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To all the ladies who know you’re only as old as you act
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Every single piece of furniture in my grandmother’s house has a name with too many syllables.

At home we have chairs. We have a couch. We have tables. But right now my grandmother is pointing at this hulking wooden thing in the corner of one of her guest bedrooms—my bedroom, for the next month—and calling it a “mission chifforobe.” It looks like what might happen if a dresser and a closet had a really ugly baby. “I trust you’ll be very careful with this chifforobe while you’re here,” Grandma Jo says, like it’s some fragile, spindly thing I could possibly break by accident. “It was once owned by Buckminster Fuller, as was that ottoman.”

My dad puts my suitcases down next to the bed, which is big enough for five of me and so high up I might need a stepladder, and makes a sound like he finds this piece of trivia interesting. I, for one, have no idea who Buckminster Fuller is supposed to be or why I should care that his butt once touched some padded stool.

All I know for sure is that I really, really want to go home.

I’ve been at Grandma Jo’s house for all of five minutes, and I already miss my low, squishy single bed with the pillow top and my red duvet with the chocolate stain in the corner. I miss my giant corkboard covered in photos of me with Maddie and Amy and my soccer team and my parents and Ben. More than anything, I miss Snickers, but my dad’s friend Martin gets to keep him for the summer because Grandma Jo “can’t abide having a dog in the house.” She’s probably worried he’d provide too much joy or something. Grandma Jo’s not big on joy.

“Annemarie,” my grandmother says, “are you even listening to me?”

I realize I’ve kind of forgotten to pay attention for the last couple seconds, so I try to distract her by changing the subject. “You can call me AJ, Grandma Jo,” I say. “Everyone else in the world does.” I know it won’t make a difference—I tell her this every single Thanksgiving and Christmas and Easter—but it’s still worth a try.

Grandma Jo stares at me from behind her half-glasses in that squinty way she always does when she’s offended by something, and her eyes almost disappear into the nests of wrinkles around them. There’s something about that look that always makes me feel like my entire body is being pricked with pins. “Certainly not,” she says, like I’ve suggested she dye her hair neon green. “Your parents gave you a perfectly lovely name, and you will use it while you’re under my roof. Respectable young ladies do not have nicknames like AJ.”

I almost point out what a double standard that is—we call her “Grandma Jo” because Ben couldn’t say “Josephine” when he was little—but it doesn’t seem worth it. Grandma Jo has always been way more tolerant of Ben than she is of me. Then again, he has it a lot easier, since she doesn’t expect him to be a respectable young lady.

“Put down your things,” my grandmother orders. I’m still holding my backpack and my skateboard, and I lay them down on the floor next to my suitcases. I immediately wish I could pick them back up. In this creepy old house it was nice to be holding on to something familiar.

Grandma Jo looks down at my stuff and wrinkles her nose. “Put that infernal plank in the closet,” she says, pointing at my skateboard with a gnarled finger decked out in a giant diamond ring. “You’re going to step on it in the dark and break your neck.”

That infernal plank? What does that even mean? I shoot my dad a look like, Seriously? But he shrugs and shoots me one back like, Please just do what she says. I’m pretty sure Grandma Jo scares him even more than she scares me, even though she’s his mom.

I let out a really obvious sigh, but I pick up the skateboard and take it into the empty closet, which smells overwhelmingly of dust and old ladies and something disgustingly chemical. Before I set the skateboard down, I run my fingers over the collage of stickers on the bottom—Ben put them there when it used to be his. There’s an exploding fireball decal on one side and that blue woman from Halo on the other, and the middle is covered with stickers from bands he likes: the Flash Mob Llamas, the Accidental Umlauts, Gazpacho Trifecta. I’ve never even heard any of their music, but I like the way the names sound.

God, I wish Ben were here right now. He’s great at charming Grandma Jo.

My grandmother gives a curt, satisfied nod once the skateboard is out of sight, and her chin dips down into the lace collar of her high-necked black dress, which looks like it came straight out of a museum. I’ve never seen her in anything else, and I wonder if she has a whole closet full of identical gowns or if she wears the same one every day.

“Now we’ll go down to the parlor, Annemarie, and I will acquaint you with the daily household schedule,” she says. “I’ll have the cook prepare us some tea.”

