
[image: Cover: Simply Alice, by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor]


Life After Patrick

It isn’t Alice and Patrick anymore; it’s simply Alice, and much to her surprise, Alice is finding that’s okay. In fact, working on the school play and becoming increasingly involved in the newspaper have Alice so busy she doesn’t have much time for her best friends Pamela and Elizabeth—and they resent it.

And if Alice ever needed friends, she needs them now. She’s got a secret e-mail admirer she’s not sure how to handle. Her brother, Lester, is plunging headlong into a risky romance with a professor. And her new friend, Faith, seems unable to break free of an abusive relationship with her boyfriend. It’s not simple being simply Alice.

* Don’t miss any of the Alice books with their bright new covers:
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[image: images] SIMON PULSE

Simon & Schuster, New York

Cover photograph copyright © 2003 by Nick Vaccaro

Cover design by Russell Gordon

www.SimonandSchuster.com


[image: Simply Alice, by Phyllis Reynolds Naylor, Atheneum Books for Young Readers]


To the one and only Claudia Mills

[image: images]


1

[image: images]

The Second Half

The thing about the second semester of ninth grade is you’re not so scared anymore. You know how everything works—your locker, the cafeteria line, the buses, grading points—and you don’t go to school every day with your heart in your mouth, expecting to be humiliated half out of your mind.

Which, of course, makes it all the worse when it happens. Wearing an ankle-length beige skirt with a long-sleeved cotton T-shirt, I was coming out of the cafeteria with my two best friends, Elizabeth Price and Pamela Jones, heading for P.E. on the ground floor. I’d had a hugely busy morning, starting with a meeting of the newspaper staff before school, and I still hadn’t had a chance to duck into a rest room. After the big glass of orange juice I’d drunk for breakfast, and now the can of Sprite for lunch, I was in agony.

“Hey, guys, I’ve really, really got to go,” I said as we started toward the stairs. I could only walk in tiny, mincing steps.

“We’ll be in the locker room in three minutes,” Elizabeth said.

“I can’t wait three minutes,” I told her, looking around as we approached the stairs. “I thought there was a rest room on this floor, maybe just beyond . . .”

What happened next was like a home movie on fast-forward. We must have been closer to the top step than I thought, because I was still looking around when suddenly I felt my body plunging forward, my books flying out in front of me.

I heard Elizabeth scream, “Oh, Alice!” and someone else shout, “Grab her!” and I could see the guys on the lower level look our way, but I was tumbling down the stairs, trying to grasp the railing as I went, and came to a stop on the second from the last step.

“Oh, my gosh!” Pamela yelled. “Are you hurt?”

I was pretty shaken, but within a few seconds I knew I wasn’t hurt, not seriously—just bumps and bruises. My pride, mostly. I’d cut one knee, and my cheekbone stung. What I was conscious of was that my underwear and thighs were soaked, and it just kept coming. It was like someone had pulled a plug and I couldn’t stop.

A tall senior had one hand under my back and another under my legs, and was lifting me to a standing position. “You okay?” he kept asking.

I wanted desperately for the earth to swallow me up, never to be seen again.

He must have felt the dampness because I saw him look behind me, like maybe I was broken and bleeding, and then he said gently, “My, my, my! That did scare the . . . uh . . . daylights out of you, didn’t it?” He winked and walked away with the other guys, who didn’t know what he was smiling about, and by that time Pamela and Elizabeth had reached the bottom of the stairs.

“Hide me,” I choked.

“What? Are you all right? Are you hurt?” Elizabeth asked.

And then Pamela turned me around. “My gosh, Alice! You . . .” Trust Pamela to burst out laughing.

I backed up against the wall while kids stopped to pick up the pages of my three-ring notebook that were scattered all over the stairs. Then Pamela, walking ahead of me, and Elizabeth, walking behind, got me to the gym, and while the other girls played volleyball, I rinsed out my underwear and the back of my skirt, and held them under the blower to dry.

