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I looked first at Pamela and then at Elizabeth. No ice cream, no chips, and jogging three miles with ankle weights? This was a summer?





THE SUMMER BEFORE NINTH GRADE IS ALL about getting it right—from head to toe. Alice and her friends want to start high school feeling like they always imagined a true high schooler feels: confident, capable, pretty. But a little too much time standing in front of a mirror in their bathing suits makes Alice, Pamela, and Elizabeth feel just about as far away from “high-school ready” as possible. They have two and a half months to become the girls they think they should be . . . but when Elizabeth takes the weight-loss plan too seriously, Alice starts to worry that growing up (and slimming down) isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.
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Here’s what fans have to say about Alice:*


“The reason I love these books is because Alice is not PERFECT she has real life problems like everybody else. She is a teenage girl that is trying to understand life. PLEASE KEEP COMING OUT WITH THESE WONDERFUL BOOKS. Sometimes I try and read the books a little slower so it will never be over!”—An Alice fan


“I thought I read all the Alice books . . . [then] I went to the Young Adult section and saw a bunch more. I felt like screaming! I hope you continue writing Alice books forever. . . .”—Gina


“Please, never stop writing Alice books. I hope they makes lots of girls as happy as they made me!”—Caitlin


* Taken from actual postings on the Alice website. To read more, visit AliceMcKinley.com







PHYLLIS REYNOLDS NAYLOR includes many of her own life experiences in the Alice books. She writes for both children and adults, and is the author of more than one hundred and thirty-five books, including the Alice series, which Entertainment Weekly has called “tender” and “wonderful.” In 1992 her novel Shiloh won the Newbery Medal. She lives with her husband, Rex, in Gaithersburg, Maryland, and is the mother of two grown sons and the grandmother of Sophia, Tressa, Garrett, and Beckett.
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1
THE PROGRAM



“IT’S GOING TO BE ONE OF THE MOST exciting summers of our lives,” Pamela used to tell Elizabeth and me whenever we thought about the summer between eighth and ninth grades. “All the stupid things we’ve ever done will be behind us, and all the wonderful stuff will be waiting to happen.”


But now, on the first day of vacation, as the three of us stood in our bathing suits in front of the full-length mirror in Elizabeth’s bedroom, we realized that the same bodies were going into high school along with us, the same faults, the same personalities, some of the same problems we’d had before.


Elizabeth, with her long dark hair and lashes, her gorgeous skin, broke the silence first. “I’m fat!” she said in dismay. “Look at me!”


We looked. She was the same beautiful Elizabeth she’d always been, except that her face and arms were slightly rounder, but she was pointing to her thighs, which puffed out just a little below her suit.


“Saddlebags! I have saddlebag thighs!” she cried. “My legs look like jodhpurs!”


They didn’t, of course, but before I could say a word, I heard murmurs on the other side of me coming from Pamela. Pamela is pretty, too, though not as drop-dead beautiful as Elizabeth. She’s naturally blond, and wears her hair in a short feather-cut, like Peter Pan. It always seemed to me as though Pamela Jones had the perfect figure, but it didn’t seem that way to Pamela.


“I have absolutely no definition,” she observed.


“Huh?” I said. Were these girls nuts?


“My arms and legs are like pudding! One part looks the same as the rest.”


“Pamela, anyone can tell your arm from your leg,” I told her.


“But you can’t tell what’s fat and what’s muscle!”


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “People just want to look at you, Pamela. They don’t want to dissect you!”


Pamela, however, meant business. “Well, I certainly need to do some toning,” she said.


“And I want to lose this fat,” said Elizabeth. “What do you want to change, Alice?”


Friends, I thought. But I just took a good, long look at myself in the mirror and thought about it. I’ve got the same color hair as my mom had, they tell me—strawberry blond. Mom died when I was small, and I don’t remember much about her, but they say she was tall and liked to sing. I’m more on the short side, and can’t even carry a tune. I’m not fat, but I’m not thin. I’m more plain than I am pretty, but I’m not ugly. Miss Average, that’s me.


“I don’t know,” I said finally. “What do you guys think I should change?”


You should never ask anyone that. You’re just begging for worries you never had before.


“Well, if you want an honest opinion, your waist is a little thick, Alice,” said Elizabeth. One thing about Elizabeth, she’s loyal to a fault. You ask her to tell you something, she tells.


“And your legs are too straight,” said Pamela. “I mean, you don’t have to be ashamed of them or anything, but your calves hardly have any curve.”


“Your breasts could be a little fuller,” said Elizabeth. “Of course, they’re bigger than mine. . . .”


“And your arms have no definition at all,” Pamela finished.


