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			To the Beck Center for the Arts . . .

			my childhood home away from home

		

	
		
			CHAPTER

			One

			IT’S PRETTY MUCH IMPOSSIBLE TO get out of Mrs. Reichard’s room during one of her history lectures. Many have tried, but few are able to claim success.

			All my other teachers let you go to the bathroom if it’s an emergency, but Mrs. Reichard is not like most teachers. She acts as if leaving her class is a personal attack on her. The woman drones on and on and absolutely refuses to let anyone get up and leave until she’s done “filling your heads with my wondrous fountains of knowledge,” as she says. Short of needing serious medical attention, you’re stuck in her room until the bell rings. Actually, I’m not even sure calling 911 would work. 

			But today I had a mission. And I wasn’t about to let anything stop me. Not even Mrs. Reichard and her “fountains of knowledge,” because class was over in ten minutes and I needed to see the cast list for Snow White before anyone else. 

			I raised my hand as she babbled on about the settlement of the American West. She paused and lifted her eyebrows as if I were interrupting the most thrilling discussion ever (which, for your information, it was not. Not even remotely close. It looked as if half the class were trying to stay awake, and there was one kid in the corner who had lost the battle and was drooling onto his desk).

			“Yes, Grace?” She peered at me over the top of her bright red reading glasses and looked positively peeved that I had the nerve to disturb her lesson.

			“Can I go to the bathroom?” I wiggled around a little bit, hoping she’d get the idea of how important the situation really was. 

			But of course she didn’t buy it.

			“How about you wait until class is over,” she said in a way that was not a question, but what my English teacher called an imperative sentence.

			“I can’t. This is an emergency,” I told her, and squirmed even more in my seat to make it seem like this was a life-or-death situation. Some of the kids around me giggled. My face flushed red, but it didn’t matter. Let them laugh. I needed to complete this very important task, and time was not on my side.

			“I don’t see any reason why you can’t hold it for the ten more minutes we have left in class.” Mrs. Reichard turned her back to me and wrote some notes on the board.

			“Please,” I begged, even though this was getting downright humiliating. I imagined my classmates whispering in the hallway about how close I came to having an accident in history. They’d point and laugh and make up some awful nickname that had to do with diapers or something equally embarrassing. 

			She sighed so loud, I swear it shook the walls. “Go ahead, but hurry back.”

			“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” I shouted, and jumped up. I glanced at my best friend, Lizzie, as I raced to the door. She rolled her eyes, and I winked at her. She knew I was going to see if the list was posted. It always went up at some point during last period, right before the school day was over. Probably because our director, Mrs. Hiser, didn’t want to deal with the drama from those who didn’t get the parts they wanted. Mrs. Hiser was smart. Post it when ­everyone was leaving and our parents would be the first ones forced to listen to us complain, not her.

			I learned the hard way how important it is to look at the list alone. Last year I thought I was going to get a lead role and talked about it the whole day. I checked the list with the rest of my friends only to discover I was cast as Snowflake Number Three. I wasn’t even Snowflake Number One. The experience taught me that it’s a lot easier to find out you got a teeny-tiny part when there aren’t a whole bunch of people around you.

			I rushed out of the room but slowed down to check and make sure the hall monitors weren’t around. If they spotted you anywhere but the bathroom, it was back to class immediately, and I couldn’t risk getting caught before I completed my mission. I used my ninja-like skills and moved through the hallway undetected. 

			Finally, I made it to the last hallway before the drama wing. As soon as I turned the corner, I instantly knew the scene I caused in class was worth it, because the list was up! The bright yellow paper hung in the center of the bulletin board. The palms of my hands started to sweat and my heart pounded. I approached slowly, and when I stood in front of it, I put my hand in my pocket and pulled out my lucky marble. I closed my fingers around it and squeezed tight before I looked at the list. 

			Now, I’m not a superstitious person. I stroll under ladders as if it’s no big deal, open umbrellas inside because it beats getting rained on when you have to do it outside, and if a black cat crosses my path, I’ll bend down to pet it.

			I don’t believe in any of that ridiculous stuff. Nope. Not at all.

			Until I audition for a play. 

			Then I turn into a person obsessed with the power of lucky charms, because ever since I discovered my magical marble, I’ve been cast in every show. Mom says I get the parts because I’m talented, and she might be right—and I’ve taken many acting, dancing, and singing classes—but I firmly believe that if I didn’t have my marble, I’d be doomed to a life of stage crew. Not that there is anything wrong with stage crew, but why would I want to hide behind the curtain when I could be out front where I belonged, blinded by the bright lights shining on me? 

