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For my niece Madeline, whose mother always fell for the invisibility trick



AUTUMN




“It’s fun to be almost grown up in some ways, but it’s not the kind of fun I expected, Marilla. There’s so much to learn and do and think. . . .”

–L. M. Montgomery, Anne of Green Gables
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“Well, this is a pretty kettle of fish.”

—Anne of Green Gables

“What are you girls up to out there?”

I swear all mothers have radar that doesn’t quit.

“Nothing, Mom!” Jess calls back, motioning frantically to Emma and me.

Giggling, the two of us scoop up the evidence—garlic powder, cinnamon, peppermint extract, and blue food coloring—and hastily stuff it back into the spice cupboard.

“Doesn’t sound like nothing to me.” We hear Mrs. Delaney’s chair scrape on the dining room floor as she pushes back from the table and comes to the kitchen to investigate.

Emma and I quickly wipe the grins off our faces. Jess leans back casually against the counter, blocking our concoction from view.

“Hmmm,” says Mrs. Delaney, scanning the kitchen suspiciously. She spots the open spice cupboard and lifts an eyebrow.

“Uh, we were thinking of baking cookies,” Jess explains, which isn’t technically a lie even though we decided not to because the kitchen is sweltering.

Normally, any of our mothers would have seen through this in a flash, but Mrs. Delaney seems kind of distracted today. She shakes her head and sighs. “Please don’t bake anything, girls, it’s hot enough in here already without turning the oven on. We’ve got peppermint ice cream—you can have some of that if you want a snack.” She opens the freezer and sticks her head inside. “A day like today kind of makes you wish it was winter, doesn’t it?”

“Or that we had air conditioning,” says Jess mournfully.

Mrs. Delaney pulls her head out again and gives her a sympathetic smile. “Maybe someday, honey. Right now we have other priorities.” She looks over at Emma. The smile disappears. “Emma Hawthorne, you must be roasting in that turtleneck! Didn’t you offer her a T-shirt, Jess?”

Jess looks uncomfortable. “Uh—”

“I forgot to bring something to change into after school, and nothing of Jess’s fits me, Mrs. Delaney,” Emma replies matter-of-factly, patting her stomach. Emma is a little on the plump side, and Jess is really petite.

“Well for Pete’s sake, you should have said something,” Mrs. Delaney tells her. “We have plenty of things around here that will work for you. Hang on a sec.”

She trots upstairs. As soon as her mother is out of sight, Jess grabs the jar of blue liquid from the counter behind her and sticks it in her T-shirt pocket. I glance over at Emma. Emma is one of my best friends, but she’s not exactly the fashion queen of Concord, Massachusetts. I mean, I like to dress up for the first day of school too, but a turtleneck on a day like this? You’d think she’d know by now that the beginning of September is pretty much still summer everywhere, except maybe Alaska. At least she picked a good color. Purple goes well with her brown eyes and curly brown hair. And it matches her new lavender glasses, too.

Mrs. Delaney reappears and tosses Emma a white T-shirt with a HeartBeats logo on it. “Try this,” she says.

HeartBeats is the soap opera that Mrs. Delaney was on last year. You’d never guess by looking at her now that she’s an actress. When we visited her in New York this past summer, she was all glamorous. Now—well, now she looks the way she always did. Today, for instance, she’s wearing jeans and a faded Red Sox T-shirt. She’s still pretty and everything—really pretty, just like Jess, with the same sparkly blue eyes, though Mrs. Delaney’s hair is dark, not blond like Jess’s—but she looks ordinary, too. Like a mom. I wonder if she misses all the makeup and clothes and stuff from her acting job. I sure would. But Mrs. Delaney seems really happy to be back home at Half Moon Farm.

“How’s your mom doing, Megan?” she asks me. “We missed her yesterday at yoga class.”

“She just got elected to the board of the Concord Riverkeepers,” I tell her. “Yesterday was their first meeting.” My mother’s kind of a nature freak. If something on the planet needs saving or protecting, you can bet Lily Wong is there on the front lines to make sure it gets done.

“Oh, that’s right, she told us about that,” Mrs. Delaney replies. “I guess I forgot.” She spots the pile of mail on the counter where Jess left it. “Bills, bills, nothing but bills,” she grumbles, flipping through the envelopes. Shaking her head, she disappears back into the dining room.

Jess gets three bowls from the cupboard and dishes up some ice cream for us. Crossing the kitchen, she beckons Emma and me to follow. One of her chickens—Johnny Cash or Elvis or something, I can’t keep their names straight—darts in the minute she opens the screen door. Jess nabs it and it lets out a big squawk.

“You know the rules, Loretta,” Jess tells it firmly. “No chickens in the house!”

Sometimes I still can’t believe I’m friends with somebody who talks to chickens. Or somebody who even has chickens.

Emma and I follow Jess to the barn. Mr. Delaney let us fix up an old storage room in the hayloft for a secret hangout. Not that it’s much of a secret, what with Jess’s little brothers always sneaking around.

Right now, there’s no sign of them. We scared them off after we caught them spying on us in Jess’s room when we were changing out of our school clothes. They’ll turn up eventually, though—they always turn up—and when they do we’ll be ready for them, thanks to the concoction that’s safely in Jess’s pocket.

