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Chapter One





1956, Queens, New York


I know what you’re going to think. You’re going to think I’m pathetic. I’m already fourteen years old. It’s been two years since I first heard rock and roll. And what do I have to show for it? Nothing.


If I live to be a hundred, even two hundred, I know I will never forget the minute I heard my first rock and roll song. It was like waking up when I didn’t know I’d been asleep. The drums pounded, and the melody kept going around and around. My body moved by itself. I felt as if I were lost in a world I’d never been in before but might have been born in and never wanted to leave—like all my life until that moment I had been inside a little cage, and the door just swung open.




“I said shake, rattle, and roll.


I said shake, rattle, and roll.


Well you never do nothin’ to save your doggone soul.”





You have to understand what music before rock and roll was like. Every song I’d ever heard before had music like a gentle horse that carried the singer on its back. Each word was like a bubble, round and perfect, floating into your ears. But this music was like a bucking bronco. It argued with the singer. It answered back. You couldn’t even hear the words. The first few times I heard the song, I thought they were talking about a girl who had the “shape of Marilyn Monroe,” until I heard the name of the song on the radio: “Shake, Rattle and Roll.” It was the perfect name because it’s what the music did. This music shook, rattled, and rolled, and it was going to shake and rattle and roll the whole world. It was going to change everything.


Well, it hasn’t. Not yet, anyway.


Even though the next song Bill Haley and the Comets sang, “Rock Around the Clock,” was the biggest hit record in the country and they played it on the radio constantly.


Grown-ups hate rock and roll. At least the ones I know—my parents and my friends’ parents and probably my teachers, although they don’t talk about it in class. It’s amazing how all grown-ups say the same thing—like they had a meeting about what to say about this new thing that might actually make their kids happy for a change. They say it’s a communist plot to undermine the youth of America. And my friends believe them. They believe everything our parents tell them, just because our parents have lived for such a long time and gone to college and stuff. My friends tell me I’m a dupe to listen to rock and roll.


Well, I don’t believe them. For one thing, I figure the communists have kids, too, and they’re probably so busy worrying about their own kids they don’t have time to think about kids living in Queens, let alone plot to undermine us. Another reason is I hardly believe anything my parents tell me. And I have good reasons.


Take my father. He’s what you would call an egghead. He thinks you can’t even call something music if it has words and wasn’t written at least a hundred years ago. My father came into my room one night when the radio was playing my favorite song.




Oh yes, I’m the great pretender.


Dooey do.


Pretending that I’m doing well.


Dooey do.


My need is such I pretend too much.


I’m lonely but no one can tell.





I loved it because it talked about being lonely. I waited for him to smile and say what a beautiful song it was. Maybe even say he understood why I loved it so much because he was lonely, too.


But he just shook his head, as if something really sad had just happened, and asked, “Paula Levy. What is that racket?”


My father loves to call me by my whole name. As if we don’t exactly know each other that well. Which is probably true.


Anyway, I looked into his eyes to see if he was joking. He wasn’t.


“It’s called rock and roll, Daddy. It’s a new kind of music.”


“Music she calls it! I thought the furnace had exploded.”


And my mother. I don’t know what you would call her. But she thinks all you need to be happy is to have enough to eat because when she was my age, it was the middle of the Depression, and no one had much money.


I thought maybe rock and roll could make her happy, like it made me, so I played “Shake, Rattle and Roll” for her on the jukebox when we were having lunch at Murray’s Luncheonette.


Murray’s sells soda and sandwiches with really big pickles. The best thing about Murray’s, though, unless you are in love with white bread and big pickles, which I am not, is the jukebox. It is as tall as I am and blue and green neon with red and yellow flashing lights.


Ever since I was little, I loved to watch the metal arm reach down and pick out the record you wanted from the row of records lined up inside the glass dome. There it was, in the middle of all the corny songs my mother loved—“Shake, Rattle and Roll.” I put in a dime and held my breath. Out it came, shaking and rattling.


Everyone in the luncheonette was a grown-up. And every one of their heads jerked up, looking really angry. Like this racket was ruining their baloney sandwiches. My mother was so embarrassed.