			I clutched my marble, closed my eyes, made a wish, and read the names from the bottom of the list to the top like I always do. It helps prolong the seconds I can imagine I might still have a chance at the lead. Sometimes the anticipation is better than the actual real thing, especially when the real thing means getting a part like Snowflake Number Three. 

			My eyes moved higher and higher, and I held my breath, hoping against hope I was Snow White. Please let me get the part, please let me get the part, I chanted to myself.

			My friends Lizzie, Beck, and I had sat together in the theater watching each person audition, and they both pinkie-swore I was the best Snow White out of the whole bunch. I didn’t say anything back to them, but I silently agreed. I rocked the audition. Usually I’m nervous before trying out, but not that day. I walked across the stage and said my monologue as if I had been born to play the Fairest in the Land. And now the time had come to see if all my hard work had paid off.

			I found Beck’s name and giggled when I saw he was Grumpy the Dwarf. Beck was the complete opposite of grumpy; I don’t know if I have ever seen him in a bad mood. He would get to show off his acting chops with that role. ­Lizzie was on the list too, as a townsperson, which would make her happy. Lizzie was more of a small-role type of girl. I, on the other hand, most certainly was not.

			I rolled the marble around and around in the palm of my hand as slowly, slowly, my eyes made their way to the top, and there, right at the very tippy-top, was my name.

			Grace Shaw: Snow White

			Me! Me! Me!

			I couldn’t help it. I threw my hands up in the air and danced. I totally busted it out in the middle of the hallway. A hall monitor stared at me, so I waved, because, really, what did it matter? I didn’t care at this point if the whole school saw me breaking it down. It wasn’t every day that a seventh grader got the lead in Sloane Middle School’s play. Usually those parts were given to eighth graders, but not this time!

			I looked at my name again and touched it. My fingers traced the letters, and I fist-pumped the air. 

			This was big! This was major! This was the best day of my life!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 

			 Two

			I WANTED TO WAIT UNTIL dinner to tell Mom and my little sister, Claire, about my part. My news was worthy of a celebration and it was Friday Pizza Night. All kinds of wonderful things happen on Friday Pizza Night. It was next to impossible to keep my mouth shut when I got home, but somehow I managed it. Even when Mom asked me how my day at school was, I shrugged, pointed at my book bag, mumbled something about having homework, and ran upstairs. 

			I lay on my bed for the next hour as the light outside faded and it grew dark. I imagined telling Mom and Claire I was going to be Snow White. Mom would get a big grin on her face and probably run over and hug me in her super-tight, embarrassing way so that even if I wanted her to let go, she wouldn’t. Claire would start to giggle and get excited, because Snow White is one of her favorite movies.

			But that never happened, because when I got downstairs, my whole world came to a screeching halt. 

			Dad was at the dinner table.

			“Hi, honey,” he said, sitting in the seat he hadn’t sat in for months. Nine months, three weeks, and one day ago, if you want to be specific. I could probably figure out the minutes and the hours, too. Because the thing is, there’s no way you could forget what time of day it was when your parents told you they were going forward with a “trial separation,” a decision Dad said was best for everyone, even though we all knew it was only best for him. 

			I froze, and for a moment I thought I was seeing things. What was going on? Dad hadn’t been home for months and now suddenly he was at our kitchen table? I pinched myself to make sure this was real, because it didn’t make any sense, but sure enough, I felt it, which proved that he really was sitting there. 

			“Hi?” I responded, the word sounding more like a question because I felt like I was dreaming. Dad was the last ­person I expected to find when I came down to dinner, and I wasn’t prepared for this. 

			I glanced at Mom and Claire and they both seemed perfectly fine with having Dad here, which didn’t make any sense at all. None of this made sense.

			I pulled my chair out slowly to avoid making the awful scraping sound Mom hated. I sat down and stared at the ­purple nail polish chipping off my fingers in order to avoid looking at Dad.

			I couldn’t believe he was sitting at our table for Friday Pizza Night. 

			This was the only time Mom allowed us to have food that wasn’t low cal, no fat, organic, packed full of nutrients, free range, or any of those other crazy health-nut terms she always threw around. The type of food that caused me to pick broccoli out of my teeth and wish for a big greasy hamburger when I was done eating it. Mom had been on this health kick since Dad walked out. She said it was about time we all started to watch what we ate, but I think it was just something for her to use as a distraction.