“Can anything be more humiliating than that?” I asked Elizabeth when we were showering later.

“You could have thrown up, too, while you were at it,” she said.

At dinner that night, Dad said, “Al, what on earth happened to you?”

The left side of my face was bruised and swollen where I’d bumped against the stair rail. My real name is Alice Kathleen McKinley, but Dad and Lester, my twenty-two-year-old brother, call me Al.

“The most embarrassing thing that could possibly happen to a human being, that’s all,” I said, and launched into the whole dramatic story of how this handsome senior had knelt down to help me up and had felt my wet skirt. “Nothing in the world could be more awful than that,” I repeated.

“Wrong,” said Lester, passing the lentils and sausage, which, for anyone who cares to know, looks like mud. “He could have gathered you up in his arms, clutched your body to his, gazed into your eyes, and then you wet your pants.”

“Well, believe it or not, there are some things in life worse than humiliation,” said Dad. He, of course, means death and dying and wars and starvation, but it’s sort of hard to think about those things when you’re tumbling down a flight of stairs and losing control of your bladder at the same time.

I guess it’s natural that my dad sees the serious side of life, because my mom died when I was in kindergarten, and I suppose you never get over something like that. But now he’s engaged to my seventh-grade English teacher, Miss Summers, and he’s the happiest I’ve ever known him to be, even though she’s on a teacher-exchange program in England.

“So other than using the school stairs as a toilet, how was your day?” Lester asked me.

“Well, a nice thing did happen,” I said. “Since I’m one of the freshmen roving reporters for The Edge, and I’m also part of the stage crew for our spring musical, I’m supposed to write three articles on ‘behind the scenes of a school production.’ That should be fun.”

“That’s a great assignment,” said Dad. “What musical?”

“Fiddler on the Roof.”

“Oh, I like that one. Wonderful music!” Dad said.

“So what do you do, Al? Pull the curtain?” asked Les.

“All sorts of stuff,” I told him. “Scene changes, props, costumes—wherever I’m needed.”

“I’m glad to see you expand yourself a little. This may turn out to be a good year for you after all,” said Dad.

What he means, of course, is that I may not go to pieces or jump off a bridge or anything, just because Patrick and I broke up this last fall. Not that I would ever let somebody else make me so miserable that I’d do that. But it sure hadn’t been an easy fall, watching Patrick and Penny, the “new girl in town,” kissing around school and doing all the things together that Patrick and I used to do.

But I’m trying to pay more attention to other people and not be so self-centered. So I turned to Lester and said, “How was your day?”

“Interesting,” he said. “I had coffee with one of my philosophy instructors.”

“The babe?” I said, knowing that one of his teachers was really attractive, or so he’d told me. “I thought faculty weren’t supposed to date students.”

“Did I say ‘date’? I said ‘coffee,’ Al. We talked. . . . Besides, she’s not actually a professor, just an adjunct instructor. She’d like to be a regular member of the faculty, though, and she’s got the brains to do it.”

“You flirted, I’ll bet,” I said.

“That’s not a felony. It’s not even a misdemeanor.”

“So . . . how old is she?” I wanted to know.

“A year or two older than I am, I suppose.”

“Watch it, Les,” I said, and grinned.

Dad was smiling, too. “Well, I had a letter from Sylvia today, and we’re looking at July twenty-eighth to get married.”

That was about the best news I’d had in two years. Two years of trying to connect the beautiful Sylvia Summers with my dad, and now they were really, truly, officially engaged, except that she didn’t have a diamond or anything. Didn’t even want one, Dad said.

“That’s fabulous, Dad!” I said excitedly. “I hope she has ten bridesmaids and a symphony orchestra.”

He laughed. “A simple little ceremony, Al, for family and friends. That’s just the way we want it.”