I hate the bitter “leaves and dirt” taste of tea. I hate that my grandmother refers to the cook like she doesn’t even have a real name. (She does, and it’s Debbie—I asked.) I hate that I have to go sit in the parlor when I could be at home in the family room, watching TV with Snickers curled up on my feet. I hate everything about this place, and I really, really hate that Mom and Dad are leaving me here for four entire weeks.

Dad must see the look on my face, ’cause he says, “Go ahead and get that tea started, Mother. We’ll be right behind you.”

“Don’t be long,” Grandma Jo says. Then she finally leaves, her crunchy skirts rustling behind her and her cane thumping on the floor. It takes her a long time to make her way down the stairs; she fractured her foot last week, and it’s all Velcroed up in one of those puffy boot things. On the other foot she’s wearing a high, lace-up leather shoe like the ones I imagine people wore before there was running water. When I hear her moving across the entryway downstairs—clomp-click-rustle, clomp-click-rustle—I take what feels like my first full breath in ten minutes.

I turn to my dad. “I can’t stay here with her,” I whisper. “Please don’t make me.”

Dad puts an arm around me and squeezes. For a second I think he’s going to agree that I can’t possibly be expected to live in this weird, echoey tomb of a house where I’m not even allowed to leave my skateboard out in my own room. But then he says, “It’s only four weeks, kiddo.”

“How am I supposed to survive four entire weeks with someone who hates me?”

“AJ, that’s ridiculous. Grandma Jo doesn’t hate you. She’s a stern person, but deep down she cares about you very much.”

From what I can tell by looking at the family photo albums, Grandma Jo did use to care about me when I was really little. There are all these pictures of her holding me and setting up tea parties for me and dressing me in frilly pink outfits before I was old enough to do anything about it. My dad is her only kid, and since Ben is a boy, I was her first opportunity to do girly stuff. But by the time I was in preschool, I was done with all that and had moved on to fire trucks and Legos and soccer balls.

Grandma Jo wasn’t interested in having that kind of granddaughter, so she kept buying dolls and pink tutus for the girly girl she wanted me to be. My parents always made me invite her to my big soccer games, but she never showed up, even though she came to all Ben’s Scholastic Bowl championships. On my twelfth birthday this past February, she sent me an etiquette book called Sister Sadie’s Secrets to Being Sweet, Seemly, and Self-Sufficient. Maddie and I spent about an hour howling over how ridiculous it was before I stuffed it in the back of my closet under a pile of old cleats. Every time Grandma Jo sees the real me with my untied sneakers and scabby knees and messy ponytail, it’s like she’s disappointed all over again.

“She thinks I’m a defective girl,” I say.

“Sweetheart, there’s absolutely nothing defective about you,” my dad says. He seems sad that I’d even think it.

“I know that, but she doesn’t. Plus, this house freaks me out. How am I supposed to sleep with that on the wall?” I gesture to the huge oil painting of a parrot hanging in an ornate gold frame across from my bed. It’s staring straight at me with its chest all puffed up, like it’s running for president or something. “You know how much I hate birds.”

“Well, that’s something we can fix, at least.” My dad hefts the painting off the wall, grunting a little with the effort. I half expect an alarm to go off, like it would in a museum, but everything’s quiet as he flips it around and leans it against the wall. “There,” he says. “Better?”

“I guess.” I sigh. “I don’t get why I can’t go to California and stay with Ben. He actually wants me around.”

“AJ, we’ve talked about this. I’m not leaving you in an apartment with five nineteen-year-old boys. They’d never do your laundry, and they’d feed you nothing but Cheetos.”

“I like Cheetos, and I don’t care about laundry!”

“I know. But if we sent you out there, you’d have to quit soccer and you’d never see your friends. You don’t want that, do you?”

“No,” I grumble.

“If you feel homesick, give Ben a call. I’m sure he’ll be happy to hear from you, just like always.”

My shoulders slump. This is really happening, and I’m not going to be able to talk him out of it. I twist the bracelet Maddie made me around and around my wrist, something I always do when I’m worried. Mom says it’s going to break if I don’t stop.

“I wish I could at least have Snickers,” I say quietly.

“I know, kiddo, and I’m sorry about that. But Martin will take good care of him. He even promised to take him camping. You know how much Snickers will love that.”