It was pretty cool, actually, seeing them so mad and my mother so embarrassed. And all because of rock and roll. It gave me a lot of hope.


Every night now, for months, after I come home from Chemistry Club or orchestra or the other dumb things I do after school to help me get into a good college so I can have a great life, and after I finish my homework, I listen to rock and roll on the radio in my room.


Pathetic, right? Well, not anymore. Because last month a miracle happened. A cool girl became my friend.













Chapter Two





Maybe that doesn’t sound like a miracle to you. Maybe you have lots of cool friends and think miracles haven’t happened for thousands of years. Well, if that’s what you think, you don’t go to my high school.


In my high school, there are two kinds of people: cool kids and us. And everybody knows which one you are the minute they see you. For one thing, we’re younger than the cool kids because we skipped a grade. I don’t know whose great idea that was, but somebody figured that we were so smart we didn’t need to go to all the grades and we could skip one or two. So hopefully the reason I’m so short and, you know, younger-looking in a sweater is because I am in tenth grade instead of ninth, and I’m going to have an enormous growth spurt in every direction anytime now.


But as if being younger wasn’t bad enough, you would know I wasn’t cool the minute you saw me from the clothes I wear. My mother doesn’t let me pick out my own clothes. Anytime you see me, I’ll be dressed the way my mother thinks teenagers should dress. Saddle shoes. Fat white socks folded down over my ankles. Pleated skirts. Sweater sets. But if you saw a cool girl, you would know that she looks the way teenagers should really look. Tight black skirts with a slit up the back. Tight fuzzy sweaters. Bright red lipstick and bright blue eye shadow. And big plastic earrings in gold and silver and bright colors.


I don’t think the cool kids even care about getting into a good college. But I don’t know that for sure because they never talk to us. And we never go to the places where they hang out. Because if one time, by mistake, you went to the luncheonette across the street from school where the cool kids hang out, they would nudge each other and yell, “Hey, Brain, how’re your cooties?” Or, “Cast your eyeball on the square.”


So, you would leave as fast as you could and never go back. Even our parents seemed to know the cool kids would never have anything to do with us because, of all the things they warned us not to do, they never warned us about falling into “bad company.”


But at night in my room, when I listen to my radio, I close my eyes and go back to the luncheonette wearing long plastic earrings and flat black shoes without socks. My sweater sticks out pretty far from my chest. Everyone smiles at me, and I sit down in a booth next to a boy with blond hair slicked back and a white shirt with the collar open. He puts his arm around my shoulder, and this strange feeling is squeezing my chest. We look into each other’s eyes and listen to our special song, the song that was written just about us.




Why do birds sing so gay?


And lovers await the break of day?


Why do they fall in love?







“Paula!” My mother is banging on my door.


“What?”


“Did you finish your homework?”


“Yes.”


“Then go to sleep. It’s after nine o’clock.”
















Chapter Three





I wasn’t kidding when I said it was a miracle for me to have a cool friend. You probably are wondering how it could have happened. I don’t blame you because I can hardly believe myself.


It all started when a new kind of store that no one had ever seen before opened a couple of blocks from my house. A record store. It was like my radio was a pumpkin, and my fairy godmother waved her wand and turned it into a chariot filled with music. The first time I walked into that store and looked at the walls covered with little cubbies filled with records, I felt as if I were in church. Actually, I should say a synagogue because I’ve never been in a church. I’ve hardly been in a synagogue, either. But I figure it feels the same way, you know, all special and quiet and thrilling.


I hope God isn’t insulted when I say this. Not that He probably pays too much attention to me and my family since we don’t pay much attention to Him.


Unfortunately, it was like an announcement went out over the cool kids’ public address system because they all started hanging out in the record store. Hundreds of them. So, of course, my friends wouldn’t go there because their mothers told them good girls didn’t go to places like that. Only tramps. I can’t figure that one out.


What was trampy about going to a store and buying things? Our mothers did that all day long. Of course, I knew the answer: “Trampy” was our mothers’ word for “cool.” It was like their secret code for making sure we never had fun.


