face, pleading with his huge, puppy-dog eyes.

I squinted back and asked, “How do Nutty Bars fit with an eclipse theme?”

“They’re awesome?” Jonathan shrugged, then dumped them into the cart. “That must count for something.”

Our friend Anji—short for Anjali—Mehta hollered from the next aisle over, “If we’re going to ignore Lucia’s food rules, then I vote for Doritos over Sun Chips!” I could hear her opening a bag of chips; the crunching echoed in the empty grocery store aisle. “It’s your thirteenth birthday, Lu. Shouldn’t we celebrate in style? Sun Chips are the armpit of the chip section.”

“Come on, you guys,” I pleaded. “Sun Chips, moon pies, Starburst, star fruit . . . How lucky is it that star fruit is even in season somewhere in the world? Can we please stick with the theme?” I poked through our cart, admiring the small pile of outer-space-themed food we were buying for that night’s lunar eclipse. The last total eclipse that had been visible in our little piece of the northeast was on the night I was born. Because of this birth connection, I’d been obsessed with eclipses my whole life, but I hadn’t ever seen one live. “Besides, my dad only gave us twenty bucks. We can’t afford much.”

“Whoa,” Jonathan said, holding up one hand. “Your dad gave you twenty bucks? Nice. Mine gave me nothing.”

“Well, it is my birthday,” I reminded him. “And I didn’t want a cake.”

Jonathan half smiled. “Even if it were my birthday, my dad wouldn’t be handing over a twenty.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I pushed our cart around the corner and grabbed a chip from Anji’s open bag of Doritos. Then I dropped it back in. I always felt guilty eating food I hadn’t yet paid for. “Do you really want to ruin our eclipse feast with Doritos and Nutty Bars? I guarantee there will be other food at Velvet’s party.”

“Ugh. Don’t remind me that we’re going to Velvet’s party to eat this stuff,” Anji moaned. She rolled her eyes and put her hands on her hips, looking fierce in her green miniskirt and yellow tights. “Are you sure you want to go tonight? It feels wrong that this is how you want to celebrate your birthday.”

“I’m sure,” I said, even though I really wasn’t.

Ever since first grade, Velvet Mills—self-appointed queen of the “Chosen Ones”—had hosted a huge annual party that every kid in our grade was invited to. In third grade she’d had a pool party at a fancy hotel. In fourth her parents rented out a whole bowling alley and let everyone order food off the menu. Last year, in sixth grade, Velvet’s mom hired a party planner to turn their backyard into a full-on beach with sand and tiki lights and everything. There were hula dancers wiggling around, and this chubby guy hung out all night roasting a whole pig over a fire. Her parties were seriously over the top. Everyone talked about them for the rest of the year—which is exactly what Velvet wanted. She was the kind of person who lived to be loved and admired. Velvet was also one of the girls in our grade who nearly every other girl longed to be. Her dad was the chairman of Peep Records, she wore clothes you couldn’t buy at a regular mall, and she oozed the kind of cool confidence I’ll never have.

Until a few months ago there wouldn’t have been any question about me going to my former-BFF’s big fall bash. I used to do everything Velvet did, without a second thought. But that all changed last summer. Still, there were some parts of my old life I wasn’t willing to let go. “We don’t want to be the only seventh graders who don’t show up. Trust me. Besides, Velvet’s house has a killer roof deck where we’ll have an amazing view of the eclipse.” I folded my hands together and begged. “Pretty please . . . come with me?”

“You’re telling me you want to go to Velvet’s party because of a roof deck?” Anji sighed. She knew just enough about my history with Velvet that she couldn’t stand my former best friend. I had only been hanging out with Anji and Jonathan for a month and a half—since the first week of seventh grade—but I had already discovered they were both unfailingly loyal. It’s what I loved most about them. It’s also what made them so different from Velvet. “Velvet doesn’t deserve to have you there. You need to move on and get out of her shadow. Am I wrong?”