I picture my little Border collie dashing around in the woods, barking up a storm as he chases squirrels. Dad’s right; he will love that. But that doesn’t mean I’ll miss his weight on the end of my bed any less, or the way he licks my toes in the morning when I don’t want to get up.

“It’ll be nice for Grandma Jo to have some help around here,” Dad continues. “This is a very big house for one old lady all by herself, especially one with an injured foot.”

I’m about to point out that she’s definitely rich enough to hire people to help her, but I suddenly hear a really strange noise. It’s far away, but it kind of sounds like someone screaming. “Do you hear that?” I ask.

“What?”

“That screeching sound. Wait. Is this house haunted?”

Dad laughs. “Of course not. It’s a very old house; sometimes it settles and makes weird noises. It was probably just the pipes banging or something.”

It didn’t sound anything like pipes banging, but before I can argue, Mom comes in, carrying my last suitcase and my mesh bag of soccer balls. “I think this is the last of it,” she says, plunking them down next to the rest of my stuff. Her bright pink shirt looks totally out of place in this room, where everything is beige and gold and printed with old-lady upholstery patterns. “Give me a hug, sweetheart. I need enough AJ love to last me four weeks.”

I hug her tight and breathe in her citrusy smell. “I wish I could come with you guys,” I say, even though I know that’s ridiculous. Mom and Dad are headed to the Amazon rain forest to do research on malaria. They won’t even have access to phones. But if I can’t have my normal life, I’d much rather be going on an adventure than sitting here waiting.

Mom rubs my back in that familiar pattern she always does when she’s trying to comfort me. “You might get eaten by an anaconda,” she says. “We can’t risk it.”

“I could totally handle an anaconda.” When my parents got home from one of their rain forest training sessions at the hospital, Dad taught Maddie and me exactly what you’re supposed to do in case of a snake attack. If you thrash around, it’ll squeeze you to death, so you’re supposed to grip your machete really tightly, lie down on the ground with your hands by your sides, and let the snake think you’re dead. Then it’ll start swallowing you from the feet up, and if you can believe this, you’re supposed to lie there and let it eat you for a while. By the time it gets up to your waist, your machete hand will be all the way inside its body . . . and then bam, you slash your arm up really quickly and cut it right open. Totally disgusting in the most awesome way possible.

Honestly, a giant snake would probably be easier to deal with than Grandma Jo. At least it wouldn’t complain about my skateboard or make me drink tea.

“We’ll take you to the Amazon when you’re older, and you can wrestle all the snakes you want.” My mom hugs me one more time. “We’ll miss you so much, but four weeks will be over before you know it. You’ll hardly notice we’re gone.”

I’m pretty sure I’ll spend the entire time counting down the minutes until I can go home, but nothing’s going to make my parents change their minds, so I might as well be brave about it. “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I say.

Dad heads downstairs to make sure Grandma Jo has their emergency contact information. Mom turns to follow him, but then she says, “Oh, one more thing. I almost forgot.”

She reaches into her purse and pulls out Hector, the beaten-up stuffed armadillo I’ve had since I was born. Even though I left him at home on purpose—what kind of twelve-year-old still needs a stuffed animal to sleep?—I’m embarrassingly glad to see him. I make myself roll my eyes anyway. “Mom! I would’ve been fine without him!”

“Of course you would,” she says, “but I thought it wouldn’t hurt to have him around, just in case. If you don’t want him on the bed, he can guard your suitcases in the closet.”

“Then he’ll smell like old ladies. I guess I’ll leave him out.” I arrange Hector in the center of my pillow, and the bed suddenly does look a little homier. He’s not as good as Snickers, but it’s still a pretty big improvement.

Mom smiles like she knows what I’m thinking. “Good plan,” she says. “We can’t have him reeking of mothballs.”

She heads for the stairs, and as soon as she’s out of the room, I hear that weird shrieking sound again, a little more distant this time. It’s definitely not the house settling or whatever my dad said, and it sounds like it’s coming from the vent near the floorboards. I crouch down and press my ear to the grate, and the noise gets a little louder. It almost sounds like garbled words, but I can’t make them out. After a few seconds it breaks off as suddenly as it started. The room is pretty warm, but goose bumps spring up on my arms anyway.