So, I went to the record store by myself. I would have to pretend I didn’t know the cool kids were staring at me and nudging each other, smiling mean smiles. I had to pretend I couldn’t hear what they were saying about me, although I knew they weren’t calling each other “brain” and “creep.” I would keep my head down, so they never caught my eye, except when I was holding a record or paying for it. Richie, the guy who worked at the cash register, had the same face as the boy in my dream luncheonette, with his long blond hair slicked back at the side, and a white shirt with the top button unbuttoned. Whenever I paid him for my records, his blue eyes would look right into mine and he would smile and say, “Thanks, doll,” in his deep, velvety voice.


When Richie spoke to me, when he called me “doll,” my whole body felt like it was on fire, and I couldn’t catch my breath. I figured if anyone looked at me, they would know how I was feeling, so I hurried out of the store even faster than I came in. But on this one day, I must’ve forgotten about keeping my head down. My eyes wandered up from the floor, as if they moved by themselves, and I found myself staring at a cool girl’s back. I was shocked to see a skinny paperback book sticking out of her coat pocket.


I know. I know. You’re going to say you’ve seen hundreds of people with books sticking out of their pockets, and you can’t understand why I’m making such a big deal about it, as if I’d seen an iceberg in the middle of a desert or an elephant with wings. Well, I don’t want to be a pest about this, but you don’t go to my high school. If you did, you would know this was probably the first time in history a cool kid carried a book.


They don’t walk around with big leather book bags, like the ones our parents gave us for the birthday before we started high school, filled with textbooks weighing about a half a ton each. They don’t spend the first month of every term pasting little round paper doughnuts called “reinforcements” around the holes on every single page of loose-leaf paper in the big, blue-binder notebooks. Cool girls carry shiny little plastic purses that don’t have room for anything as big and clunky as a textbook or a three-ring binder. A cool girl would no more carry a book than she would wear socks.


But there it was. And even though the book was squished and only half sticking out of her pocket, I knew what book it was from the gold-and-red cover. Catcher in the Rye. All beat-up, it looked exactly like my copy. Like the copy I always kept with me in my book bag because everyone thought it was a dirty book. My mother would’ve had a heart attack if she knew I’d read it even once, let alone four times.













Chapter Four





Catcher in the Rye wasn’t like other books. It knocked me out C every time I read it. Knocked me out. That’s the way Holden Caulfield, the hero of Catcher in the Rye, talked. Holden felt like I did about life. He was the only person I knew who did. I guess you could say Holden was my only real friend. I would talk to him in my private thoughts and tell him things I couldn’t tell anyone else because I knew he would understand. But if there was someone else who was carrying the book around, she must have felt the same way I did.


I turned back to the records on the wall and pretended to be searching for something else. But really, I was sneaking a peek at the girl who, at that very minute, turned around. She was beautiful. She had all this wavy hair with blonde streaks in it, red lips, and bright blue eyelids. She seemed to be like all the other cool girls, leaning against the wall, smiling at a couple of the cool boys who were talking to her. But I knew she wasn’t like all the other cool girls. She had a secret. From everyone but me.


In my room that night, I started making a plan. I would search my high school. I would look at every single cool kid until I found her. I was thinking up excuses for leaving homeroom or going to a different period study hall. What if she didn’t go to my high school? I would figure something out. I would find her.


My mind churned with plans the next morning. Churning so much that I almost missed her. In the hallway after third period, there she was, walking toward me talking to a boy with a black pompadour that stuck up about six inches off his head.


I couldn’t believe it. It had taken my whole life to find another person who loved Catcher in the Rye. And she had been there all along. After third period. Everyone mostly had the same classes every day, so you passed the same people. But I still couldn’t believe it had been so easy. Maybe she was only walking there that day and never would again.


I practically held my breath until third period was over the next day. But sure enough, there she was again walking down the hall. It was Friday. Then it was the weekend. For once, I couldn’t wait for Monday because I knew exactly what I was going to do.