“No,” I mumbled. “You’re not wrong.” But I was just being agreeable. Even though Velvet had hurt me, deep down I didn’t really want to believe that we would never be friends again or that my life would never go back to the way it once was. Velvet had knocked me down, but I guess a piece of me hoped that turning up at this party would be a good first step to show her that she couldn’t keep me down. “But I still want to go. We can hide out on the roof deck with our eclipse treats.”

Jonathan pulled a few random things out of our cart and stacked them on an empty store shelf. “Fine, no Nutty Bars,” he muttered. “Meanie.” He pushed his scruffy hair behind his ears and pouted, his head hanging heavy and low.

“I’m sorry!” My cheeks were flaming. I hated fighting, and I didn’t want Jonathan or Anji to think I was a bully. Our friendship was still new enough that I often worried about ruining things. Reaching for the box of Nutty Bars, I said, “Get whatever you want. It’s no biggie. And we don’t have to go to Velvet’s party if you don’t want to. It was just an idea.”

Anji tugged me toward the beverage coolers, immediately opening a Coke she pulled from the refrigerator. “Listen up, Ms. Frank: You are allowed to be bossy from time to time. Especially on your birthday. So no worries. This is your night.” She grinned at me and said, “Just a hunch, but . . . I bet you made a list of every possible eclipse-themed food ages ago, didn’t you? And now it’s killing you that we’re trying to stray from your plan. Jonathan was teasing.”

“I know he’s teasing.” I forced a smile and nervously rubbed at the moonstone in my pocket, willing it to work its calming magic. The rock was a silly trinket my mom had tucked into my bassinet on the night I was born—an amulet of protection, she had reminded me a hundred times since then. I guess I’m supposed to feel connected to and calmed by the moonstone because I was born during an eclipse. I don’t really buy it, but the stone is pretty—pure milky-white with a soft, greenish glow—and rubbing it usually does have a calming effect. “And no, I did not make a list of eclipse foods. This is spur of the moment, whimsical fun.” I pointed into the cooler. “Look, Sunny Delight! Could there be a more perfect drink for tonight?” I hate Sunny Delight. It makes me gag. But it has the word “sun” in it, which made it perfect for the occasion.

As I set the Sunny D in the cart, Anji reached into my back pocket and pulled out the folded piece of paper I thought I’d so cleverly hidden. She read, “ ‘Moon pies, Sunny Delight, Sun Chips, Starburst.’ Hmm, that’s funny. This looks like a list to me.” She waved the paper around in the air.

“At least the star fruit was a late addition,” I pointed out. “Karmic kismet.”

“What’s karmic kismet?” Jonathan asked.

“It sort of means fate delivered a happy little surprise,” I told him. “A lucky accident. Finding a ripe star fruit is like the universe’s reward for making me wait thirteen years to see my first eclipse. Since it’s happening on my birthday, this whole night is karmic kismet, really.”

“I’m beginning to figure out that nothing in your life is karmic kismet.” Anji batted her eyelashes at me and rubbed one tiny hand through her short, spiky hair. “Do you realize you plan everything? Even bathroom breaks.”

“I do not!” My face blazed with embarrassment. But I so do. Why risk it? Life is full of surprises, and few of them are good. I mean, math pop quizzes, getting your period, broken friendships, your parents’ divorce . . . these are the types of things that just sort of sneak up on you. I’d prefer to live off a script, if that were an option. So I plan whatever I can, trying to keep control over as many pieces of my life as possible.

When I was little, my mom used to drag me around to visit her odd collection of friends who were astrologists and psychics and hypnotists and junk. She would lure me to their incense-laden houses with the promise of candy and cable TV, and watch hopefully as they predicted I’d have a long life and a happy family and all the other things a mom might wish for her daughter. Unfortunately, none of Mom’s friends had ever told me exactly how my life would play out, and really, that would have been much more useful. I wish they could have outlined my life for me, put it into a tidy storyline that had moments of significance highlighted in green, so I’d know what to be prepared for.

Jonathan hopped up on the little bar on the back of the cart and twirled an invisible lasso, waiting for Anji to push him down the aisle. She giggled and gave him a shove. While Jonathan sailed toward the ice cream, Anji yelled back, “Second stall in the first floor bathroom, right after third and sixth period.”