I guess, since it’s their wedding, they can have whatever they want, but after working so hard to get them to fall in love, I thought we deserved an orchestra. A chamber quartet, anyway.

I was about as busy as I could imagine myself being, now that they were starting auditions for Fiddler on the Roof. The stage crew met three times a week after school, and it would become every day when we got closer to production. Actually the stage crew was divided up into lots of little crews, but most of us were on more than one—lighting, sound, sets, costumes, makeup, props, publicity. . . .

The real surprise was when Pamela told me she was dropping out of the drama club. I couldn’t believe it. She’s always talked about wanting to be an actress or a model, and she’d had the lead in our sixth-grade play.

“Why?” I asked, when she told me.

“I didn’t know it was going to be a musical, and I don’t think my voice is good enough for a leading role,” she said.

“But you could be in the chorus, Pam! Or you could work behind the scenes. There’s always something you could do.”

“I don’t want the chorus and I don’t want to work behind the scenes. If I try out and don’t make it, Mr. Ellis will remember that when I audition next year or the year after that. When I try out for the first time, I want to knock his socks off, and I can tell I’m not that good yet. I don’t want a second-rate part. I want a major role.”

I couldn’t understand the feeling, never having wanted to be the center of attention that much.

“So I’m going to take voice lessons,” Pamela finished. “Dad’s already found a teacher for me and signed me up. But, listen! Elizabeth’s got this great idea!”

We were on the bus going home, all squeezed together on one seat. Liz was by the window, I was in the middle, and Pam was on the end.

Pamela and Elizabeth were smiling. “Why don’t the three of us sign up together as junior consultants for Tiddly Winks this spring!”

“Tiddly Winks?” I said in surprise. Tiddly Winks was an inexpensive earring store that had recently expanded to include accessories of all kinds—hair stuff, hats, scarves, belts, shawls, necklaces. . . . I tried to imagine myself a junior consultant. “What do you do?”

“It sounds really fun,” Elizabeth assured me. “They’re having a big promotion to advertise the new stuff in the store, and they want people to come in for a color and bone-structure analysis.”

“We’re supposed to do that?” I said. “What do I know about bone structure?”

“No, the professionals do that. Then they tell us what category the customer is in—like, she’s a ‘spring’ or an ‘autumn,’ and ‘angular’ or ‘round,’ and then we show them all the colors and styles in her category.”

“The thing is,” Pamela continued, “we get points for every friend we bring in and points for every dollar each of our customers spends. When we get a certain number of points, we get free earrings or something.”

“We’re going to do it two evenings a week and on Sunday afternoons through the end of March,” said Elizabeth. “We can all ride to the mall together.”

I was beginning to feel squeezed in, and not just because I was sitting in the middle. “Hey, guys, I can’t!” I said. “Between the Melody Inn on Saturdays and the newspaper and the stage crew, I’m stretched about as far as I can get already!”

“So give up the stage crew,” said Pamela.

“What?”

“We joined the drama club together,” she reminded me, “and now that I’m not going to try out, why don’t you do Tiddly Winks with us? It’s not as though you’ve got one of the major parts or anything. C’mon! Just tell them you don’t want to do it, and sign up with Liz and me. We’re going down tomorrow.”

“I can’t!” I croaked. “I already said I’d do it. I’ve been assigned to sets, props, and publicity.”

“But that was when we thought we’d be going to rehearsals together,” Pamela said. “Just tell them you changed your mind.”

“But I want to do it!” I protested. “Just because you changed your mind doesn’t mean I have to!”

Pamela seemed offended that I’d want to do something without her. “It’s not as though you’re the only one in school who can do the job, Alice. What’s so important about being on the prop committee?” she asked.

“We could have so much fun together at Tiddly Winks!” Elizabeth said. “We’d have a blast. Of course, if you don’t want to be with us . . .”

It did sound like it could be fun, but to tell the truth, the stage crew sounded better. I wasn’t all that nuts about accessories. “I just can’t,” I said. “Don’t be mad.”