On Monday, when I walked in the hall after third period, I took out my copy of Catcher in the Rye and held it in front of me, like I was reading it. When I saw her coming toward me, walking with pompadour boy, I saw her see me. Her eyes opened wide in surprise, looking at the book and then at me. That afternoon I went to the record store. I saw her sneaking peeks at me. The next day I did the same thing again, walking down the hall after third period, with the book in front of me. I could see her look at me again. I knew what I was going to do next.


On Wednesday, when I walked down the hall after third period, I didn’t take the book out. When she turned her head toward me, I smiled at her. She whipped her head back so fast I was afraid it might fall off.


On Thursday she smiled back. At least, I was pretty sure that she did. It was not a very big smile. But I already knew that cool kids didn’t smile big smiles. Sure enough, at lunch my plans were rewarded. While I was standing in line waiting to pay for my lunch, she walked up to me.


“Hey, hi. Didn’t I see you the other day, you know, at the record store?”


“Um, yeah, maybe.” My heart was pounding so loud I was afraid she could hear it. A voice in my head was saying, I’m talking to a cool kid. Another voice was saying, Shut up! It’s not cool to say that.


She was looking around as if she were a spy. “I’m going to be sitting over there by the door. Want to sit with me?”


She was pointing to the table behind a pillar.


“Sure. My name’s Paula.” She was walking away, and I didn’t know if she heard me. She probably didn’t care.













Chapter Five





She looked up and nodded when I sat down.


She wore a fuzzy white sweater that only came up a little way over her brassiere. A lot of her chest showed. And she had a lot of chest.


She said, “You like rock and roll, huh? I mean, you’re always buying records.”


“Oh, yeah. I love it. More than anything.” I’d said too much. Cool kids never said long sentences. Not that those were long sentences. There were just a lot of them.


“Yeah. You got some pretty cool records. We were surprised. ’Cause you know, I mean, you look like a cree—I mean, aren’t you like in the smart kids’ classes?”


“I guess so. Some of them.” Only all of them.


“Well . . . you know . . . the thing of it is, Paula . . . Your name’s Paula, right? My name’s Barbara. Not Barbie or Barb.”


“Hi, Barbara.”


“Yeah. So, anyway I saw you reading that book. You know the one I mean? Catcher in the Rye.”


“Yeah?”


“Yeah. Well, you know, I mean, I read it, too. I mean, do you like it?”


“It’s my favorite book,” I said.


I bet you think that was an easy thing to say. Well, it wasn’t. I’d never told anyone the truth about how I felt about Catcher in the Rye or much of anything before. I had just said more truth to someone I’d known for about twenty seconds than to anyone else. Ever.


“Yeah?”


“Yeah.”


“Well, it’s mine, too,” she said.


I had to ask her. “Did you . . . did you really read all of it? Not just the part in the hotel room?”


“Three times. I read it all the way through three times. How about you?”


“Four. I don’t know anyone else who likes it.”


“Me, neither. Everyone just reads the part about the prostitute.”


I’d never heard the word “prostitute” said out loud. I felt cold. Then warm. Then cold and warm at the same time.


It felt like we were the only people in the cafeteria. Maybe in the world.


She didn’t say anything for a minute. Then she asked, in a very soft voice, “Why do you like it?”


I didn’t need anyone to tell me this was the biggest moment of my life. If I answered the question wrong, it would be over and I would never have a cool friend. I didn’t know what would be cool to say or not cool to say. There was nothing I could think of to say but the truth.


“Because . . . I . . . you know . . . because I feel like he does. When he says how phony everyone is and how dumb and fake everything is.”


I held my breath and waited to see what she would say. She didn’t say anything for a while. Then she nodded a very little nod and said, “Yeah.”


We sat quietly for a minute and then she said, “I always thought it was weird, you know, ’cause Holden, you know, he’s like this rich kid, and he goes to this fancy school, but he’s just as unhappy as I . . . I mean, he’s unhappy. And he’s rich.”


“I never thought about that. I guess he’s rich. But it doesn’t seem to make much difference. Those schools he goes to don’t sound great. And his parents. I mean, they don’t understand him at all. Like mine.”


“Yeah. Like mine. You must be rich. I mean, you buy so many records.”


“Me? No. I’m not rich.” Smart and rich. Two strikes and I am out. She would never be my friend.