It’s really weird, you know? Five minutes before, I had put on my bathing suit, ready to go over to Mark Stedmeister’s pool with the gang, feeling really good about myself and my friends, and suddenly I was disintegrating before my very eyes! I had this new royal blue bathing suit that looked great with my hair, and now nothing looked right.


“There’s only one solution,” said Pamela. “We’ve got to start an exercise program. We’ve got exactly two and a half months to get ourselves in shape before school begins. Because how ever you look when you start ninth grade, that’s how people will think of you for the next four years.”


Now that was a sobering thought. I don’t know where Pamela comes up with stuff like this, but she’s got a cousin in New Jersey who knows all about what they think in New York, so we learn a lot from her. What we don’t get from Pamela’s cousin, I get from my cousin Carol in Chicago, who’s two years older than Lester, my brother, and used to be married to a sailor.


I’d never seen Pamela quite so gung ho as she was now.


“If we get up at seven each morning for the next ten weeks . . .,” she began.


“Seven!” I wailed.


“Well, eight, maybe. And we jog for three miles . . .”


“In public?” Elizabeth gasped.


We stared. One reason we like Elizabeth is that her whole world sort of spins on a different axis.


“I suppose we could jog nine hundred times around your room, if you’d prefer,” Pamela said dryly. “But if we spend the next ten weeks jogging every morning with ankle weights, and do push-ups, we might look reasonably good by the time we start high school. And no ice cream. No chips. No Oreos or anything like that.”


I looked first at Pamela and then at Elizabeth. No ice cream, no chips, and jogging three miles with ankle weights? This was a summer?


Elizabeth shook her head. “I don’t want anyone to see me sweat,” she declared.


“If you jog, you’re going to sweat, Elizabeth!” Pamela told her. “You have to sweat! You’re supposed to sweat! If you don’t sweat, the fat will stay right there, and you’ll keep those saddlebag thighs forever.”


I looked at Elizabeth’s face and wished Pamela hadn’t said that. It’s one thing to talk about saddlebags yourself, but something else to hear your friends say it.


“Oh, come on!” I said, grabbing Elizabeth’s beach towel and tying it around her waist. “Let’s go on over to Mark’s. Everybody’s waiting.”


Everybody was. We’ve been hanging out at Mark Stedmeister’s pool for the last few summers, and even after Pamela and Mark broke up for the second time, we still go over there. Pamela went with Brian for a while after that, and then she wouldn’t go out with either one of them, and now the guys have sort of lost interest. We’re still all good friends, though.


Patrick Long, my boyfriend, was there, and Justin Collier, who likes Elizabeth. Except for Patrick and me, though, we don’t couple-off the way we used to. Right after sixth grade, “couples” were “in.” Most of us had never had boy- or girlfriends before, so everyone wanted one and found someone to hold hands with, whether they liked each other or not. Now we mostly do things as a group, and only Patrick and I are still “going together.”


“Heeey! The babes!” Brian yelled when he saw us, and we smiled. A year ago, there would have been sheer terror beneath my smile, because I’d been deathly afraid of deep water, only nobody knew it, not even Dad. It wasn’t until I’d confided in my twenty-one-year-old brother that I learned to swim the deep end, when Les took me to a pool and helped me swim across one corner of it.


Elizabeth and Pamela and I dropped our towels on a deck chair and dived in. Elizabeth went first because she wanted to hide her thighs, I went next because I didn’t really care, and Pamela was the last one in because she wanted to show off her bright red bikini with the halter top. Patrick dived in the other end and came up the same time I did. We swam over to the other side of the pool together, and he kissed me on the eyelids before he was off again to play water basketball with Mark. That’s what’s nice about having a boyfriend. He’s sort of always there, someone to count on. Not that I didn’t look at other guys too, of course.


We horsed around in the water for a while, and when we came out and were all sitting around drinking Sprite, the talk was about summer jobs and what we had lined up. Now that some of us were fourteen, we could get work permits if we wanted.


Patrick was going to work for a landscaper loading trucks, pulling weeds and stuff. Brian had a job in a doughnut shop, Mark was shelving books at the library, and Justin Collier got a part-time job in a pizza place.


Of the girls, two of us were volunteering. Karen was helping out her aunt in a home for senior citizens, and I was going to be a candy striper at one of the hospitals, besides working in my dad’s music store on Saturday mornings. Jill was going to summer school, and Elizabeth’s mom was going to pay her to watch her baby brother four hours a day.


“What about you, Pamela?” someone asked.


She just shrugged. “I’ll think of something,” she said. Pamela was the only one who didn’t have a clue. Her life was all torn up because her mom had run off with a boyfriend. It was as though the only thing Pamela could control anymore was her body, which was why she was devoting the next ten weeks to it, I think.