“Who’s mad?” said Elizabeth, getting that look on her face. “I just thought it was something the three of us could do together—you’re always so busy on the newspaper.”

“You guys can still do it!” I said. “I’ll come down and you can do a color analysis on me.”

“Whatever,” said Pamela.

They’ll get over it, I told myself. After all, Elizabeth hadn’t joined the drama club when Pamela and I signed up, and we hadn’t made a fuss about it.

For the first time, I was doing things on my own, and had made friends with another girl on the stage crew, a sophomore named Molly. She’s shorter than I am, sort of squat, and wears overalls most of the time. Her hair is cut in a punk rock style, and she has the biggest, bluest eyes I’ve ever seen.

“So which of these things can you find?” Molly asked me the next day, after Mr. Ellis had distributed a list of all the different props we’d need.

“Not many,” I said.

“Me either,” said Molly. “It would help if one of us were Jewish, because all the characters in the musical are. Where are we going to find all this stuff?”

“We start asking, begging, pleading, borrowing, and hope we don’t have to sell our bodies or resort to stealing,” I joked.

There was one other girl who joined the stage crew, a junior. Her name was Faith, and she was tall, rail-thin, wore long, gauzy dresses of purple or black with beaded vests, black stockings, granny tie-up shoes with pointed toes, and lots of bracelets. Her hair was long and very straight, and she wore pale, almost white, face powder with her lips and eyes outlined in black.

We liked Faith a lot, but we didn’t especially care for her boyfriend, Ron Blake. He’d hang around at the back of the room when we had meetings, and never let Faith out of his sight. She even told him when she was going to the rest room. When it was just the two of them in the cafeteria or out on the school steps, they cuddled a lot, and Ron gave her tender kisses. But when she was around other people—I don’t know; Ron seemed jealous or something.

He was there again on Thursday when we met after school, slouched in a chair off to one side, while Faith and Molly and I were checking things off our lists.

Pretty soon I heard Ron say, “Hey! C’mere!”

I don’t think Faith heard him, because we were busy deciding who was going to try to get vests for the guys in the cast if they didn’t come up with any themselves.

“Hey!” Ron said again, more loudly.

Faith glanced around and held up one hand, as if to signal, Wait a minute, and went on talking to us.

Ron got up from his chair and strode over to her.

Faith looked up. “What?” she asked.

“Let’s head out,” he said, as though Molly and I weren’t even there.

“I’ve got to finish here first,” Faith answered.

He looked at his watch. “We leave here at four,” he told her, and left the room.

Four wasn’t time enough to do all we had to do, because we had each made a list of the props and clothes we were sure we could get, and those we still had to find. But this time when Ron came back he didn’t call her name. He just walked up behind her, took hold of her long hair, and slowly tipped back her head until she was looking straight up at him.

“Owww!” she said, making a joke of it.

“Let’s go,” he said.

“Just a minute, Ron,” she said, trying to work her hair free.

“Now!” he said.

Faith stood up, and he let go of her hair. “If you find any more of this stuff, call me, okay?” she said to us.

We nodded and Faith left, with Ron steering her by one shoulder.

Molly and I looked at each other. “I think maybe Faith has problems,” I said.

“And he’s number one,” said Molly!

•   •   •

What helped make the breakup with Patrick bearable was that we were still speaking. In that first week or two after we split, I hid whenever I saw him coming, especially if he had Penny with him. Or I’d turn and go in a different direction. But that can get exhausting after a while, and I decided I just wasn’t going to live that way anymore. So I started speaking to him and he to me, and when our whole gang got together, we acted like old friends. We were friends. In fact, Penny was part of our crowd now, and it got so that I didn’t mind very much that she was around.