“You could—” I stopped before I made the mistake of inviting her over to listen to my records. I wondered if being cool was like playing the violin, and if I kept practicing, I would get better at it. Not that I’d ever gotten that much better at the violin.


“I never talked about Catcher with anybody before,” I said instead.


“Me, neither.”


“My friends won’t read it ’cause they think it’s a dirty book.”


“My friends won’t read it ’cause it’s a book.”


She smiled her almost smile. I started to smile back. She stood up.


“Yeah. Well . . . uh . . . I got to go. Do you want to . . . meet me here tomorrow?”


“Yeah.”


“Okay. I’ll see you. I mean, you know, maybe.”


“Yeah. You will. I mean, maybe.”













Chapter Six





Holden always says he doesn’t feel like talking about where he was born and his lousy childhood and stuff like that. He calls it David Copperfield crap. I read David Copperfield to find out what he meant. And boy do I ever feel the same way. I mean, I know it was written a long time ago and in another country, but that’s not a good reason for making every sentence half a page long and to begin telling you about his life before he was even born. It seems as if he tells you about every second of his life, which I don’t think can be that interesting about anyone’s life.


I know if I started by telling you about my life before I met Barbara, you would’ve fallen asleep. I mean, who would want to hear about a girl whose mother doesn’t let her buy her own clothes and arranges for her to go to high school every morning with Margaret, the girl who lives down the block, because she thinks it’s dangerous for a girl to ride the subway alone? Like she thinks the GG train is filled with maniacs who attack any girl who isn’t standing next to another girl. But not just any old maniacs. These have to be maniacs who get up early enough to get to your first period class. But I have to tell you a little about how things were before I met Barbara so you’ll appreciate what a miracle it was and how much it changed my life.


If I were David Copperfield, I would tell you about the first time I met Margaret, because it was before either of us were born. My father and Margaret’s father grew up together in Germany and came to America at the same time and bought houses on the same block when their wives were pregnant. But I’m not David Copperfield, lucky for you, so I’ll skip to the present.


Margaret’s eyes were too large to stay neatly inside of her head, like other people’s, and her frizzy black hair never stayed in her barrettes. Mothers loved her because she was always doing the stuff they thought their daughters should do—homework, Chemistry Club, and wearing shoes that made her feet look like a duck’s. But they didn’t know what she was really like.


On the morning I’m thinking of, Margaret’s big brown eyes looked seriously at me, but if you knew her as well as I did, you would know deep down inside, she was laughing a mean laugh. It was the look she got whenever she was about to say something she knew would upset me. It seemed like upsetting me was her favorite hobby.


“Are you going to Marcia’s party?”


Marcia was one of the girls Margaret and I had known since we were little. We’d been going to each other’s birthday parties all our lives, so of course I was going to go, although I wasn’t particularly looking forward to it. It would be the kind of party where only girls were invited, and Marcia’s mother would organize games she thought we loved like charades and telephone. I’d been to a few parties lately where boys were invited, and we’d played kissing games like spin the bottle and post office. I liked those a lot better.


“Yes, Margaret. Of course, I’m going to Marcia’s party.”


“That’s good,” Margaret answered. “It would be so embarrassing if you didn’t.”


“What are you talking about? What would be embarrassing?”


“Well, it would be embarrassing for me if you didn’t go because I told her to invite you.”


“What do you mean you told her to invite me? She’s my friend.”


Margaret had a lot of annoying looks. But of all of them, the most annoying was the one she was doing now, acting like I was a sorry, silly person she felt sorry for.


“Oh, yes,” Margaret said, “of course she’s your friend. Forget I said anything. Actually, Marcia would probably be mad that I told you.”


As if all by themselves, my hands curled into fists, and my teeth clenched together. Only Margaret made me feel this way. But she wasn’t finished.


“It’ll be fun, you know, because this is one of the last parties like this we’ll have.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, you know, we’re growing up. We’ll be having grown-up parties from now on. I was talking about that the other day with my parents about my sweet sixteen party. It will be a completely different kind of party. It’ll be formal, you know, at a hall. Maybe at the synagogue or a place like that. Everyone will be wearing formals, and we’ll have a nice dinner. And a band. For dancing.”