“Are you still talking about my bathroom schedule?” I cringed, my face getting even warmer. “And how do you even know that?”

Anji shrugged, as though it was normal that we were talking about my bathroom breaks. “I’m your friend. Friends keep tabs on one another. We share everything. I bet your body programs itself with the start of each school year, so you pee at ten fifty and two fifteen, even when you’re home on the weekends. Tell me I’m right.”

I grabbed the cart, pushing it and Jonathan toward the checkout lane. I was eager to get to Velvet’s party and to get off this subject. I could see my sister, Romy, giving me the evil eye from out in the parking lot. She’d agreed to give us ten minutes to shop but promised she would leave us stranded if we were in the store any longer than that. When she first got her driver’s license, Romy had promised to drive me everywhere as soon as she was allowed. She had talked about going to the movies, just the two of us, and driving us both to the pool in the summer. But ever since my parents’ divorce, all her promises had been forgotten. After Mom left, Romy didn’t like to do anything nice unless she was forced or bribed.

“Schedules are nice,” I told Anji. “It’s helpful to be predictable.” Anji and Jonathan exchanged a look and laughed. Sometimes I still felt like an outsider with the two of them. They had gone to a different elementary school from me and had been best friends for years. I thanked my lucky stars that I had found them after Velvet had stranded me just before middle school began. Sometimes, though, our differences were super obvious. They were both so laid back. I was so not.

While I paid, Anji flipped through the magazine racks. “Check it out—an eclipse story! Landon and Langdon Louis are conjoined twins, connected at the head, who were magically separated during the last lunar eclipse.” She gazed up from her trashy tabloid, eyebrows raised. “Cool.”

“You seem smart, but . . . ,” Jonathan started, trailing off. He pulled a dime from the depths of his pockets to round out my cash pool. “That’s obviously made up—those aren’t real names.”

I laughed along, happy to have the conversation shift to something other than my bladder. While the checker bagged our stuff, I pulled another copy of the tabloid off the rack. The clerk was watching us closely, wise to the fact that we had no intention of buying the magazines. “Is it just the names that seem strange in that story?” I asked Jonathan. “You think the magical splitting of conjoined twins makes perfect sense?”

“Totally.”

I glanced at the cover of the magazine and read another one of the subheadings: “ ‘Vermont woman wishes for the return of her fiancé during Friday’s lunar eclipse.’ It looks like her fiancé mysteriously disappeared during the last eclipse. That’s really sad.”

“Well, she shouldn’t have taken her eyes off him. The magic of the moon swept her true love away and left her alone. Or it could have been that the fiancé left her for someone else.” Jonathan shrugged one shoulder. “Whatever. If it was the eclipse that made him disappear, I’m sure he’ll reappear tonight—that’s the way this kind of magic has to work, right? Otherwise they wouldn’t have a story to print next month.”

I nodded, despite the fact that stories like this gave me the heebie-jeebies. This was just the sort of thing I’d listened to my mom and her friends talk about when I was younger. Some people—my mom’s kind of people—believed eclipses were magical. More than the sun, earth, and moon aligning and casting crazy shadows. For years I’d heard Mom’s friends talking about legends and myths behind how and why the moon or sun got gobbled up by a dragon or an angry toad. Many cultures had their theories, but they all sounded silly to me.

Personally, I loved the way all the crazy stuff that happened up in the sky felt and looked like magic but had a solid foundation in science and planetary movement. Astronomical magic could be explained—unlike creepy-weird stuff like ghosts and shape-shifters and mind readers and other nonsense my mom bought into. I didn’t believe in any of the made-up legends I’d heard Mom and her friends oohing and aahing about, but I did believe an eclipse would be beautiful. I couldn’t wait to be tucked inside that fold between the moon and earth’s shadow.

“Look at this,” Jonathan said, paging through the magazine. “The Vermont lady is going to make a wish on the eclipse that her fiancé will come back. According to her and some space dude named Larry, wishing on an eclipse is like wishing on a star—but better. I think I’ll try it.”