“AJ, are you coming?” my mom’s voice calls from downstairs.

“Be right there,” I call back. I tell myself the noise was probably coming from outside, or maybe from a TV downstairs. My dad would know if this place was haunted—he grew up here, after all. But I can’t shake the feeling that something isn’t quite right in this house.

I snatch Hector off the bed, bury my nose in his nubby fur, and give him a quick, tight squeeze for reassurance. Nobody sees me, so I figure it doesn’t count.
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I’ve always loved soccer, but I don’t think I’ve ever been so excited to go to practice as I am today. Honestly, I think I’d be excited if I had a dentist appointment. I’d take any excuse to get out of my grandmother’s house.

After my parents leave for the airport, Grandma Jo spends the rest of the morning drinking tiny cups of tea with her pinkie extended, patting her tight gray bun to make sure no unladylike wips have come free, and telling me about the “household staff” and the “household schedule” and the “household rules.” (Sometimes when you say a word over and over and over, it totally stops making sense, and that’s what happens to me with the word “household.”) I sit there on the “chaise longue,” which looks like a couch with half the back melted off, and pretend to sip from my teacup, trying to figure out how I’m going to survive the next month. And I have a lot of time to think about it—there are so many things that aren’t allowed in Grandma Jo’s house that I feel like it would be faster for her to tell me what I can do.

There’s no running inside, no walking on the front lawn, and no poking around in the flower beds. I’m not allowed to shout, make long-distance calls, or bother the staff. (In addition to the chef, my grandmother has a gardener, who she calls “the boy,” and a cleaning lady who comes a couple times a week, who she calls “the maid.” Until her foot heals, she also has a driver, who gets to go by “Stanley” for some reason.) I can’t use my cell phone at the table or in the parlor or basically anywhere Grandma Jo can see me. There’s no computer in the house, and the only TV is in her bedroom, so I’m not allowed to watch it or use it to play video games. I’m not allowed to pick up the knickknacks in the living room or open the china cabinet—as if I’d actually want to. The hallway at the back of the house—which leads to my grandmother’s study, the laundry room, and the storage room—is off-limits. I have to turn my lights off at 9:30 on the dot. Luckily, I brought my flashlight from last summer’s camping trip, so at least I can read comic books under the covers.

The worst part is that I’m not allowed to have friends over. I hope Maddie’s prepared for me to spend the rest of the summer at her house, because I’ll probably die of boredom here.

When Grandma Jo is done listing all the things that aren’t allowed, she tops it off by saying she’ll be giving me etiquette lessons for two hours every day after soccer practice. I swear I’d rather shovel horse poop for two hours every day. I wonder if my parents knew this was what my grandmother had planned for me when she agreed to let me stay. I consider trying to call them before they get on their plane, but it’s not like they can do anything about it now.

My summer soccer team practices at my middle school, which is about four blocks from my house. Normally, I’d walk there, swinging by Maddie’s house to pick her up on the way, but Grandma Jo’s house is half an hour from mine. So the second the little silver clock on the mantel chimes twelve fifteen, I cut her off by clearing my throat as politely as I can. “It’s almost time for soccer, Grandma Jo,” I tell her. “I better get my uniform on.” I know how much she hates being interrupted, but she also hates it when people are late, so I’m hoping it’ll cancel out.

Grandma Jo sighs heavily and shakes her head, and for a second I’m terrified she’s going to tell me I’m not allowed to go to soccer anymore. But then she says, “Stanley will take you in the town car. Meet him in the garage when you’re dressed.”

I dash up to my room before she can change her mind.

The whole chauffeur thing shouldn’t really surprise me—it’s not like I thought Grandma Jo was going to drive me herself with a broken foot—but I’m still a little weirded out by the thought of some guy I don’t even know taking me to soccer. Is he going to be wearing a uniform? What the heck is a town car? Is that the normal black car Grandma Jo drives when she comes to our house for holidays, or is it like a limousine? I can’t show up for soccer in a limousine.

My uniform is in one suitcase, and my cleats and shin guards are at the bottom of another, so by the time I’m done getting ready, it looks like my luggage threw up all over the floor. In case Grandma Jo checks my room, I shove everything under the bed and pull down the dust ruffle. There’s not a single dust bunny under there to keep my stuff company.