			Tonight Dad sat in the seat that was once his. The one with the view of the TV in the family room so he could see the game during dinner. 

			My stomach sank when I realized why Dad was here. My parents must be making a divorce official. It was obvious this was their way of “breaking the news gently” and telling us together, so one of them didn’t appear to be the bad guy, even though Dad pretty much claimed that role when he got his own apartment.

			But Mom didn’t act like something was wrong with this picture. She had followed our usual Friday Pizza Night routine and changed out of her work clothes into jeans and a big comfy sweatshirt, and pulled her black hair into a ponytail. She placed the pizza boxes on the table with a stack of napkins, because one of the rules was that when we ate pizza, we didn’t have to worry about plates or place mats or anything polite. We ate straight from the box and pulled long ropes of cheese off the gooiest pieces, plopping them right into our mouths. 

			Mom sat down with us. Everyone reached for slices and chowed down as if this were a normal Friday night. The three of them talked and joked like what was happening wasn’t totally unusual. Mom finished her crust first, like she always did, and Dad joked with Claire about some field trip her third-grade class went on. Even our Scottish terrier, Darby, seemed to welcome Dad. He stayed right next to Dad’s chair and wagged his tail every time Dad looked his way. I couldn’t make myself feel the same, though, because I knew he wasn’t here for anything good. He was just going to hurt us again, so before Claire could get too comfortable with him, I decided to say something.

			“What are you doing here?” I asked. 

			Mom said I was famous for being blunt. I blurted things out all the time before stopping to think whether they were polite or not. Once I asked the lady across the street when her baby was due only to find out she wasn’t pregnant. Yeah, not cool. My defense to Mom was my inquisitive mind, but tonight I was fine with being straight-out blunt.

			“Grace,” Mom said in the voice she used when Claire and I fought. The voice that meant, Stop it right now and act like the big sister or you’ll be in trouble.

			Dad finished chomping his pizza and focused on me. “I know I haven’t eaten dinner with you girls in a long time, but things are going to change. Your mom and I have been talking for a while now, and we’re happy to say things are going well between us.”

			I studied my parents, confused. Things were going well between Mom and Dad? Since when? Had they been secretly seeing each other? I kept my mouth shut, because how do you respond to something like that? 

			I didn’t like the sound of this “well.” I raised an eyebrow at Dad. “Well” was a suspicious word. It was what you told your parents when they asked how you did on a test and you didn’t want to admit you bombed it. “Well” was what you said when your grandma was sick but you weren’t supposed to tell people she was sick. 

			I glanced at Mom to see what she thought, but before I could figure it out, Dad reached out and touched the top of my hand. “We thought it would be good if I moved back in.” 

			“Yay!” Claire shouted at the same time I pulled my hand away. 

			If someone had asked me to list all the reasons Dad was in our house tonight, moving back in would not have been one of them. Dad wanting to return home didn’t make sense. On Mom’s sad days, she’d snuggle with Claire and me on the couch under a pile of blankets and tell us about how happy she was that it was the three of us. She called us the Terrific Three, girl power prevailing as if we were a trio of superheroes.  

			I thought about the way tonight was supposed to go. When I’d daydreamed earlier about sharing my big news, this was not what I’d pictured. Now was definitely not the time to tell everyone about getting the role of Snow White. Especially after Dad dropped this bomb on Claire and me. How could I compete with something like that?

			Things got super quiet and awkward. I picked at the cheese that was getting all rubbery on my pizza and thought about where Dad was living since he moved out—an apartment fifteen minutes away. Claire and I spent every other ­Saturday with him. That was the deal my parents agreed on, even though they hadn’t asked me how I felt about it all. I dreaded those Saturdays, because it felt like we didn’t fit into Dad’s life. Claire and I never stayed over; instead, we got lunch at this little restaurant by Dad’s place and then sat around his tiny apartment, where the only cool thing was the building’s indoor pool. But even that wasn’t so great, because once I went down to swim and found Band-Aids floating on the surface. 

			“This is a good thing,” Mom said, finally speaking. “We’re a family; we need to be back together.” 

			“We sure do,” Claire said. “Now we can go to the zoo, and the water park, and you can come to my school for our Halloween party.” Claire rambled on about all the great things she planned to do with Dad now that he was back. 

			“Those sound like great ideas, sweetie,” Dad said. 

			Claire continued to chew her pizza with her mouth open, Mom acted as if this was any other Friday Pizza Night, and Dad sat there in his chair as if it was right where he belonged. 