“I wish it could stay summer forever,” sighs Emma, climbing up the hayloft ladder behind me.

“Me too,” echoes Jess.

Not me, I think, but I don’t say anything. I’ve always liked the first day of school. Mostly because I get to wear one of the new outfits that I spend all summer picking out. I can’t help it—I like clothes. I want to be a fashion designer when I grow up.

“Hey, did you guys see Zach Norton at assembly this morning?” I ask them. “He’s so tall! He must have grown about a foot over the summer.” I take a bite of ice cream and give Emma a sidelong glance. “He’s cuter than ever too.”

Emma shrugs, but her cheeks turn as pink as her ice cream. Lately she’s been telling us that she doesn’t have a crush on Zach anymore. Jess and Cassidy and I are pretty sure she still does, though. Not that I’d mind if she didn’t—the way I see it, the fewer girls lined up hoping Zach Norton will notice them, the better my chances are.

The fact that we both like Zach is one of the only things Emma and I have in common, when you come right down to it. Well, that and the mother-daughter book club our moms cooked up last year. We look different, for starters. I’m Asian American—Emma’s not. She’s a bookworm—I’m not. I love fashion and clothes—she couldn’t care less. And although she’s not off-the-charts smart like Jess, she’s a good student. Me, I just scrape by, which drives my parents nuts. Somehow, despite our differences we’re still good friends.

Emma sticks out her lower lip and puffs at her bangs, which are sticking to her forehead. It’s even hotter out here in the barn than it was in the Delaneys’ kitchen. Jess turns on the table fan and aims it straight at the old sofa where the three of us are sitting.

“Can you believe we’re in seventh grade now?” she says. “Just think—two more years and we’ll be in high school.”

We eat our ice cream for a while as we think this over.

“We’re going to be teenagers this year,” Emma adds. “We’re practically grown-ups!”

Sometimes I feel like I’ve been looking forward to being a teenager forever. I can’t wait until I’m old enough to drive. And have a summer job. And I especially can’t wait until I’m old enough to date.

“So do either of you have any classes with Zach this year?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

“Zach! Zach! Ooooo, Zach Norton!” squeal a pair of voices behind us.

We whirl around to see Dylan and Ryan, Jess’s twin brothers, emerge from under a pile of old horse blankets in the corner.

“I TOLD YOU TO QUIT SPYING ON US!” hollers Jess.

She launches off the sofa toward them, but they’re too fast for her. Shrieking in alarm, they duck past her out the door. The three of us are close on their heels. The boys fling themselves over the edge of the loft and tumble into the pile of hay below. Jess dives after them. So does Emma. I hesitate. My friends all love doing this, but it always seems like a long way down to me.

I close my eyes and force myself to jump.

“Ouch!” I cry when I land, wishing I were wearing jeans and not shorts. The hay is stiff and prickly, and it jabs into my bare legs. I scramble off of it as quickly as I can and run after Emma and Jess.

We corner her brothers by the chicken coop.

“Pest Control 101,” Jess whispers to Emma and me, taking the small jar from her T-shirt pocket. “Watch and learn.” She holds it up. The blue liquid inside shimmers in the September sunlight. “Gee,” she says, “too bad you guys are such little weasels—I was going to share some of this with you.”

“What is it?” one of them asks cautiously. Like the chickens, I can’t tell Dylan and Ryan apart.

Jess glances around, like maybe somebody is listening, and her voice drops to a whisper. “It’s an invisibility potion.”

Her brothers’ eyes widen.

“Really?” says one of them.

Jess nods. “If you drink it, you’ll disappear just like that.” She snaps her fingers and looks over at Emma and me. “Isn’t that right?”

Emma nods. “Yup. You’ll vanish right into thin air.”

“Vaporize,” I tell them.

“Dematerialize,” adds Jess for good measure.

The three of us are smothering grins. Emma’s family invented this thing called the synonym game. I used to think it was dumb—actually, I still do—but it’s kind of addictive.

“Please, can’t we try it?” one of the twins begs.

“C’mon, Jess!” says the other.

Jess shakes her head. “No way. You broke your promise. You said you wouldn’t spy on us anymore.”

The boys exchange a glance. With their blond curls and brown puppy-dog eyes, they look like angels, but there’s hardly anything angelic about them. “Double trouble,” Jess calls them. “Pests with a capital P,” and she’s right. I still think they’re kind of cute, though. I wish I had a brother or sister, but my parents decided on just one child. Me. My mother tried to explain it to me once—something about zero population growth. Another one of her schemes to save the world, as usual.

“We’re sorry, Jess. Right, Dylan?”

“Yeah, really sorry,” says Dylan. “We promise never to do it again.”

“Cross your hearts and hope to die?” Jess demands.

They both nod.

“Well, I guess in that case . . .” Slowly, tantalizingly, she unscrews the lid and passes the jar to Dylan.

He sniffs it cautiously. “P-U!” he cries, and hands it to his brother. “You first.”

Ryan takes a sip and makes a face.

“You have to drink more than that or it won’t work,” Jess tells him.

Grimacing, her brother gulps down half the liquid, then passes the jar to his brother, coughing.

“Yuck! That is gross!” Dylan sputters after he finishes off the rest.