“Remember when all we had to do each summer was lie around the pool and play badminton?” Mark said, reaching for the chips. Elizabeth and Pamela and I wouldn’t even look at the bowl. We tried to tune out all that crunching and munching.


“You make us sound like old people,” said Patrick. “Remember back in the olden days . . .?” Patrick’s a redhead, and when he’s out in the sun, the fine hair on his legs and arms looks orange, too.


Brian put his arms beneath his head and stared up at the clouds. “Yeah, back in the good old days the only thing we had to do was listen for the Good Humor Man. That was the high point of our day.”


“Good old summertime!” said Justin, rolling over on Elizabeth’s towel and tickling the bottoms of her feet. She kept giggling and drawing her feet up, and then he began playfully poking at her—her legs, her back, her stomach—and she kept trying to grab his hand.


“Hey, getting a little chubby, are we?” he asked jokingly as he poked at the space between her bathing suit top and bottom.


Elizabeth stopped laughing and sat up. “What do you mean?” she asked.


“Nothing,” said Justin, grinning at her lazily. “You’re just a little softer in all the right places.”


But Elizabeth’s face was pink. Mark, of course, who’s about as subtle as a neon sign, had to say, “It’s all those Good Humor bars, the kind with the chocolate bar in the center.”


“It is not!” Elizabeth declared.


“I like the toasted almond bars,” said Brian. “I could eat those all day.” And the guys immediately started talking about their favorite ice cream, oblivious of what was happening with Elizabeth.


She sat stiffly on her towel, arms circling her thighs and calves, as though trying to shield her body from view. She wouldn’t even touch the rest of her Sprite, and finally went in the house to change. I followed.


“Elizabeth, don’t take what Justin said so seriously. You know you get a little puffy right before your period,” I told her.


“I’m fat!” Elizabeth insisted.


“You’re only round, not angular. Girls are supposed to be round.”


“Fat!” said Elizabeth. “I’m F-A-T, as in whale blubber, walrus blubber, globules of lard all coagulating inside my body. F-A-T, as in pork roast, lamb chops, sausage, and leg of mutton.”


“We don’t want to eat you! We like you just the way you are,” I told her.


But she marched into the Stedmeisters’ bathroom and closed the door.


I put my face against the door frame. “Any weight you gained over the winter, you’ll lose this summer by swimming and stuff,” I called.


But when she came out, she was staring straight ahead. “I’m fat,” she said again. “I will never eat another bite until I’ve lost fifteen pounds.” And with a quick good-bye to the group, she left.


 


Pamela called the next morning to be sure I was ready to go running. She said that Elizabeth had been up since seven, and we were going to do three miles around the neighborhood. She’d already mapped it out.


I put on my sweatpants and a wrinkled T-shirt, Pamela arrived in short shorts and a top, and we crossed the street to pick up Elizabeth.


We hardly recognized her. She came out on the porch in sweatpants and a sweat jacket with sleeves that hung down below her hands. The hood of the jacket completely covered her hair and was tied under the chin. She was also wearing a huge pair of sunglasses. It was impossible to tell whether the creature beneath all that paraphernalia was male or female.


“Good grief, Elizabeth!” I said. “It’s about seventy degrees outside. It’s going up to eighty-three. We’re not going sledding, you know.”


“I don’t want anyone to recognize me,” Elizabeth said.


“Sure. They’ll see Pamela and me and say, ‘Hmmm. I wonder who that third person could be?’ We’ve only been hanging around together since sixth grade,” I told her.


There was simply no reasoning with her, so we started off, trying to find a pace that was right for the three of us.


“How many calories do you figure we burn in a half hour?” Elizabeth panted.


“It depends how fast we run. Enough to burn off a scoop of Häagen-Dazs, maybe,” Pamela said. “Of course, if you add fudge sauce to that, and whipped cream . . .”


Elizabeth ran all the faster, but Pamela was in better shape than any of us, probably because her mom’s boyfriend is a NordicTrack instructor and her mom’s been getting herself in shape. In shape to move away with him, I guess, because they went to Colorado and were talking about opening a ski shop. Pamela’s staying here with her dad, though. It’s hard to get her to talk about it anymore. I think one of the reasons she runs is to work off all that anger.


We’d just turned the corner and were starting up the next block when Elizabeth suddenly covered her face. “Oh, my gosh, it’s Justin’s dad!” she cried. “Alice, get in front of me quick!”


I stared. “Elizabeth, it’s just a car! His dad isn’t even looking this way, and if he was, he wouldn’t recognize you! Nobody would recognize you, not even your mother!”