Except I could still remember Patrick’s kisses and the way he touched me, and it still hurt to think of him giving those same kisses to Penny. There was also a sort of affectionate politeness between Patrick and me. Sometimes even a look that passed between us, as though we understood things nobody else could. But that was all. He was in an accelerated program to graduate one year early, so he was busy, I was busy, and it wasn’t “Alice and Patrick” anymore, simply “Alice.”

One day at lunch I was eating my chicken salad and talking to Elizabeth and Pamela when I suddenly stopped chewing and said to Pamela, “That girl looks so familiar.” She looked like me from behind, actually—her body, anyway. Maybe that was why.

Pamela and Elizabeth turned and looked in the direction I was staring. A pretty girl was in line at the pizza counter. She was about my size, same color hair, and was wearing white cords and a gray top. Her thick hair was blow-dried back away from her face in wave after glorious wave. She was talking animatedly to a couple of boys who obviously were hanging on to her every word.

“She does!” said Elizabeth. “Who is she?”

Pamela stared intently at the girl, then back at me. And suddenly we both said it together: “Charlene Verona!”

“Is it?” said Elizabeth. “Are you sure?”

Charlene Verona was in sixth grade with us. She had everything going for her: looks, talent, boyfriends, grades. . . . Everything good seemed to happen to Charlene Verona.

“Tell you what,” said Pamela. “I’ll go up and say, ‘We’ve missed you,’ and if she says, ‘I know, everyone has,’ it’s Charlene.”

We laughed.

“No,” I said. “I’ll go up to her and say, ‘How do you get your hair so shiny?’ and if she says, ‘Beauty runs in my family,’ we’ll know it’s Charlene.”

But neither one of us went up to the girl in the white cords because it was undoubtedly true: Charlene Verona was back, and if there were wonderful things waiting to happen to anyone at all in the next few years of high school, you could be sure they’d happen to Charlene.

Elizabeth, though, didn’t remember her as well as we did. “What’s the matter with her?” she asked. “I used to jump rope with her on the playground. I didn’t think she was so bad. Why don’t you like her?”

Pamela and I looked at each other again.

“She’s perfect,” said Pamela.

“And she knows it,” I said.

“Oh,” said Elizabeth, and shrugged.

But people can change, I told myself. I was all prepared to hate Penny for making a play for Patrick—and getting him—but I still had to admit she was funny, wasn’t stuck on herself, or phony. . . . How did I know Charlene may not have changed?

“You know, Charlene might have changed a lot since we knew her,” I said to Pamela as we left the cafeteria.

“I’m sure she has! For the worse,” Pamela replied.
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Cay

Elizabeth called me around the first of February.

“Where have you been?” she asked. “You weren’t on the bus, and I’ve called you at least four times, but you weren’t home yet.”

“We had a staff meeting for the newspaper, and then Molly and I had to pick up a tablecloth a woman is loaning us for the Sabbath.”

“The Sabbath?”

“The Sabbath supper in Fiddler on the Roof. We’re trying to make the scenes as authentic as possible, and a woman said her grandmother brought a tablecloth over from Russia.”

“Who’s Molly?” Elizabeth asked, a whine in her voice. She’s been going to a therapist to help her deal with her feelings about being molested when she was younger—by a family friend, no less—and lately she’s been short-tempered. Hard to get along with sometimes.

“I’ve told you,” I said. “I work with Molly and Faith getting props and things for the play. What’s new with you?”

“Oh, nothing. The usual arguments with Mom. Why don’t you come over after dinner?”

“I will,” I said. “I thought you and Pamela were going to be down at Tiddly Winks for a while.”

“That doesn’t start till next week,” she said.

It seemed I had less time for anyone anymore, myself included. When did I have a chance to cut my toenails? Write to Sylvia? Play cards with Dad? Go to a movie with Lester?

I walked across the street to Elizabeth’s. She came to the door with Nathan in her arms. He’s the one person who can always make Elizabeth smile these days. She’d been an only child until Nathan Paul was born about sixteen months ago, and now he’s toddling all around the house and is into everything.