I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing. Beside me, Emma is doing the same. The twins crowd around us. “Is it working?” they demand.

We pretend to examine them.

“You’re fading at the edges,” Emma says.

“It probably takes a minute or two,” I explain.

Suddenly, Jess jumps back, her eyes wide in mock disbelief. “Wow, guys, look! It worked! They’re gone!”

Emma shades her eyes with her hand and scans the backyard. “Where are they? Where did Dylan and Ryan go? Do you see them anywhere, Megan?”

I shake my head, still trying not to burst out laughing. Was I this gullible when I was seven?

Dancing around us, Dylan and Ryan chant, “Nyah, nyah! We’re invisible!”

They stop and stare at each other.

“Hey, how come I can see Ryan?” says Dylan.

“Yeah, and how come I can see Dylan?” says Ryan.

“It’s because you’re both invisible,” Jess explains, making it sound perfectly logical. “Invisible people can always see each other. It’s the people who aren’t invisible who can’t see you.”

Just then there’s a crunch of gravel behind us. We turn around to see Cassidy Sloane flying up the driveway on her bike. She skids to a stop right in front of us.

“Hi guys,” she says.

Dylan and Ryan poke their heads out from behind Jess. Dylan sticks out his tongue.

“Hey dude,” says Cassidy. “What’s up?”

His eyes narrow. “How come Cassidy can see me? She’s not invisible.”

“Uh, it’s because she has special powers,” Jess replies. “Right, Cassidy?”

“I guess so,” mutters Cassidy, not really paying attention. She must have ridden over straight from baseball, because she’s still wearing her practice jersey. It’s the same one she had on at school today. No back-to-school outfits for Cassidy Sloane. She cares even less about fashion than Emma does. Cassidy is a jock and proud of the fact that she’s the only girl at Walden Middle School good enough to make the boys’ fall baseball team. I notice that her face is streaked with dirt and sweat.

“You tricked us!” shrieks Ryan. “I’m going to tell Mom!”

The boys head for the house, howling for Mrs. Delaney. A minute later Jess’s mother sticks her head out the dining room window. “Jessica Delaney! You are too old to be teasing your brothers!”

“But they’ve been spying on us again!” Jess protests.

“I don’t care what they’ve been doing! You quit it this instant, do you hear?”

“Yes, Mom,” Jess calls back meekly.

Beside me, Emma is staring at Cassidy. “Are you okay?”

Cassidy wipes her nose on the sleeve of her jersey. I look at her face more closely. What I thought were streaks of sweat in the dirt are actually tears. I stare at her, dumbfounded. Cassidy Sloane is crying.

“Emergency session of the Mother-Daughter Book Club,” Emma announces crisply. “Well, the daughter half.” She tugs Cassidy toward the barn.

“Hurry, before my brothers spot us,” Jess urges.

We pick up our pace to a trot. Once safely inside and out of sight, Jess leads the way back to the hayloft, then pulls the ladder up behind us so the boys can’t follow this time.

“What’s going on?” Emma asks, as Cassidy flings herself face-first into the pile of blankets.

“Nothing.” Cassidy’s voice is muffled.

“Doesn’t sound like nothing,” says Emma.

She and Jess sit down beside her. Jess reaches out and pats Cassidy on the back, the way I’ve seen her do with Sugar and Spice, the Delaneys’ Shetland sheepdogs. “C’mon, Cassidy,” she coaxes. “You can tell us.”

I sit down too. The blankets smell good. In fact, the whole barn smells good—like hay and horses and leather and old wood and other stuff all mixed together. Eau de Barn. I make a mental note to jot it down in my sketchbook later. It might make an interesting men’s cologne.

“It’s my mom,” Cassidy says finally in a low voice.

Emma and Jess and I exchange a worried glance. Cassidy’s dad died a couple of years ago. What if something’s wrong with her mother?

“Is she okay?” asks Emma gently. “She’s not sick or anything, is she?”

Cassidy sits up. “No, it’s not that,” she says. She draws her legs in close to her chest and rests her chin on her knees. “She’s not sick,” she repeats, plucking at the blankets. “It’s just that she . . she . . .” Her sentence trails off.

“She what?” I prod.

Cassidy looks up, and tears start to spill from her eyes again. She swipes at them angrily. “My mother’s started dating again.”
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“We can’t have things perfect in this imperfect world, as Mrs. Lynde says.”

—Anne of Green Gables

I slam my locker door shut, startling Kevin Mullins, who lets out a terrified squeak.

“Sorry,” I say gruffly. I hadn’t even noticed him standing there. He’s hardly taller than Jess’s little brothers. Kevin’s kind of a twerp, but he’s okay, even though he’s only, like, nine or something. Emma says he skipped a lot of grades. He and Jess are total brainiacs. Emma’s pretty smart too—well, except for math—but Kevin and Jess are light-years beyond all the other kids at Walden Middle School, including the eighth graders.

“There you are!” Jess flies up behind us and grabs Kevin by one of his toothpick arms. “Hurry up, we’re going to miss the bus! Hey, Cassidy!” she calls back over her shoulder as she drags Kevin down the hall behind her, her long blond braid bouncing against her backpack.