I fill up my water bottle, stuff my cleats into my duffel, and pull my hair into a ponytail as I dash down the stairs. “Bye, Grandma Jo,” I call as I slip past the parlor.

“No running in the house, Annemarie,” she calls back. “And no shouting!”

The door to the garage is off the kitchen, and I throw it open, then jump back with a little squeak—there’s a guy in a button-down shirt and dark jeans standing about two feet from me. But this can’t possibly be Stanley. Guys named Stanley are my dad’s age and have beer bellies and mustaches. This guy looks like he could’ve walked right off one of the movie posters my friend Amy has plastered all over her room. I imagine Grandma Jo visiting all the gyms in the area and picking out the cutest guy she could find to drive her around.

“Miss Annemarie?” he says.

“It’s not—I mean—yeah, but—it’s AJ,” I stammer, and I feel my cheeks go pink. Oh my God, I have got to pull myself together.

Stanley smiles. “Pleasure to meet you, Miss AJ,” he says. “I’m Stanley.” He reaches for my hand, and for a second I’m worried he might kiss it or something, but he just gives it a firm shake. I hope my palm doesn’t feel too sweaty.

“Fenton’s Foxes, huh?” he says, nodding at the picture of the fox on the front of my orange and white soccer uniform.

“Uh-huh,” I say, oh-so-articulately. When he seems to be waiting for more, I say, “Um, Fenton’s is the name of this ice cream parlor near my house? They sponsor us, and they give us free sundaes after our games, so . . . yeah.”

“Sweet deal,” Stanley says. “When I was your age, my summer soccer league was sponsored by an auto repair shop.”

“What’d they give you to eat after your games? Tires?”

For a second I’m mortified by my terrible joke, but then Stanley bursts out laughing. No way; he actually thinks I’m funny! “Rubber isn’t quite as delicious as mint chocolate chip, as it turns out,” he says.

“That’s my favorite ice cream too,” I tell him, and suddenly I’m not quite as nervous anymore. For a second I imagine inviting Stanley to share a Fenton’s grasshopper sundae with me when he comes to pick me up after a game. Brianna from my team would die—she’s always bragging about the eighth graders she dates. Maddie and I are pretty sure she makes it all up, though. Who would go on dates with someone as snotty as her?

“Ready to go?” Stanley asks. When I nod, he goes around and opens the car door for me like I’m one of those respectable ladies Grandma Jo is always going on about. The car is just the normal one I’ve seen her drive before, and a tiny little part of me is actually disappointed. I slide into the passenger’s seat and tuck my soccer bag under my feet, and Stanley shuts the door gently behind me. On the other side of the garage is a big black van with tinted windows, the kind of thing you might drive if you wanted to kidnap someone. I wonder what use my grandmother could possibly have for a car like that.

“So, how did you end up working for Grandma Jo?” I ask when Stanley gets in beside me.

“She’s friends with my grandmother,” Stanley explains. “I was looking to make some extra money, so when Mrs. Johansen hurt her foot, my grandma recommended that she hire me for a little while.”

“Huh,” I say. I never really considered that my grandmother might have friends. “Is your grandma, um, a lot like mine?” I mean prim and proper and stuck-up, but I’m afraid I might offend Stanley if I come out and say that.

He laughs. “Not really. She’s a lot more eccentric. I’m sure you’ll meet her, so you can judge for yourself.”

I’m afraid Stanley and I are going to run out of things to say really quickly, but we get into a pretty lively discussion about pro soccer, and there’s not one single awkward silence. Before I know it, we’re pulling up to Benedict Middle School, right behind the blue minivan that belongs to Amy’s family. Amy’s butt is sticking out of the backseat as she rummages around, looking for something on the floor. I’m about to open my door when Stanley hops out of the car and opens it for me. Amy straightens up in time to catch him standing at attention like a soldier while I gather up my stuff, and her mouth drops open.

“Have a good practice, Miss AJ,” Stanley says. “I’ll see you at four.” He’s smiling like maybe it was more fun driving a twelve-year-old kid to practice than he expected, and I smile back.

“See you,” I say. “Thanks for the ride.”