“I-yah!” he chortled when I came inside. That’s what he calls me. I grabbed him from Elizabeth and swung him around, then blew on the side of his neck and he squealed happily, pulling away from me.

“He’s a pill,” Elizabeth declared. “Aren’t you, Nate?” She kissed him.

Up in her room later, she was full of complaints. Her mom did this . . . her dad said that . . . no consideration . . . they never understood how she felt. I figured I didn’t need to say anything, even if I’d known what to say, which I didn’t. Maybe when you’re seeing a therapist, all your angry feelings have to come out first before any positive ones can get through.

I was listening to what Elizabeth was saying, but what I was really looking at, or trying not to look at, was her chin, because right smack in the middle of it was a huge red pimple, and there was another on the left side of her forehead. She just had to feel awful about that—Elizabeth, who has always had skin like a china doll. I was lucky, I guess, because I usually got only a couple of pimples the week before my period, while Pamela had pimples on her forehead through most of middle school and still has some.

After a while I said, “Liz, you sound mad at the world. I hope you’re not mad at me, too.”

“Of course not,” she said. “It’s just, you’re never around! At school you’re always with kids we don’t know.”

“We eat lunch together, don’t we?” I sighed sympathetically. “It’s just the way things are going to be until the production is over. I promise I’ll have you and Pam over soon.”

“I’ll believe it when it happens,” Elizabeth said.

When I got home later and finished my homework, I checked my E-mail before I went to bed and found the usual messages from Karen and Jill and Pamela—one from Mark Stedmeister, even one from my old boyfriend, Donald Sheavers, back in Takoma Park. And then, near the bottom of the list, was an E-mail address I’d never heard of, and when I clicked “Read,” it said:

 

Have been watching you. Curious?
Meet me at the statue outside the
auditorium tomorrow morning, 8:10.

 

I could feel the blood throbbing in my temples. Who was this? Of course I wouldn’t go. Was he nuts? Was it even a he?

Still, I was curious. I thought about all those “How We Met” letters to Ann Landers. What if this turned out to be Mr. Wonderful, and years from now I’d write some columnist and say that my future husband had once sent me an anonymous E-mail. . . .

I called Pamela.

“Oh, my gosh! That is major romantic!” she said. “Alice, you’ve just got to go!”

“I don’t think so,” I said. “What if he’s a rapist or something?”

“Inside the school, main entrance, just before the first bell? Are you crazy?”

“Well, why didn’t he sign his name?”

“He’s just making an adventure out of it, that’s all. He’s a romantic!” Pamela said. “Look, I’ll even go with you. I’ll stay back in the shadows and make sure you’re all right.”

“What if it’s a grown man waiting there?”

“We’ll report him to the office. Come on, Alice! It’s probably someone you know.”

“Well . . . okay. Just for the fun of it,” I said.

She giggled. “Oh, Alice! What are you going to wear? Something sexy!”

“Pamela, you’re out of your mind. I’m going to wear perfectly ordinary jeans and a sweater. And for Pete’s sake, promise me you won’t tell anybody. Not one word. I don’t want an audience.”

“Cross my heart,” she said.

Of course, the first thing she did the next morning was tell Elizabeth, and Liz was hurt because I hadn’t told her. But when she got over her snit, she said she wanted to come with us, too. So after we went to our lockers, we walked toward the auditorium.

“Okay, I’ve got it all figured out,” Pamela said. “You know the kiosk at the top of the stairs? Elizabeth and I will hide behind that—actually, we’ll just stand up there by the railing talking while you go down to the statue below, and we’ll keep an eye on you. Make sure he isn’t a serial killer.”

I laughed. “This has got to be one of the stupidest things I’ve ever done.”

“Huh-uh,” said Liz. “Hiding Pamela up in your room last summer was the stupidest.”

“No,” said Pamela, “pulling my hair onstage in sixth grade was worse.”
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