			All I could do was think about the last play I was in. Only two weeks after my parents separated, Dad missed the spring musical. Mom told Claire and me over and over again that their problems were between the two of them, but when Dad didn’t turn up to my show, it proved she wasn’t telling the whole truth. He wasn’t taking a break from Mom, but from all of us. So now that he was back in the house, how could I celebrate the lead in the play without remembering how Dad had reacted to my last one?

			“This is going to be a change,” Mom said. “But it’s good. It’s so good for us.”

			“Your mom is right. It’s time I come back home,” Dad said.

			“You’re going to leave again,” I said quietly. I still missed Dad like crazy. I’d spent months wishing he would come back, but it didn’t matter. If he left us once, he’d leave us again.

			“Grace—” Mom started, but Dad interrupted. 

			“It’s okay. This is a lot to take in. It’s going to be an adjustment.”

			Tears welled up in my eyes. How had things gone so wrong? I wasn’t supposed to make Mom mad and yell at Dad. We should have been laughing and joking and ­celebrating my big part in the play. That’s what tonight was supposed to be about. 

			“May I be excused?” I asked before I completely lost it. I didn’t wait for anyone to give me permission. I left. I didn’t even look at Mom, because I was afraid of what I might see. It hurt that she was willing to let Dad move back in so easily. None of this was okay, and now I was forced to sit in my room alone and try to figure out this big mess while Mom and Claire allowed Dad to walk back into our life as easily as they let him walk out.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 

			 Three

			I SWIPED AT MY EYES and told myself not to cry. I slid into the space between my bed and the window. It was just big enough for me to lean against the wall and hide. Sometimes Mom opened the door to look for me and didn’t realize I was in this spot. I moved my hand around under my mattress until I found my walkie-talkie. I needed to talk to Lizzie, and it couldn’t wait until school on Monday.

			I pulled out the small black box and clicked it on. Mom refused to buy me a cell phone. She had a firm rule that I couldn’t get one until I was in high school. I told her that’s about as ridiculous as saying I didn’t need food or water, to which Mom always replied that I was being too dramatic and should pick up the house phone if I needed to make a call. No, thank you. Claire’s favorite hobby was eavesdropping, and it’s kind of hard to trade secrets with your best friend when your sister might be listening to your every word.

			That’s why Lizzie and I came up with the greatest plan ever. We bought a set of walkie-talkies that could reach ­people up to six miles away.

			If people heard we communicated this way they’d probably laugh and tell us no one really uses walkie-talkies, but they’re pretty much the best solution ever because they solve the cell phone problem. I got the idea from a TV show about a group of guys who went hunting in the woods. They had superpowered industrial walkie-talkies to keep in contact. One of the guys wandered miles away chasing after a bear and fell and hurt his ankle. No one had a clue where he’d disappeared to, so his walkie-talkie saved him. He was able to tell the other guys where he was before the wild animals devoured him. It was all very dramatic and awesome. So maybe bears aren’t going to eat us in our backyards, but you never know when an emergency late-night conversation might save one of our lives. 

			And I definitely needed one of those talks right now, because I was feeling miserable and, no matter what, ­Lizzie could make me feel better. It’s as if she has some magical power to make me laugh, even when everything around me is a big, awful mess. She’s possessed this talent since kinder­garten, when we became friends after the two of us were paired up to practice writing the alphabet together. 

			I turned the power on and pressed the red button on the side of the walkie-talkie. “Hello, hello? Are you there?” Usually, if we wanted to talk, one of us would call the other’s house phone and let it ring twice, but my family was still in the kitchen, so I hoped Lizzie would be waiting. “Lizzie? Talk to me!”

			Luck was on my side, because the walkie-talkie crackled and Lizzie’s voice came through.

			“Where have you been?! Who goes MIA after finding out they got the lead in the school play?” she asked enthusiastically. Everything about Lizzie was enthusiastic. She always talked as if the most important thing in the world was happening right that very moment. I pictured her lying on her hot pink and white polka-dot comforter. I’m sure her blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail with her signature bow around it, and if her older sister, Amy, wasn’t home, she’d be wearing a bunch of her eye shadow. Lizzie always practiced with her sister’s makeup, something that constantly got her in trouble. The walkie-talkie crackled and her voice came through loud and clear. “I can’t believe you didn’t get on the walkie-talkie as soon as you got home.”

			“Sorry, things were kind of busy here,” I told her, and tried not to sound as upset as I felt. 

			“You were too busy celebrating, weren’t you?” She continued to blab on before I could correct her. “Let’s talk about more interesting things, like what it’s like to have the lead. Do you feel like a different person? Because you don’t really sound like the same Grace to me.”