I jerk my chin in greeting and head down the hall toward math class. Kevin and Jess take the bus to Alcott High every morning for math—geometry for geniuses or something like that. Me? I stink at math. I don’t care, though. Hockey players don’t have to be math whizzes. And I plan on playing pro hockey when I grow up.

I see Third heading toward me and I jerk my chin again. Third isn’t his real name, of course. His real name is Cranfield Bartlett III, but who’d want to be known as that? As he walks past, he hip-checks me. Or tries to. Third is on the short side, and I’m pretty tall. Even taller, these days. I grew a bunch over the summer.

“Eight more weeks, Sloane!” he crows.

I slap him a high five. “Counting the days, dude!” Like Third, I live for hockey season. I like baseball, too, but hockey is my life.

But right now I could care less about hockey, or baseball, or anything else. Right now all I can think about is my mother’s new boyfriend, Stanley Kinkaid. Stan the man. The man who doesn’t belong in our life.

My mother met him at the Coffee Connection a few weeks ago when she stopped for a latte after yoga class. They got to talking and he asked her out and she said okay. At least that’s the way she explained it to my older sister Courtney and me. I couldn’t believe my eyes when he showed up at the door to pick her up. He’s shorter than my mom, for one thing. Of course, most people are—my mother is six feet tall, and used to be a model—but besides being short, he’s also bald except for about a two-inch fringe of dark hair. I mean bald bald, too, not peach-fuzz bald. The top of his head is as shiny as a bowling ball. Plus, he’s kind of soft around the middle. I could tell just by looking at him that he’d probably never played a sport in his life. And my mother was going to go out with him?

Courtney said he has nice eyes, but I didn’t notice. She said we couldn’t expect Mom to stay a widow forever, and I said it hadn’t even been two years yet and I couldn’t believe she was being so disloyal to Dad. We got into a big fight about it, and now she’s not talking to me.

I’m still ticked off about Stan the man when I get to pre-algebra class.

“Hey, Cassidy.”

“Hey, Emma,” I reply, sliding into the seat beside her. Emma stinks at math too. Jess tutors us both, which helps Emma, but I’m pretty much a lost cause.

“Guess what?” says Emma. Her brown eyes are shining behind her glasses. She’s excited about something. I sigh. That makes one of us. It’s hard for me to feel excited about anything at the moment.

“What?”

“I just saw Ms. Nielson in the hallway, and she told me they’re going to start a school newspaper, and she wants me to be on it!”

“Cool,” I reply, without enthusiasm.

Emma shoots me a look. “What’s the matter?”

I shrug.

“Are you still bugged about that Stanley guy?”

“What do you think?” I snap.

Emma’s face turns red, and I instantly regret barking at her. Emma Hawthorne is one of my closest friends in the whole world. Before I can apologize, though, the Fab Three flounce in. The Fab Three are Becca Chadwick, Jen Webster, and Ashley Sanborn. They used to be the Fab Four, before Megan Wong wised up and ditched them for us. They’re the three most popular girls in the seventh grade, although why anybody besides them thinks so is beyond me.

They head for desks on the far side of the classroom, carefully avoiding us. Well, avoiding me. They know better than to mess with me. Emma’s another story. One of these days, though, she’ll grow a backbone and tell that snooty Becca to go jump in the lake.

As soon as they’re seated, they immediately start whispering. I can tell they’re talking about Emma and me, because they keep looking over at us and laughing. I ignore them. Emma’s face flames again.

I give her a nudge with my elbow and pass her a stick of gum as an apology for being crabby a minute ago. “Buzz buzz buzz,” I remind her. Emma’s the one who explained to me about queen bees. They’re the girls who think they’re better than everyone else, and who like to boss everybody else around. Queen bees are nothing new. They’ve always been around. They even had them over a hundred years ago. I know this because we read Little Women last year in our mother-daughter book club. The author, Louisa May Alcott, lived right here in Concord when she wrote it in the 1800s, and she put a queen bee in the story—Jenny Snow. Jenny was stuck-up and mean to Amy March, just like Becca Chadwick is to all of us.

“Did you hear they’re starting a school newspaper?” Becca says to Jen and Ashley, talking extra loud so that Emma and I and everybody else can hear. “Ms. Nielson wants me to be in charge of the social calendar. She says she’s asking all the school’s best writers to help out.” Becca looks over at Emma and smirks. I notice she’s careful to keep her lips together. Becca got braces over the summer, and she’s still a little sensitive about them.

I can see the excitement drain out of Emma, like air leaking out of a soccer ball. I don’t blame her. Who’d want to work on the newspaper with Becca Chadwick?

“Don’t worry,” I whisper to her. “Nobody cares about the stupid social calendar. That’s not real writing.”

Emma musters a smile, but I can tell she’s not convinced.

Math class is endless. I struggle my way through a fraction-review worksheet and make a complete mess of two word problems. Then, while Ms. Santiago blathers on about the joys of the metric system, I draw a cartoon of Becca, giving her hairy legs and enormous buck teeth with braces. I pass the picture to Emma, which makes her giggle. Out in the hall afterward we say good-bye. Emma’s in higher groups for all of our other classes. Jess is in a different league altogether, but my mother would turn cartwheels if I got Emma’s grades. Or even Megan’s.