I wouldn’t mind a few wishes of my own coming true. As stupid as the idea sounded, I wondered if wishing on the eclipse was worth a shot. And did I get extra wishes because it was my birthday eclipse? That seemed only fair.

“It’s seven,” Anji said suddenly, dumping the tabloid on top of the candy display. “We need to move or we’re not going to make it to Velvet’s in time for the eclipse. Not that missing the party would be the worst thing in the world. . . .”

I stuffed the magazines back in the rack, taking one last look at the sad face of the woman with the lost fiancé. “I read online that they hire actors to pose for the pictures with those magazine stories,” I said. “But how crazy would it be if something like this were real?”

Jonathan wiggled his fingers and wooed like a ghost in a kid cartoon. Anji danced toward the sliding doors that led outside, singing, “Once upon a time there was light in her life . . .” She paused and turned back, pointing dramatically at me. “Tonight is Lucia’s night, for a total eclipse of the heart!”



CHAPTER TWO

The first and only time I’d been inside Velvet’s new house was almost two months ago, on the night of her thirteenth birthday. I could still remember a million little things about that night: the way my hair had cooperated (perfect curls), the exact color of my new shirt (sugar snap peas), and the way the air on Velvet’s rooftop terrace had smelled like burning caramel and fresh paint.

One of her dad’s washed-up boy bands serenaded Velvet, and Velvet sang “Big Girls Don’t Cry.” Even though she was turning thirteen, her mom—always super out of touch with what was age-appropriate—had bought Velvet a cake in the shape of Ariel from The Little Mermaid. My slice had Flounder on it, but the poor little fish’s tail got chopped off when Velvet cut the cake.

I had just gotten back from spending my first post-divorce summer at my mom’s new house in Sweden, so I hadn’t seen Velvet since a few days after sixth grade had ended. I was so excited to catch up on everything that had happened while I was gone and plan for our first week of middle school. Velvet had hardly e-mailed or texted over the summer, but I knew she was always really busy with camps and stuff so it didn’t surprise me. While I was gone, she and her parents had moved into a new house (a mansion, really), and I couldn’t wait to help her figure out how to decorate her room.

For her big birthday she’d planned a slumber party for a group of girls she had dubbed the Chosen Ones. She had actually written The Chosen Ones (with a glittery little smiley face sticker in place of each of the os), on the invitation. The name of the group had stuck after that night, minus one member: me.

When I arrived at her birthday party, I should have realized something was different. Velvet seemed extra loud and show-offy, and she didn’t really pay much attention to me even though we hadn’t seen each other in forever. There were a bunch of girls at the party I didn’t know—girls who had gone to other elementary schools who would be in our new, bigger class at Hudson. I wasn’t sure how Velvet had already gotten to know them, and I never got a chance to ask. A lot of girls who came to the party wore makeup, and almost all of them talked about boys. I felt like I’d blinked and woken up in someone else’s life. I spent most of the night watching how the world I’d always known had changed while I was gone.

At first I blamed the weirdness between me and Velvet on a summer apart, thinking nothing important could have changed between friends in just a couple of months. But after my parents’ divorce and a full summer away I was a little more cautious, less willing to trust people and the things they told me. When Velvet showed everyone around her bedroom later that night, I realized she had decorated it without me. Our bedrooms had always matched, but during the summer she had swapped her fleecy flower blanket for something ultra-chic and modern.

That night’s birthday party had a murder mystery theme, where everyone was given a part to play and we had to hunt for clues to figure out who had supposedly done the crime. I was assigned the role of Clancy, a pipe-smoking, one-legged dude—the only male part in the game. Velvet informed me I had to hop around on one leg wearing a tweed vest that was rented from a costume shop. Velvet took the role of Tabitha, a beautiful model with a secret past. She got to wear a feather boa and a red leather miniskirt. All of the other girls were given equally glamorous parts and every one of them had a great time laughing at my costume. Eager to get the whole thing over with quickly, I solved the mystery in less than five minutes, thus ending the game. No one was happy with me for ruining their fun. It didn’t take long after that—an evening of hushed whispers and secrets about get-togethers and conversations I hadn’t been a part of—for me to realize I’d been left behind.