“Really. You’re already planning it?”


“Well, you have to rent halls a long time in advance. If they’re . . . you know . . . nice.”


“Like a wedding.”


“Well, I guess. A little. What’re you going to do?”


“I haven’t started thinking about it.”


“No, I guess you wouldn’t.”


“What does that mean?”


“Well just that you don’t plan so much for the future.”


“Margaret . . .”


“And of course you’ll have to bring a date. Everyone will have to bring a date.”


“A date?”


“Yeah. But don’t worry about it. I’ll be able to fix you up.”


“You. What?”


“I’ll be able to fix you up. I’ll have a boyfriend. And he’ll probably have friends.”


“How do you know I won’t have a boyfriend?”


She gave me that same annoying smile again, like she was feeling so sorry for me for thinking I would ever have a boyfriend, let alone in only two years. Because at that very minute she was looking into a crystal ball and knew for sure I would not have a boyfriend by the time of her not-very-sweet-sixteen party.


“It’s not like I’ve never gone out with a boy, you know.” Why was I even bothering? It seemed as if I couldn’t help myself.


“I remember. You went to the movies with that boy. Wasn’t his name Dennis? Of course. He was in ninth grade.”


She said “ninth grade” like it was an incurable disease. We were walking toward a tree with a thick branch hanging over the sidewalk. In my mind, I saw my hands grow bigger and stronger until they reached up and yanked the branch off the tree and beat Margaret’s head with it until she cried and begged me to stop.













Chapter Seven





I figured the worst was over. Now that Margaret thought she’d made me feel like I had no friends and I would never have a boyfriend, the rest of the trip would be peaceful, especially since we had reached the subway. We walked slowly down the stairs, being careful not to trip on the wads of crumpled newspapers. It was hard to see at first, going from bright sunshine to gloomy station.


But I was wrong. Even while she was holding onto the dirty wooden banister and looking down at her feet, Margaret continued talking.


“I’m really worried about you, Paula. Ten whole days without rock and roll.”


What now?


“What are you talking about, Margaret?”


We were walking toward the turnstiles and Margaret looked over at me. Her smile spilled out of her big eyes and spread all over her face. Even her nose was smiling.


“Well. You won’t be able to listen to rock and roll while you’re staying at my house.”


“While I’m . . . what?”


“When your mother goes to Cleveland. What did you think you were going to do when she went away?”


What a good question. But here’s an even better one. Did I even know that my mother was going to Cleveland? No!


A couple of weeks ago, my mother said she was thinking about going to Cleveland to help her sister, Carol, after her baby was born, not making plans for me while she was away going. Actually, when she said it, I wished I could go with her. Aunt Carol was the best grown-up I knew. She used to come over and play with me and take me to the movies. She seemed to really like being with me. But she got married and moved to Cleveland and was having a baby of her own, so she probably wouldn’t care about me anymore.


I looked back at Margaret, who was grinning like she just won the World Series, just because she knew something I didn’t. I couldn’t let her think she was right.


“I . . . um . . . didn’t really think that much about it. I thought I would just, you know, stay home.”


“For ten whole days? My mother is right. You do have your head in the clouds. My parents borrowed a bed. You’ll be sleeping with me. In my room. It’ll be like being sisters.”


Talk about a terrible thought. Margaret as a sister. But here’s one that was even more unpleasant. Storing me in Margaret’s house like I was a plant that had to be watered every morning. What would my mother have done if Margaret hadn’t blabbed? Tape a note to the door? I went to Cleveland. Your clothes are at Margaret’s. Love, Mama.













Chapter Eight





I knew Margaret thought I was going to spend the day worrying about whether Marcia was my friend and why she knew more about my life than I did. But she didn’t know I had much more important things to think about. So, as soon as we sat down in our first period geometry class, I forgot all about Margaret, Marcia, and Cleveland and thought about my new friend, Holden, and being cool. I couldn’t wait for third period to be over.