“See you at lunch,” I tell her. “Don’t let Becca spoil your day. The newspaper’s gonna be great, you’ll see.”

It’s funny how your own problems kind of fade when you have a friend who’s in trouble. I suddenly realize that I’ve been so busy cheering Emma up, I’ve hardly thought about Stanley Kinkaid for the past hour. I start thinking about him again now, though, and by the time I get to English I’m all bent out of shape again. The class period limps by with me slumped in the back row biting my nails and worrying about Stan the man. Fortunately, we’re not doing much yet since it’s just the second day of school, and Ms. Nielson only yells at me once for not paying attention.

Science class is pretty much the same, except a little more fun. Ethan and Third are in the same lab group with me, and the three of us goof off when the teacher’s not looking. I actually like science okay. The experiments can be fun, and sometimes we get to do stuff outdoors.

Mr. Doolittle dismisses class a little early, and since I get to the cafeteria ahead of everybody else I save seats for Emma and Megan and Jess. Our table is a weird mix of Mother-Daughter Book Club members and jocks. And Kevin Mullins, who Emma says defies classification. It’s so stupid how middle school cafeterias work. Every group has its own table. There are the drama kids, the band kids, the brainiacs, the popular kids, the nerds, the jocks, the artists—the list is endless. Jess calls our table “the hybrid.” I don’t care what anybody wants to call it, I just like sitting with my friends.

Emma is the first to arrive, followed by Zach Norton and Third. Emma slides in beside me and smiles shyly at Zach, who sets his tray down across from us. Zach is playing fall ball this year with me, and even though Emma has been telling Jess and Megan and me for weeks now that she doesn’t have a crush on him anymore, that he’s “so yesterday,” as the Fab Three would put it, I’m not completely blind. I can tell by the way she gets all quiet and tongue-tied when he’s around that she still likes him.

I take a bite of burger and give Zach a sideways look. I still don’t see what the big deal is. Light brown hair with blondish streaks, blue eyes, big deal. So he got a lot taller this summer, so what? I did too, and nobody’s falling all over themselves to have a crush on me. Not that I’d want them to. I don’t like all this boy/girl stuff.

Ethan MacDonald slouches over and plops down beside Zach, emptying his lunch bag onto the table. He makes a face. “Peanut butter and jelly, as usual.” He looks over at Emma’s tray. “Can I have your French fries? It’s not like you need them or anything.”

Emma’s face flames again.

“Shut up, Ethan,” I tell him, kicking him under the table. “Last time I checked, you were still shopping in the husky section.” I hate it when people make fun of Emma. It’s not like she’s fat, anyway, only a little chubby.

“Yeah, lay off, Tater,” adds Zach.

Third starts to laugh. So does Emma.

I look at them, mystified. “Who’s Tater?”

Zach grins at Ethan, who scowls and punches him in the arm. “Too bad you weren’t here in first grade,” he tells me. “Every time they’d serve Tater Tots for lunch, we’d find Ethan under the table, hunting for the ones that kids dropped.”

“Why?”

“Why do you think?” says Third. “To eat them, of course.”

“Off the floor?”

“Yup.”

“Dude, that is gross,” I say to Ethan. I flick him a French fry. “Here. Out of pity.”

This makes him laugh in spite of himself, and then we all laugh and start throwing French fries at one another until the lunch monitor comes over and tells us to cut it out.

Megan and Jess and Kevin show up with their trays, and Emma and I squish together to make room for them.

“Hey, Beauty,” says Zach.

Jess flashes him a smile. “Hey, Beast.”

The two of them were the leads in last year’s school musical. They’ve called each other “Beauty” and “Beast” ever since.

“Awwwww,” says Ethan. “Isn’t that adorable!”

Zach wings another French fry at him, then turns back to Jess. “How’s high school math?”

She shrugs, glancing quickly around the table at the other boys and then down at her tray. Jess is still a bit shy. Not as bad as when I first met her, though, and only around people she doesn’t know all that well. I thought maybe she was a mute or something when we first moved here from California. “It’s okay, I guess. Hard. Right, Kevin?”

Kevin doesn’t reply. He rarely does. Not because he’s shy, but because every time he opens his mouth somebody calls him “twerp” or stuffs him in a locker. When you’re Kevin Mullins, it’s safer just to keep quiet.

“So, Emma, did Ms. Nielson talk to you?” Zach asks.

Emma nods.

“Yeah, me too. Sounds like fun.”

A little smile hovers on Emma’s lips. Her cheeks get pink—not embarrassed pink this time but happy pink. I look over at Jess and mouth the words I told you so.

“What sounds like fun?” says Third.

“They’re starting a school newspaper,” Zach explains. “Ms. Nielson asked a few of us if we’d like to work on it. She wants me to cover sports.”

First Becca, now Zach—for half a second I’m offended that Ms. Nielson didn’t ask me. Then I remember that I don’t like to write.

“She’s still looking for a couple of photographers,” Zach continues. “Any of you guys interested?”

Ethan and Third both shake their heads. So do Megan and Jess and Kevin.

“Yeah, maybe,” I say, the words popping out before I can even think about them.

“Since when do you know how to use a camera?” asks Third.

Since my dad taught me, I think, but aloud I just say, “Since California.”