*  *  *

I tried to choke back the memory of that party when my sister pulled up in front of Velvet’s massive house on the night of my own birthday. As soon as my friends and I stepped out of the car, I blurted out, “I heard one of Velvet’s dad’s new bands is playing tonight. We should be able to see their set from up on the roof. This is going to be fine, guys.”

“Fine?” Anji prompted, raising her eyebrows at me. “Or fun?”

“Both?” I smiled widely to try to hide the anxiety that was threatening to strangle me before we even went inside. Anji made a gagging face. She refused to hide her dislike of Velvet and her Chosen Ones.

There was a note on the outside of the enormous door that said Come on in!, so I pushed it open and stepped inside. My friends’ eyes grew wide as they took in the expansive foyer and massive marble lion that stood in the middle of the front hall. The lion had a pom-pom in Hudson Middle School colors atop its head.

“Tacky,” Jonathan muttered. I swatted his arm, even though I was sure no one could hear him over the noise of the party. “What? It’s a lion wearing a plastic wig.”

Anji stopped us just inside the door and pulled a tiny mirror out of her bag. She dabbed a silvery powder over her lips, then slathered on goopy gloss that shimmered in the low lights of Velvet’s foyer. “Your lips look like a disco ball,” I told her, laughing.

“That was the plan.” When she smiled at me, Anji had to hold her lips at a weird angle so the glittery sheen wouldn’t smudge onto her teeth. Anji loved to stand out. The funny thing is, her parents are super strict about stuff like makeup, so Anji has to wait until she leaves her house to put on her “face.” I wish I had the guts to rebel the way she does.

“My jeans are stuck to my thighs,” I said quietly as we wandered through the lower level of Velvet’s house. It was unseasonably warm for October in New York, but I was also feeling really nervous. “Is anyone else hot? I’m sweating like a ninja.”

“I don’t think ninjas sweat,” Jonathan whispered back. “That’s part of the reason they’re so sneaky.”

Eventually we made it to the kitchen. I scanned the room and noticed that Velvet’s parents were nowhere to be seen, thank goodness. I hadn’t seen Velvet’s mom since that end-of-summer birthday sleepover, when I’d called my dad to come and get me in the middle of the night. Mr. Mills’s absence was less surprising. In all the years I’d known Velvet, I’d only seen him at home once or twice. Unlike my dad, who—except for going to work—was literally always home lately.

As in other years, Velvet’s parents had hired people to manage the party for them. So a bunch of random adults were bustling around with snack bowls, two-liter bottles of soda, and cleaning supplies. “Do we need to check in or something, or can we just sneak up to the roof?” Jonathan grumbled.

Jonathan and I were both uncomfortable in crowds of strangers. There were at least a hundred people at the party, and a quick glance around the kitchen told me I didn’t know a lot of them. I waved to a couple of people I knew from elementary school. There were a few other kids I had classes with or had passed in the halls at school. But a lot of the crowd surrounding us was made up of total strangers. I wondered how many of these kids were actually friends with Velvet . . . and how many had just come for free snacks and the band. Jonathan scanned the crowd on the sloping lawn outside and groaned, “Can we please hit the roof deck now? I’m starving for Starburst.”

Just as he said that, Velvet came traipsing into the kitchen. Velvet’s perfume—when had she started wearing perfume?—filled the room with a grapefruity aura. Her smooth, bobbed black hair fell across her face at an angle, and I instinctively reached up to push my own overly long bangs away from my eyes. “Oh, hi, Lucia,” Velvet purred. “I’m surprised you came. And you brought . . . them.” She didn’t even look at Jonathan and Anji when she said the word “them.” “The lovebirds, right?”

I caught Anji and Jonathan exchanging eye-rolls. They were good friends, nothing more, and I knew they both found it annoying when people asked if they were a couple or something. I wanted to tell Velvet to just butt out, but Anji beat me to it. “Nope,” she muttered, gritting her teeth. “Just friends.” Under her breath, I heard her say, “But I don’t think you get the meaning of that word.”