I pushed my way out the door and walked down the hall, feeling like I was floating on a cloud. And sure enough, there she was. My beautiful new friend. Walking with the girl I’d seen her with before. The mean-looking one with the penciled-in eyebrows and sneering mouth. She wasn’t as pretty as Barbara, although she had the same blonde streaks in her hair and wore a fuzzy white sweater similar to the one Barbara had worn the other day.


I smiled and waved. “Hi, Barbara.”


Barbara’s eyes and mouth opened at the same time, and her cheeks turned even redder under her makeup. It was like she was robbing a bank and the police walked in. She turned to the other girl, but she was staring directly at me. She squinted her eyes, like she was examining something very closely, and pulled one corner of her mouth to the side until I thought it might touch her ear. And then they turned and were gone. Past me down the hall.


How could I have been so stupid? Waving, like a complete jerk, like some old lady calling, “Yoo-hoo! Yoo-hoo!” across the hallway. I even said Barbara’s name, so there was no doubt in anyone’s mind who the creepy girl was waving at.


I scarcely heard a word in my next two classes. They were boring even when I didn’t have anything important to think about. And now I had something very important to think about—how totally miserable I was. How I’d had what I wanted in the palm of my hand and dropped it.


At lunchtime, I took my tray to the table behind the pillar—our table—even though I knew Barbara wouldn’t eat there or even talk to me again. I ate alone and thought about Holden, who generally didn’t have anyone to talk to or eat with, either. But that was mostly because when he did have someone to talk to, he was rude and nasty and they stopped talking to him. Waving wasn’t nearly as bad as some of the stuff Holden did. It just wasn’t cool. Holden never thought about being cool.


All of a sudden, Barbara stood next to me, looking down angrily.


“Don’t ever, ever, ever do that again, okay?”


“Okay. I won’t. Definitely.”


“You better not.”


She was gone. I wanted to cry again, but this time in relief. She would still be my friend. And I swore an oath to myself that I would never look at her again when the other kids were around.













Chapter Nine





Reporters all around me are calling, “Miss LaVie. Miss LaVie.”


“Tell us about your new movie.”


“Is it true that you’re going to shoot it in Paris?”


I smile and wave from the top of the steps outside the airplane door. “Yes. Paris. Needless to say, Natalie Wood and I are very excited to be going to Paris. I’ve been there before, of course, but it’s Natalie’s first time.”


“Everyone’s excited about this one, Miss LaVie. Hollywood’s biggest teen stars, Natalie Wood and Paulinha LaVie in one movie.”


“Yes. It will be a—”


“Paula. What’s wrong with you? I would appreciate an answer when I’m talking to you.”


The airplane had vanished. The reporters were gone. I was not going to Paris or any place else. It was the evening after the morning Margaret had let me in on the secret Cleveland plan, and I was sitting at the kitchen table in my house in Queens. I waited for my mother to bring me my frozen dinner cooking in the oven. Turkey in thick gravy with mashed potatoes. My mother was at the stove making dinner for my father. He liked food from Germany, where he was born, like Wiener schnitzel and cabbage. I liked food from America, where I was born, like turkey, stuffing, fried chicken, and mashed potatoes. And especially the newly invented frozen food, which tasted so much better than food in cans or anything my mother had ever cooked.


“I’m sure,” I answered my mother’s back, hoping the last thing I remembered her saying was the last thing she said, that “ninety-four was one of the highest marks on the French midterm.”


She didn’t turn around. “I thought you said you didn’t know the other kids’ grades.”


I had made the mistake of showing my mother the French midterm, and she wouldn’t stop talking about it. Like it was the most important thing in the world. Like it was the cure for cancer or the key to world peace. What was so important about a French midterm? Holden was the smartest person I knew, and he flunked out of school. More than once. Not that I could say that to my mother.


She brought me my dinner, which came in a metal tray divided into sections—turkey, mashed potatoes, peas, and dessert. I started to cut the turkey, but the tray slipped because my mother had brought it on a dinner plate. The plate was round and the tray was rectangular, so it stuck out on the sides and hung over the middle of the plate.


“Can I put the tray on the table? It keeps slipping.”


“No. It will burn the tablecloth. Don’t change the subject.”


“What do we need the tablecloth for anyway? It’s ugly. I like the table better without it.”