“Cool,” says Zach. “I’ll tell Ms. Nielson.”

As he and Ethan and Third start trying to gross everybody else out by sticking French fries up their noses, I think back to the last time I took a picture. Dad and I used to go shooting together around Laguna Beach, just the two of us. He taught me about light, and composition, and all that stuff. A couple of weeks before the car accident, he gave me a new digital camera for my birthday. That afternoon we went down to Crystal Cove, right before what he used to call “magic hour”—that time toward the end of the day when the light goes all golden. We took pictures for a while, and then he said he wanted a shot of the two of us. He put his arm around me and pulled me close, and I held my new camera out as far as I could from our faces and snapped. The picture turned out perfectly. The wind is blowing my hair across my face, and the setting sun is sparkling on the ocean behind us, and we’re both laughing. I still remember how happy I was.

Thinking about it now just makes me sad, though. I push the memory away, just like I pushed my camera away after the accident. I shoved it into my bottom drawer under the jeans I’d gotten too tall for. I take it out and look at that picture once in a while, but I’ve never printed it and I’ve never shown it to anyone. Not even to Mom or Courtney. Some things are just meant to be private.

Beside me, I feel Emma stiffen. I don’t even have to look up to see who’s coming.

When the Fab Three reach our table, Becca stops and puts her hand on her hip. She’s always striking poses, like maybe the paparazzi are lurking nearby ready to spring out and snap her picture for Seventeen or something. Becca doesn’t look too pleased to see us sitting with Zach Norton. For some reason she thinks he’s her private property.

“So, Megan,” she says, “my mother told me you’re going to be in some new teen fashion magazine.”

Megan wants to be a fashion designer someday, and she’s already really good at sewing clothes and stuff. Our book club went to New York last summer, and one of the editors my mom knows at Flash, from back when she used to model for the magazine, spotted Megan’s sketchbook. Now he’s planning to feature her in this new spin-off magazine called Flashlite.

Megan shrugs and tries to look modest, but she can’t keep the smile off her face, and it’s easy to tell she’s pretty thrilled. “Um, yeah, that’s right.”

“Awesome,” says Becca, giving it her stamp of approval. As if Megan needed that. Jen and Ashley immediately start gushing about it too. I swear the two of them are like robots or something. Becca probably keeps a remote control for them in her purse. “Maybe we can hang out at the mall sometime and check out the new clothes and get ideas for you,” she adds.

Megan looks like she’s not sure what to say. “Uh, yeah, maybe.”

Emma and Jess are both looking like they wish the cafeteria floor would open up and swallow the Fab Three.

“Why don’t you go polish your braces or something,” I tell Becca.

Kevin lets out a little snicker at this. Big mistake.

Becca swivels around and glares at him. “Shut up, dwarf,” she snaps. “Shouldn’t you be off playing with Sleepy or Sneezy or something?”

Ethan and Third both laugh at this, which is mean of them, and Kevin shrinks down in his chair. Jess gives him a sympathetic glance. “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size, Grumpy?” she fires back at Becca.

“Oooooo, score one for Delaney,” I crow.

Ignoring me, Becca pulls out her lip gloss and makes a great show of smearing it on her mouth. She glances over the top of her mirror at Zach, who is too busy throwing French fries again at Ethan—make that Tater—to notice. Becca thinks she knows everything about boys, but she is so clueless. If she really wanted them to notice her, she’d put down the lip gloss and pick up a hockey stick or a baseball glove or something.

The bell rings and we all gather up our trays and start to scatter.

“See you tonight!” Emma says.

Tonight is our first book club meeting of seventh grade. It’s at the Wongs’. It was supposed to be at our house, but my mother is swamped right now taping the first few episodes of her new TV show, Cooking with Clementine. Our house has been a complete wreck for weeks, with camera crews and set designers and all sorts of people from the Cooking Channel underfoot. I had no idea a TV show took so much work. But it does have its benefits. The food, mostly. I can hardly wait to get home from school every day to see what they’ve been whipping up in the kitchen.

Unfortunately, I don’t feel that way about tonight. Mrs. Wong is a terrible cook. She doesn’t believe in sugar, for one thing, which I personally think should be one of the four major food groups. Snacks are an important part of book club. At least for me.

Megan and Jess and I all trade “good-byes” and “see you laters” and head off to our afternoon classes. I spend the rest of the day worrying about Stan the man—and about the horrible vegan zucchini cookies or brown rice muffins or some equally awful snacks that are probably being baked right now in the Wongs’ kitchen. Plus, I have something new to worry about too. Why did I ever tell Zach Norton that I might be interested in being a photographer for the school newspaper?

I’m still regretting that particular slip-up several hours later when Mom and I head up Strawberry Hill and pull into the Wongs’ driveway.

“Wait, honey, take this in with you,” says my mother as I start to climb out of the car. She reaches into the backseat and produces a plastic container. “Leftovers from today’s taping,” she says, winking at me. “Just in case.”

I lift up a corner of the lid and peek inside. Brownies! I inhale their deliciousness and smile, filled with a sudden rush of love for my mother. Her brownies are the best. They’re so good, in fact, that I am almost ready to forgive her for dating Stanley Kinkaid. Almost.