Maddie comes around the corner as Stanley shuts the door behind me, and her eyes get huge, just like Amy’s. The second he pulls away in the car, they both pounce on me. “Who was that?” Amy breathes without even saying hello. Her super curly hair is poking out in all directions from the humidity and trying to escape from her ponytail.

“That’s Stanley,” I say. “Remember how I told you I’m staying with my grandma this month? She broke her foot last week, and she hired that guy to drive her around until it heals.”

“Whoa,” Maddie says. “Like a chauffeur? That’s an unexpected perk.”

“He’s foxy,” Amy says, pointing to the fox on her uniform. Maddie groans and rolls her eyes, and all three of us crack up. When Maddie laughs, I notice she has new turquoise rubber bands on her braces.

“He’s really nice,” I tell them. “We talked about soccer the whole way here. He plays too.”

“What position?” Maddie asks, suddenly a lot more interested. She doesn’t care about boys at all, but she really cares about soccer. When I tell her he’s a center forward, she nods, impressed.

As we walk through the gate and onto the field, I notice a couple of huge crows hanging out a few yards ahead of us. I divert our path so we make a wide arc around them, and Maddie automatically moves to my other side so she’s between them and me. She really gets how much I hate birds, since she was with me when I had my Bird Incident in kindergarten. We were at the duck pond near our houses with my mom and Ben, and I spotted this giant white swan paddling around with all the ducks, exactly like the one in a picture book I loved. I ran over, all excited to feed it a piece of bread, but the swan chomped down on my fingers so hard that two of them broke. I started screaming, obviously, and I guess the swan thought I was going to fight back, because it reared up, hissed in my face, and karate-chopped me right in the stomach with its wing. My mom managed to chase it away before it could do any more damage, but it was still scary enough that I never went near a bird again. Luckily, Maddie ran away before it could get her, too.

“So, how are things going at your grandma’s house?” Maddie asks as we plunk our stuff down near another group of girls from our team. “Is it as awful as you expected?”

“Not with Staaaaan-leeeeeey around, it isn’t,” Amy says, giggling and batting her eyelashes. She watches a lot of sappy romantic movies.

“Except for him, it’s pretty awful. The house is super creepy, and everything smells like old ladies, and Grandma Jo won’t let me watch TV or play video games or have you guys over.”

“Man, that’s the worst,” Maddie says. “You know you can come over whenever you want, right? My parents never care if you stay for meals or sleep over. They love you.”

“I know,” I say, and it feels really nice to hear that I’m wanted somewhere. “Thanks. I don’t know if my grandma will even let me go to your house, though. She’s making me do etiquette training every day after soccer.”

Maddie looks horrified. “Really? Like that book she got you?”

“I think so, yeah.”

“Isn’t that, like, cruel and unusual punishment or something?”

“What even is etiquette training?” Amy asks.

“I don’t know. Probably, like, learning to ballroom dance and do housework and sew.”

“Sounds like a sneaky way of getting you to do chores for her,” Amy says. “What if she makes you do her laundry and stuff? Oh my God, what if she makes you fold her old-lady underwear?”

I’m in the middle of taking a swig from my water bottle, and I spit my water all over the grass when she says that. “That is so disgusting.” I gasp, and Maddie and Amy both double over laughing.

I’m just getting my breath back when snotty Brianna comes striding through the gate. When she tucks her hair behind her ears, I see that she’s wearing huge diamond earrings to practice again, and I roll my eyes. Seriously, can’t she go five seconds without reminding everyone how rich she is? She waves to her best friends, Sabrina and Elena—we call them the Bananas, since you can spell that word by shoving pieces of their names together—and then, weirdly enough, she heads straight toward us.

“Hey, Maddie,” she says, much louder than necessary. “I’ve got something for you.”

I don’t think Brianna’s ever said a single nice thing to any of us, and the smirky smile on her face makes my heart speed up. Elena’s already giggling at whatever’s about to happen, and Sabrina looks a little worried—she’s actually pretty nice if you can get her on her own. Brianna looks both ways to make sure everyone on the team is watching, and then she unzips her duffel bag and pulls out a handful of fabric. I can’t tell what she’s holding at first, but then I see a strap and a zipper, and I realize it’s a heap of dresses. Even though she has them all crammed in her bag like that, they’re probably crazy expensive.