“You know we have to protect the table. It came from Germany.”


“Is it the table Daddy ate on when he was little?”


“How would I know? They probably had lots of tables. It was a big house. Don’t forget your milk.”


I spooned the last peas into my mouth. All the compartments were empty except the one with the cherry cake. The best part. I forced down the rest of my milk. I didn’t want the sourish taste to spoil the sweetness of the berries.


My mother’s back asked, “What did Margaret get?”


I was expecting that question. But I wanted to talk about it while I was eating peas or mashed potatoes, not the best part of the whole dinner. I had already put a spoonful of the wonderful berries in my mouth, so I closed my eyes and pushed the syrupy berries to every part of my mouth, tasting them on my tongue and my gums and my lips and the roof of my mouth. I wished I could taste them with my teeth. I wished I could keep them in my mouth forever. I wished I could be eating bowls of syrupy berries and listening to rock and roll.


When the taste was gone, I answered, “I think . . . um . . . I think it was maybe ninety-six or ninety-seven.”


My mother’s back sighed.


“I got one of the best grades in the class.”


She turned around and looked at me with a sad smile.


“I know, Paula. But you know that it . . . disappoints your father when Margaret does better than you do.” She turned back to the stove.


“It doesn’t happen very often. Is Margaret’s father disappointed when I get a better grade than Margaret?”


“I’m not German. I don’t know how Germans think. I only know what your father always says.” She turned around, lowered her voice, and said in a mock-German accent, “I got better gradesss than Leo on efry test ve efer took, from kinderrgarrten to medikol skul.”


We laughed. She was so pretty when she laughed. It was too bad she didn’t do it more often. I wondered if she used to smile more, before she was married, before she met my father. I knew she had another boyfriend before she met my father. She told me she was really in love with him, but her mother made her stop seeing him because he didn’t go to college. It seemed like I was full of wondering tonight. I wondered if my father noticed my mother didn’t smile so often anymore. I wondered if I would ever be as pretty as she was. Or as tall. I looked like my father. And I was even shorter than Margaret.


“Margaret said that I was going to stay at her house when you were away. How come you didn’t tell me?”


My mother stopped laughing.


“Well . . . uh . . . it’s not for . . . uh, a couple of weeks yet.”


“Is it true?”


“That’s the arrangement we’ve made.”


“Why can’t I stay home with Daddy? He’ll be home.”


“Stay home with Daddy? What a silly idea. You know he’s too busy to take care of a little girl. He wouldn’t have the first notion of what to do. Who would get your clothes ready for school? Who would make you dinner? Gertie said they would be more than happy to have you. You’ll have a wonderful time.”


“No, I won’t. I’ll have a terrible time. I’ll hate every minute of it. Every second.”


“Look, Sarah Heartburn. Spending a few days with the Feldmans should be the worst thing that ever happens to you.”


“Don’t call me that. I hate it when you call me that. Sarah Bernhardt was the greatest actress in the world. You shouldn’t make fun of her name.” Sarah Bernhardt was_Paulinha LaVie’s idol. But I didn’t mention that.


“All right, Paula, all right. Calm down. You’re so melodramatic. Everything is a tragedy. You have no idea how fortunate you are. When I was your age, it was—”


Oh no! The middle-of-the-Depression speech.


She continued, “The middle of the Depression. I worked every day after school and gave all the money—”


“To your mother.”


My mother looked at me in surprise. It was like she had amnesia and didn’t remember she’d told me this story a hundred times already.


“The question in my family wasn’t what college I should go to. The question was—”


“If you could go to college at all. Because you had to work to help your family.”


“Oh, very good, Paula. You’re so smart. You know everything. Everything except how lucky you are. Why you’re always so unhappy is a complete mystery to me. Moping around. Feeling sorry for yourself. Your father and I try so hard to give you a good life. You should be so happy. Anyway, it’s all arranged. I’m going to help Aunt Carol, and you’re going to the Feldmans’. It’s too late to change your mind.”


I started to say it wasn’t my mind that needed to be changed. My mind never even knew about the plan. But we heard the front door open. My father was home.
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