			I laughed despite everything. Lizzie was that good at making a person feel better. “I’m still me, but this is all pretty incredible.”

			“You’re right it is. Beck and I were so excited when we saw your name. And you wouldn’t believe how jealous Michelle was when she checked the cast list. I was standing by her, and she was fuming. It’s about time someone knocked her off her throne.” She said everything quickly, rushing through each sentence and not pausing to take a breath. 

			“What are you talking about?” My happy feeling suddenly evaporated, and I was left with a churning in my stomach like the time Mom poured me sour milk and I took a big gulp. Michelle and her friends were eighth graders who ruled the theater at Sloane Middle School. They were always getting the big parts in the plays and coming up with these amazing dance routines for the talent show each year. I definitely didn’t want to get on Michelle’s bad side—even though I was still pretty psyched that I’d beaten out the theater queen!

			“Michelle totally wanted Snow White, and she wasn’t happy when she found out she didn’t get it. Anyway, how did your mom and Claire react? Did they go nuts when you told them about your part?” 

			“Not exactly,” I said slowly, not sure how much I should tell Lizzie. “We kind of had a change of plans before I could tell them about the part.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			I decided Lizzie should know; she knew everything about my family, the good, the bad, and the ugly. She’d seen Mom go ballistic on me for not emptying the dishwasher after asking me repeatedly to do it, and there was the time Claire got the flu and threw up all over the front hallway, and when Dad ran over the neighbors’ garbage can and bolted instead of telling them. With how much time she spent in my house, there weren’t a lot of secrets. Besides, Lizzie would kill me if I kept something like this to myself. 

			I took a deep breath and figured jumping right into it was the best way to go about it. Kind of like pulling off a Band-Aid real fast; no sense dragging these things out forever.

			“My dad is moving back in,” I said. I told her what happened at dinner, every last bit of it. 

			“That’s great news! Your dad moving in is a good thing.”

			“It most certainly isn’t,” I said a little too loudly. I lowered my voice, afraid my parents would hear me and come to check on me. “He showed up at dinner as if he never left us and things were A-OK.” 

			“Talk about stealing your thunder,” she said. 

			“My part doesn’t seem like a big deal now,” I said.

			“It’s a huge deal, Grace. You need to march right back downstairs and let them know how awesome you are.”

			I thought about how hard I had worked to get the lead. I went to drama camp for the past three summers, took voice lessons and ballet and tap lessons every week. Before I auditioned for the play, I watched the Disney version of Snow White over and over again, studying the movie as if I was preparing for a final exam. I’d worked so hard for this part, and now my parents’ announcement had blown my hard work to pieces. It seemed so much smaller after the bomb my parents dropped on us.

			“I don’t know,” I told Lizzie. I really didn’t want to go back downstairs.

			“I mean it,” she said. “You need to be celebrating. I’m signing off and fully expect you to tell your family about your part.”

			“Okay, okay,” I said, even though I had no intention of doing that. “I’ll talk to you later.”

			“Congrats, Snow White!” Lizzie said one more time before I turned off the walkie-talkie. I stuck it back under the mattress and climbed onto my bed so I could stare out my window. It was growing dark. A man walked past with his dog, and Evan, my neighbor, hit a ball against his garage with a hockey stick. A car sped down the street, and two blackbirds sat on the side of the roof and pecked away at something. I stuck my tongue out at the birds.

			“I bet you don’t have to worry about other birds who try to move back into your nest,” I told them. I draped my hand over my eyes and wondered what everyone was doing downstairs while I sat up here alone and tried to figure this all out myself.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 

			 Four

			DAD LEFT SHORTLY AFTER I finished talking with Lizzie. He tried to say good-bye to me, but I hid under the patchwork quilt Grandma made me and pretended to sleep. I didn’t know what to think about everything. I considered what it would be like to have Dad home. I remembered the good times: nights cracking peanuts while we watched the baseball game on TV; how Dad built campfires in our backyard so Lizzie, Beck, and I could roast marshmallows; and Dad and me taking Darby to the park. And it wasn’t only the fun stuff that made him great, it was the other things too, like how he’d make me mashed potatoes from scratch when I had a sore throat and couldn’t swallow anything else, or the night he slept in my room on the floor when Grandpa died and I was too scared to be alone. I remembered all the things that made Dad so great, and as much as I wanted to tell him I was glad he was coming back home, it scared me to think he might leave again.
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