“I was cleaning out my closet yesterday, and I found all these old dresses I’ve already worn a couple times,” she says to Maddie. “They’re so out of style I was about to donate them to Goodwill, but then I realized I could give them straight to you instead. I figure that’s where your family shops these days, since your mom got fired.”

A ripple of whispers goes through the soccer team, and Maddie’s face turns the reddest I’ve ever seen it. “My mom did not get fired,” she snaps.

“Oh, does it make you feel better to say ‘laid off’?” Brianna says, making air quotes with her fingers. “It’s the same thing in the end, you know. No job, no money, no nice stuff.”

“It’s not the same at all,” Maddie says.

Brianna shakes out one of the dresses and holds it up against her body. It’s purple and covered in sparkles, totally the opposite of Maddie’s style. “You should really take these. I mean, I know they’re not new, but they’re a lot closer than anything else your mom can buy you now. At least you’ll know who wore them before you.”

“Leave me alone, Brianna. I don’t want your stupid castoffs.” Maddie’s trying to sound strong, but her voice is trembling a little.

“So touchy,” Brianna says. “Well, I tried. If you want to look tacky, that’s on you.”

Coach Adrian strides onto the field with a big bag of soccer balls, and he claps a bunch of times to get our attention. “What is this, a fashion show?” he says. “Put the dresses away and get ready to work. Five laps around the field.”

“I was just trying to be charitable,” Brianna says. She drops the dresses on the ground as if she wants to prove how little they matter to her and takes off running, her long hair swishing back and forth. She always wears it down at practice even though the rest of us pull ours back; she must think it looks cool when it whips around in the wind. Her minions fall into formation behind her. Sabrina looks back over her shoulder for a second as though she wants to apologize, but Brianna grabs her arm and pulls her forward.

Amy starts fiddling with her shoelaces. “You guys go ahead,” she says. “I think I’ve got something in my shoe. I’ll catch up with you.” It’s obvious she’s avoiding running with us because she doesn’t know what to say to Maddie. I don’t really know what to say either, but I take off running next to her anyway. When you’ve been best friends with someone your whole life, you can’t avoid them just because you’re uncomfortable.

Maddie and I run in silence for about ten seconds, and then she says, “I hate Brianna.”

“Of course you do,” I say. “She’s literally the worst person in the entire world. Except for, like, Hitler.”

“Hitler’s dead.”

“That’s true. I guess she’s the actual worst.”

“How did she even know about my mom? I barely told anyone. You didn’t say anything, did you?”

“Of course not. I’d never do that. She probably has spies. Evil people always have evil henchmen.”

“What is her problem with me?” Maddie says. “I never did anything to her. And it’s not like we can’t afford clothes. My dad still has a job. We just have to, like, cut back a little.”

“I know,” I say. “You don’t have to explain it to me. Don’t let her get to you, okay? You know how much she loves reminding people she has it better than everyone else.”

Maddie glances over at me. “Not better than you.”

“What are you talking about? We’re not rich at all.”

“Yeah, but your grandmother is. I know it’s only for this month, but right now you have stuff even Brianna doesn’t have, like a cute chauffeur. You should totally rub it in her face while you can.”

I’m not usually a show-offy person, but Maddie’s right—someone has to put Brianna in her place, and for the first time, I might actually be able to do that. Brianna has terrorized practically all of us at one time or another. In fourth grade, she told the whole class that my cleats were so smelly they made our coach puke when he accidentally got a whiff of them. Last year she made fun of Amy’s new haircut so viciously that she cried in social studies. At the soccer barbecue last month, she told everyone how sorry she felt for our goalie, Chloe Savitsky, because she’s adopted and doesn’t have “real parents.” She’s a total menace, so if I have something I can use against her, it’s pretty much my responsibility to take advantage of it.

“You’re right,” I say. “That’s a great idea. I’m totally in.” When Maddie gives me a weak smile, I know I’ve made the right choice. Nobody gets to make my friends feel like crap.

My first opportunity for revenge falls right into my lap at the end of practice. We’re all changing out of our cleats and gathering our stuff when I hear Sabrina say, “Hey, check out the cutie by the black car.”

We all look up, and there’s Stanley, standing by the town car. “Whoa,” Brianna says. “Who is that?”