The car turned at the next corner, and Elizabeth gave a sigh of relief. I thought maybe the silliness was over for a while, and we ran another block, but then suddenly Elizabeth disappeared. Just vanished, as though she’d fallen down a manhole.


“Now what?” said Pamela.


We stopped and looked around. Elizabeth was gone. And then we saw her foot sticking out from beneath a hedge. We knelt down and poked at her.


“Go away!” she shrieked. “Didn’t you see? Brian’s coming!”


I looked up the street. Brian was coming down the hill on his bike, heading for his job at the doughnut shop, I supposed.


“So?” I said. “He’s going to work.”


“He’ll tell Justin how awful I look! How awful I smell! Just go! I mean it!” Elizabeth screeched.


Brian, of course, stopped to see what Pamela and I were looking at, and saw Elizabeth lying under the hedge.


“What happened? She get run over?” he asked, quickly wheeling his bike across the sidewalk.


“Not exactly,” Pamela told him.


Brian came closer and squatted down beside Elizabeth. “Maybe you should call 911,” he said anxiously. He reached out to take her pulse, and suddenly Elizabeth scrambled to her feet and started to run, Brian staring after her.


We followed, but could hardly keep up. She didn’t stop till she’d reached my front porch, and the three of us collapsed in a heap on the steps.


“Well, that . . . should have been good . . . for at least two hundred calories,” Pamela huffed. “Why don’t you just wear a rubber raincoat, Elizabeth, so your sweat can’t evaporate? Then no one will recognize you, and the fat will absolutely pour off.”


Lester came out on the porch with a cup of coffee. “I thought I heard voices out here,” he said. “Since when did you start getting up so early in the morning, Al?”


My full name is Alice Kathleen McKinley, but Dad and Lester call me Al. He looked at me, then Pamela, and then his eye fell on Elizabeth. She still wouldn’t take off the hood of her jacket, and her dark glasses were all steamed up.


“Who is that?” he asked. “What is that?”


“Elizabeth,” I told him. “She doesn’t want anyone to see her sweat.”


“She doesn’t want anything to jiggle,” Pamela said.


“She doesn’t want anyone to hear her pant,” I added.


Lester studied Elizabeth some more. “Hey, kiddo, if it doesn’t sweat, jiggle, or pant, it’s not alive,” he said, “and I’m outta here.” And he went back inside.





2
THE LONG GOOD-BYE



WHEN DAD CAME HOME FROM WORK THE next day, he went straight upstairs and took a shower. I was hoping he’d grill shrimp or something for dinner, but when he came back down, he was wearing a shirt that Sylvia Summers had given him for Christmas, and the kind of aftershave that makes you want to follow the scent. I knew he must have a date with my former English teacher.


“Doing something special with Miss Summers?” I asked, noticing how well he had trimmed his nails and mustache.


“I guess you could call it that,” Dad said. “I’m driving her to the airport. She leaves for England tonight.”


I pressed the mute button on the remote and stared at him. I didn’t know if I had actually been so wrapped up in myself that I’d forgotten about Dad and Miss Summers or whether it was something I just didn’t want to think about. About how much he loved her, and how—I think—she loves him, too. Except that there’s somebody else involved—Jim Sorringer, our vice principal from junior high school—whom she’d thought she was going to marry until she met Dad. So now she’s going to England as an exchange teacher for a year to help her decide which one she likes best. I used to feel I couldn’t stand it if she didn’t marry my father, but I finally realized there’s nothing I can do about it, which is why I try to forget.


“Oh,” I said. “Well, tell her good-bye for me, will you?”


“Sure,” Dad said, and pulled on his sport coat.


“What time is her plane?”


“It’s a seven o’clock flight, so I’ll grab a bite after I get back,” he said. “You and Les will have to get your own dinner.”


“Don’t worry about us. We’ll manage,” I said.


Dad went out, and I watched his car back down the drive. Maybe it’s a good thing I don’t remember much about my mother, because if I did I suppose I’d resent Miss Summers and the way Dad loves her. I only remember a little bit, and even that gets all mixed up with memories of Aunt Sally, who took care of us for a while after the leukemia won and Mom died. Now all I want is for Dad to be happy.


I tried to think what I should have for dinner. Crackers and peanut butter? Shredded wheat?


“Hey, Les,” I called when my brother came in. “Any ideas for dinner? Dad’s taking Sylvia to the airport.” Lester’s working on a graduate degree in philosophy at the University of Maryland. He’s also a part-time clerk at a shoe store, but I don’t get discounts on anything.


“I’m taking Eva to dinner,” he said, yanking off his T-shirt and racing upstairs to shower. “You’re on your own, kid.”
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