I glanced quickly at Velvet, wondering if she’d heard what Anji had said. It seemed like she hadn’t. But Velvet caught my eye and said, “Obviously it’s fine that you all came. Anyone was invited. This party isn’t just for friends.”

I tried not to let her words get to me. Tried not to feel sad that I was no longer a part of her circle. The truth, though, is that I do care. Even though I’ve always pretended to be happy in the outer orbit—first as one of Velvet’s followers and now as an unpopular nobody—there have been many times I’ve wished I were a different kind of person: the kind of girl who speaks her mind, dances at school dances, auditions for school plays. But wishing is as far as I’ll ever get. Because the second any kind of spotlight shines on me, I clam up like some sort of fool and act like a puppet waiting for stage directions. That’s one of the things I most enjoyed about being friends with Velvet. She let me hang out in her shadow, occasionally tugging my strings and telling me what to do. My very own Geppetto.

A moment later the French doors leading out to the patio opened, and Will Barton stepped inside. He touched Velvet’s arm, and I looked at the floor, trying to blend into the tiled wall behind me. “Hey, Velvet—do you have any chocolate bars? We want to make s’mores.”

“If we don’t, we can send someone out to get some,” Velvet said. I glanced up just in time to see her touch Will’s arm in a flirty way. She giggled and added, “But only for you.”

I kind of wanted to throw up. I hated seeing Will and Velvet together. Like most of the other couples in our grade, Velvet and Will mostly ignored each other during the school day. But outside school, I guess things were different. She was touching his arm! Yuck. As far as I was concerned, Will and Velvet made a terrible couple. Unfortunately, I had made the mistake of telling Velvet that when they first got together.

Looking back on Velvet’s birthday party, I wish I could say it was something silly, like refusing to ice Courtney Tambor’s bra, that froze me out of Velvet’s circle. But it wasn’t. It was because of how I had reacted when I found out she and Will had started hanging out over the summer. Will, my neighbor and forever friend, and Velvet, the girl I’d always considered my other best friend. Before last summer their only connection had been me.

Even though I’d never liked Will as anything more than a friend, I had totally freaked out when Velvet cruelly announced that the two of them were now a thing. Because when she told me, Velvet also made it very clear that I would no longer be allowed to hang out with Will. He was hers now. And Velvet always got her way. Losing both Will and Velvet—on top of everything that had already happened with my parents’ divorce—was enough to crack me. Velvet didn’t like to see weakness. When I fell apart, my supposed best friend ditched me like a broken toy.

Every time I saw the two of them together after that, it stung.

“Oh, hey, Lucia,” Will said awkwardly, untangling himself from Velvet’s arm to grab a soda from the fridge. “Happy birthday.”

“Thanks.” I shifted my gaze back to the floor.

“Oh right!” Velvet cooed, touching Will’s arm again. The gesture was like her annoying little birthday gift for me. “It’s today, isn’t it? I totally forgot.”

Anji snorted, and I shot her a warning look. She clenched her jaw and folded her arms over her chest. I know she wished I would stick up for myself more around Velvet. I wished I could too, but I’m just not that kind of person.

“I’m glad you came tonight,” Will said, smiling. “I was starting to think I might have to watch your birthday eclipse without you.” He nudged me, a friendly gesture, and I stepped away. I didn’t want Velvet to think I was trying to steal him from her or something.

“We brought fun snacks,” I mumbled. “Anji and Jonathan and I were hoping to watch the eclipse up on the roof.” This was the most I’d said to Will in months. I glanced at Velvet and added, “If that’s okay?”

“Theme food?” Will asked, his eyes lighting up. He flashed his goofy, gap-toothed smile. When he pushed his hair off his face, I could see the scar above his eyebrow from that time he’d fallen out of his backyard tree house. I remembered that fall like it was yesterday and also the awful couple of days that followed when he wasn’t around for me to hang out with. Funny how a few days had felt like an eternity back then.
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