“For heaven’s sake, Cassidy, you’d think I never feed you!” my mother protests as I snatch one and cram it in my mouth.

I give her a chocolate-coated grin and she shakes her head and laughs. “Just try and leave a few for everyone else, okay?”

Inside, I deposit the container on the glass coffee table in the living room and head down the hall to Megan’s room. Jess and Emma are already there, and the four of us hang out, talking, while our mothers get everything set up.

A few minutes later the intercom on the wall crackles. The Wongs’ house is so big they need an intercom system to talk to each other. Megan’s dad invented some computer gadget, and they’re really rich.

“Girls, we’re about ready to start,” Mrs. Wong announces.

Megan presses the button under the speaker. “Okay.”

“Race you,” I call, charging out her door. You could practically run a marathon in the hallways in this place. Megan and Jess and Emma chase me back to the living room, and we burst in, breathless and giggling, to find our moms all discussing something in low voices. They look up, startled.

“That eager to get started, are you?” says Mrs. Hawthorne, and she and the other moms all smile.

Mrs. Delaney’s smile looks a little strained, but maybe it’s just my imagination. Or maybe she’s just tired. My mother says Mrs. Delaney deserves some kind of medal for raising twin boys.

“My goodness, Cassidy,” says Mrs. Wong, whose T-shirt has a big picture of planet Earth on it with LOVE YOUR MOTHER printed underneath. “I swear you’ve grown another inch or two since I saw you last week!”

“A chip off the old block, eh, Clementine?” adds Mrs. Hawthorne. “Cassidy will be sashaying down the catwalk one of these days in your footsteps if she keeps this up.”

My mother reaches out to give me an affectionate pat. I twist away and slump into a white armchair. I don’t care if I get to be seven feet tall, no way am I ever going to be a model.

“So how’s school?” asks Mrs. Delaney.

I grunt in reply. My mother gives me her Queen Clementine look, the one that says she means business and I’d better shape up. I think of Stanley Kinkaid and start to scowl at her, then I think about the brownies she saved for us for tonight, and I sigh and sit up a little straighter. “Oh, you know, school is—school,” I reply politely.

Mrs. Delaney laughs. “Things haven’t changed much, I guess. I always felt the same way come September.”

It’s really nice to have Jess’s mom here at book club with us. Last year she was away working in New York as an actress. She sent letters and presents and stuff sometimes, but it wasn’t the same as her being here in person. I can tell Jess is glad too. She’s snuggled up next to her on the sofa, which is white just like my chair. Everything in the Wongs’ living room is white, or chrome, or glass. I call it the “winter room.”

Emma settles onto the floor below me—which is covered with a white rug, of course—and Megan perches on the arm of her mother’s chair. Mrs. Wong gestures at the coffee table. On it are a vegetable tray—carrot sticks, red pepper strips, celery, that kind of stuff—along with a bowl of gross-looking greenish dip, my mother’s brownies, and a platter with a round, lumpy thing on it.

“Help yourselves, everyone,” she says. “This is organic spinach dip, and that”—she points to the platter—“is a new recipe I’ve been wanting to try. I have to confess that you’re my guinea pigs tonight. I thought it might work for your show, Clementine. It’s a vegan cheesecake.”

I glance over at Megan. It can’t be easy, having a health nut like Mrs. Wong for your mother.

We all stare at the round, lumpy thing.

“Why, Lily, how interesting,” says my mother finally. “What did you substitute for cream cheese?” Like her brownies, my mother’s cheesecake is amazing. My mouth starts watering just thinking about it.

“Whipped tofu,” Mrs. Wong replies. “You’ll never notice the difference.”

There’s a brief silence as we eye her creation. Somehow I’m pretty sure we’ll notice the difference. My mom takes a notebook out of her purse and jots something down. “I’ll talk to Fred,” she tells Mrs. Wong brightly. Fred is Fred Goldberg, the producer of Cooking with Clementine. “Maybe we can squeeze in a vegan episode.”

Mrs. Wong smiles happily.

Mrs. Hawthorne clears her throat. “So, tonight is our official kick-off meeting for the Mother-Daughter Book Club, year two,” she announces. “And girls, we have a surprise for you. We got to talking after yoga class the other day—”

Emma groans—she says something bad always comes from yoga class, which must be true because it was right after yoga class that my mother met Stanley Kinkaid—but her mother ignores her and continues. “And although we realize we probably should have discussed this with you all first, we thought it might be a good idea to broaden the scope of our group, as it were. Build a few bridges.”

I poke Emma with my toe. She shrugs. Neither of us has a clue what her mother is talking about. By the looks on their faces, Megan and Jess don’t either.

There’s a knock at the front door.

“Ah,” says Mrs. Hawthorne. “Right on time.”

“Girls, we’re expecting you to be gracious,” warns my mother.

Mrs. Wong nods in agreement as she gets up to answer the door. There’s a brief murmur of voices in the front hall, and then Mrs. Chadwick and Becca walk in.

The room goes dead quiet. Emma looks stunned. I shoot my mother a desperate glance, and she gives me the Queen Clementine don’t you dare narrowed eyes in response. Megan has a funny look on her face, and I can’t tell if she’s sad or glad to see Becca. Becca, on the other hand, looks as unhappy to see us as the rest of us are to see her. Mrs. Chadwick looks like she just single-handedly won the Stanley Cup.