Right on cue he sees me looking and waves, and I wave back. “That’s Stanley,” I say, super casually. “He’s my grandmother’s driver; I’m staying with her right now. He’s not bad, right?”

“Oh my gosh,” Sabrina gushes. “He drives you around every day? You are so ridiculously lucky.”

“I know, right?” I say. “He’s really nice, too. So funny and smart and easy to talk to. We get along so well.”

“Sabrina, are you coming out on the yacht with us on Sunday?” Brianna interrupts, obviously trying to draw her friend’s attention back to herself. “If you want to go, you need to meet us at the dock at nine.”

“Yeah, sure,” Sabrina says, but she turns right back to me. “So, is he in high school or college?”

“College,” I say. “He’s nineteen.”

“Wow,” Sabrina says. “Doesn’t hanging out with him make you super nervous? I’d have no idea what to say.”

I give her a breezy shrug. “Not really. My brother’s the same age, so I grew up talking to older boys. I’m sure it would be no big deal for you either, Brianna. You must be used to having long conversations with older guys, since you’ve dated all those eighth graders.” Somewhere behind me I hear Amy giggle, and when I glance over at Maddie, she’s smiling.

“Of course I am,” Brianna snaps, but her cheeks are getting a little pinker. Stanley is so far from an eighth grader it’s like they’re not even the same species, and she knows it. She swallows hard, and when she speaks again, she sounds like her snotty old self. “It’s too bad he doesn’t have a cooler car—that town car is a serious snoozefest. I bet Stanley would have a great time driving one of my dad’s Jags. Or maybe the Mustang.”

“I mean, he always seems like he’s having a pretty good time when he’s driving me around,” I say. “But maybe he just enjoys the company.”

“Whatever,” Brianna says. “I have to go.” She gets up and slings her bag over her shoulder.

“Me too,” I say. “Shouldn’t keep Stanley waiting.”

Maddie mouths Nice and gives me a sneaky thumbs-up, and I feel better than I have all day. As I gather the rest of my stuff, I make a promise to myself: If I have to spend a month living in my grandmother’s stuffy house, I am not going to let it go to waste.
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Stanley opens the car door for me, just like he did earlier. As I get in, I see Brianna glancing back at us as she walks toward a fancy red sports car. She’s so busy staring, she almost crashes into a lamppost, and I snort out a laugh. It’s not very ladylike, but I’m pretty sure Stanley doesn’t care about stuff like that, unlike Grandma Jo.

“Friend of yours?” he asks as he slides into the driver’s seat.

“Brianna? Ugh, no. She’s the worst.”

“You need me to take her down?”

Stanley’s obviously kidding, but the image of him kicking Brianna’s butt is kind of awesome anyway. “Don’t worry, I can handle her,” I say.

“I’m sure you can. Toughness obviously runs in your family.”

For a second I wonder how Stanley knows anything about my parents and Ben, but then I realize he’s talking about Grandma Jo. “What’s it like driving my grandmother around all the time?” I ask. “Is it terrible?”

“No, not at all. She’s not exactly warm and fuzzy, but she seems like a decent person. She does a lot of good work.”

“Really?” I ask. “She works?”

“I mean, she doesn’t have a day job, but she does a lot of charity stuff. She was even honored by this animal rescue league a couple months ago. My grandma went with her to the awards gala.” It’s hard to imagine Grandma Jo caring about rescuing animals, considering she won’t even let me bring my well-trained dog into her house.

Stanley asks how soccer practice went, and we talk drills and strategy the rest of the way home. I’m feeling pretty happy and relaxed by the time we pull into the garage, but then I remember it’s time for my etiquette lesson, and my stomach balls back up into a knot. Why is it impossible to appreciate feeling calm until you’re suddenly not?

“Same place, same time tomorrow?” Stanley asks. He holds up his hand for a high five.

“Yup,” I say, and I slap his palm. At least I’ve got one ally for the next four weeks.

The house is eerily quiet. I wonder if I can slip up to my room unnoticed and avoid Grandma Jo, but it’s not like I could hide from her for a very long in her own home. It’s probably better to get whatever horrible thing she has planned for me over with. If I cooperate, maybe she’ll let me go out and explore the neighborhood later.
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