“Girls, please extend a warm welcome to the newest members of our book club,” says Mrs. Hawthorne in her best official librarian voice. “Calliope recently started taking yoga, and after class one day—”

Emma groans softly under her breath again and her mother raises an eyebrow in warning, then continues, “—she asked if she and Becca might join us this year. Now that you girls are all in seventh grade, we know you’ll want to expand your circle of friendship.”

Expand our circle of friendship? Is Mrs. Hawthorne completely nuts? I glare at my mother. I can’t believe she and the other mothers would do something like this behind our backs! Don’t they know how we feel about the Fab Three? And especially about Becca Chadwick?

Mrs. Wong pats the far end of the sofa. “Calliope, why don’t you sit here. And Becca, you can have that armchair beside her.”

The Chadwicks sit down and we all stare stiffly at one another for a moment.

“I made vegan cheesecake,” Mrs. Wong announces, like that’s going to break the ice. She cuts a piece and puts it on a plate and hands it to Mrs. Chadwick.

Mrs. Chadwick looks like she’s just been given a plate of dead possum. Her lips purse tightly, but she manages to squeeze out a thank-you. Apparently she’s on her best behavior tonight too. Megan’s dad calls Mrs. Chadwick “the snapping turtle,” and Mr. Delaney calls her “the old battleax.” She’s famous around Concord for her sharp temper and critical eye. I watch her closely, trying not to smile. No way is Mrs. Chadwick going to be able to hold her tongue once she takes a bite of Mrs. Wong’s cheesecake.

She forks up a little nibble and wedges it in her mouth. “Yum,” she croaks.

Mrs. Wong looks pleased. “It’s made with tofu.”

I can’t resist. “Free-range tofu?”

My mother looks over at me sharply.

Mrs. Wong takes the bait. “Now, Cassidy, tofu isn’t an animal,” she chides. “It’s soy bean curd. Soy bean curd doesn’t need to roam free.”

On the floor below me, Emma lets out a little snort. I nudge her again with my foot. We’re both grinning at the thought of a corral somewhere with little cubes of tofu wandering around. “Home, home on the range,” I sing to her under my breath. “Where the deer and the tofu roam free . . .”

Mrs. Wong doesn’t hear me, fortunately. She’s too busy explaining the recipe to Mrs. Chadwick. “And all the other ingredients are organic, of course.”

“Of course,” echoes Mrs. Chadwick politely.

“Tonight is our first official meeting of the year,” says Mrs. Hawthorne, steering the conversation away from Mrs. Wong’s pet subject. “We should start by deciding which book we want to read first.”

“How about The Diary of Anne Frank?” says Emma.

Her mother shakes her head. “You’ll be reading that in English class this year.”

“To Kill a Mockingbird?” suggests my mother.

“Eighth-grade reading list,” says Mrs. Hawthorne. “I checked with the school librarian.”

“I know—Gone with the Wind,” says Mrs. Delaney. “That would be a fun one to read together.”

Mrs. Chadwick’s mouth goes all pruney again. “Inappropriate material for my Becca.”

Her Becca squirms at this.

Mrs. Wong holds up a couple of books. “These are two of my all-time favorites,” she says. I squint at the titles: A Little Princess and The Secret Garden.

“Oh, mine too!” says my mother. “I loved those books when I was a girl.”

“My daughter is far too advanced for Frances Hodgson Burnett,” Mrs. Chadwick decrees. “I was under the impression that your club’s selections would be challenging the girls.”

There’s an uncomfortable pause, then Emma says, “Actually, I agree with Mrs. Chadwick. I love those books, but I read them back in fifth grade. We’re seventh graders. Can’t we read something more grown-up?”

Jess and Megan both nod.

“But not too grown-up,” warns Mrs. Chadwick, and Becca squirms again.

“That’s kind of a tall order,” says Mrs. Hawthorne, chewing her lip. She looks around the room at us. “Hmm. Perhaps it’s time for Jane Austen.” Mrs. Hawthorne is a huge Jane Austen fan. Emma and her brother Darcy are even named after characters in Jane Austen books. “Shall we try and tackle Pride and Prejudice?”

My mother shakes her head. “Probably still a bit beyond Cassidy, I’m afraid. Maybe another year.”

Now it’s my turn to squirm. Sometimes my mother still treats me like a baby. “How do you know it’s beyond me?” I grumble.

My mother pats my knee. “Trust me, sweetheart, I know.”

I yank my leg away.

“How about a different Jane, then,” suggests Mrs. Delaney. “How about Jane Eyre?”

“Shannon, really! That’s much too advanced thematically for these girls!” huffs Mrs. Chadwick.

“I’ve already read it,” says Emma smugly.

Mrs. Chadwick turns to Mrs. Hawthorne. “Phoebe, when we discussed this you promised me you’d be making appropriate choices for the girls.”

Emma’s mother looks like she swallowed a tack. I think Mrs. Chadwick is starting to get on her nerves.

“Perhaps we should save the Janes for another year,” says my mother. “I have an idea that might meet with everyone’s approval. How about Anne of Green Gables?”
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