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I wasn’t a little kid anymore, but I wasn’t a young woman, either. The more I thought about it, the more I decided I had those “in-between blues.”
“I’ve got the in-between blues,” I said to Lester that afternoon as I sat on the porch with a book. “They’ll pass,” said Lester.







 


THIRTEEN! IT’S FINALLY HAPPENING. Alice McKinley is an actual, official teenager. The problem is, she still sort of feels like a kid. Wasn’t being a teenager supposed to feel different? Turning thirteen happens overnight, but the teenager stuff takes time—and a little more patience than Alice has at the moment!


Still, being thirteen does have its advantages. Alice is allowed to do more exciting things, like take a trip to Chicago with her two best friends. And when she takes a good look at all the relationship problems her older brother has, she realizes that in-between can sometimes be the perfect place to be.
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PHYLLIS REYNOLDS NAYLOR includes many of her own life experiences in the Alice books. She writes for both children and adults, and is the author of more than one hundred and thirty-five books, including the Alice series, which Entertainment Weekly has called “tender” and “wonderful.” In 1992 her novel Shiloh won the Newbery Medal. She lives with her husband, Rex, in Gaithersburg, Maryland, and is the mother of two grown sons and the grandmother of Sophia, Tressa, Garrett, and Beckett.




 


 




Here’s what fans have to say about Alice:*


“i think the reason my friends and i like your books the way we do is because we have, at one time or another, found ourselves in similar situations and feel the same way as Alice in your books. it’s as though she’s actually a real person! reading an Alice book is like a really fun day; as soon as you begin, you just know that it’ll be really exciting, and when it ends, you kinda feel disappointed, but look forward to more.”


“I sometimes get sad wishing alice were real. I feel like she’s my sister, i know so much about her.”


“I am so glad that Alice isn’t perfect. She actually has problems like real people…. There’s something in Alice that can relate to us all.”


*Taken from actual postings on the Alice website. To read more, visit AliceMcKinley.com.
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To my sister Norma, who knows why,
and to Colby Rodowsky,
one of my favorite authors




 


 



1
ON THE ROAD TO RAVING BEAUTY



AUNT SALLY SAID IT HAPPENED TO HER, and to my cousin Carol. Dad said it happened to Mom.


“The summer between seventh and eighth grades,” he told me, “was when she really blossomed into a beauty. You can tell by her photos.”


I was eating crackers and cheese at the kitchen table, and decided I couldn’t wait for blossoms (leaves, petals, anything at all) to unfold. I wanted to be a beauty now. Not that I hadn’t been developing all along, but there wasn’t any name for what I was at the moment. I certainly wasn’t a child, but I wasn’t a shapely teenager, either. Aunt Sally said that, sometime after your thirteenth birthday, you look in the mirror and see a woman. Which was nice, because my birthday was less than a week away I wondered if there was any resemblance to Mom in me.


“Lester,” I said, going into the living room, where my twenty-year-old brother was sprawled on the couch. “Look at my face and tell me what you see.”


Lester opened one eye. “Cheez Whiz on your chin,” he said.


I rubbed one hand across my mouth. “Take a really good look, Lester! Study my whole face. Who do I remind you of most?” I sucked in my cheeks slightly to make my cheekbones more prominent.


“Daffy Duck?” said Lester.


One of the problems of growing up without a mother is that there’s no one around who has any idea what it’s like to be a girl. For me, anyway, because I don’t even have sisters. Mom died when I was five, and ever since, I’ve had to pick up all my information about being female from my aunt and cousin and friends at school.


Dad was writing checks in the dining room that night at the folding table he uses for a desk. And suddenly he said, “May ninth already? Your birthday’s this Saturday, Al!” My name is Alice McKinley, but he and Les call me Al, which is what happens when there are only men in your family.


“You remembered,” I said.


“Of course I remembered! Thirteen is pretty special, isn’t it? Do you want a party?”


A few weeks before, I might have said yes, but I was thinking about the birthday party we’d just given Dad to celebrate his fiftieth, and I decided that one disaster was enough. “Just Pamela and Elizabeth,” I said, naming my two closest friends at school.


“You got it,” said Dad. “We’ll order in some KFC or something.”


Pamela’d already had her thirteenth birthday, and Elizabeth wouldn’t be thirteen till fall, but somehow I had the idea that by the time eighth grade began in September, we’d all be raving beauties. When I told Lester, he said, “Raving, anyway.”


The day before my birthday, I wondered if Miss Summers would say anything to me about it at school. Sylvia Summers is my Language Arts teacher, who’s been dating my dad since December, only they’re not having sexual intercourse, because I already asked Dad about it. At least they weren’t when I asked, but Dad said I couldn’t ask again, which means anything at all could happen. Except, knowing my dad, nothing’s happening. Dad believes in long, slow courtships, and I worry sometimes that he’ll let her get away.


Miss Summers has light brown hair and blue eyes, and on that day she was wearing an orange-and-white-print dress with a wide orange belt, which made her waist look really tiny. If Dad had told her my birthday was coming up, though, she didn’t say anything, and I guessed that maybe Dad wanted to keep the celebration private—just between us and Lester and my two best girlfriends, which was okay with me.


“We’ll be on our poetry unit until the end of the semester,” Miss Summers told the class, “and I’d like each of you, in the weeks ahead, to memorize a favorite poem and recite it to the class—a poem that has special significance for you. I want you to recite it in a way that we can see your enjoyment of it. Take your time, and let it be a poem that really speaks to you personally.”


My first thought was that maybe I’d do something funny, like “The Cremation of Sam Magee,” but then I looked at the empty seat in front of mine and thought, No.


Ever since Denise Whitlock stepped in front of an Amtrak train, the whole school has been on “suicide watch.” Nobody came right out and said it, but we heard that the faculty had been told to watch for students who were preoccupied with thoughts of death, or seemed sad or withdrawn, or were going through a crisis at home. I decided that any poem with cremation in the title might get me on the list.


“Suicide watch!” I would say to Pamela when she came to school dressed all in black. (Pamela does that; sometimes I look at her and think she looks sixteen. Seventeen, even.)


Or the day Elizabeth had cramps so bad she was crying. “Suicide watch!” we told her. You kid around because you don’t know what else to say. About Denise Whitlock and what she did, I mean. Sometimes it really hurts to think about all the kind things you could have said or done for her, but didn’t.


When we got on the bus to go home that afternoon, Elizabeth was just about to sit down beside me when Patrick, who is sort of a special friend, slid onto the seat first. Elizabeth had to sit with Pamela, who had the second button of her shirt undone, and Elizabeth has told her a hundred times that she won’t be seen in public with her if she leaves that second button undone.


“Happy birthday,” said Patrick, and handed me a little box.


I stared. “It’s not till tomorrow.”


“I know, but go ahead. Open it!” he said.


I remembered the Whitman’s chocolates he’d given me on Valentine’s Day, and the Milky Way bar in sixth grade, and the chocolate-covered cherries. I figured it had to be something chocolate, but I was wrong.


Pamela and Elizabeth were watching from across the aisle when I took off the paper and found a small, rectangular box in gray velvet. It didn’t look new, though. In fact, it looked sort of dusty. When I opened it, I found a gold bracelet with dark red stones in it.


“Patrick!” I said, surprised and shocked.


He smiled. “Do you like it?”


“Well, I … of course! It’s beautiful, but …”


It looked very expensive. I don’t know how I’d know, because I’ve never had any jewelry that cost more than $19.95. It looked like the kind of jewelry Miss Summers might wear, I guess. But it was really weird to be riding home from school on the bus and opening a velvet box with a gold bracelet in it from a guy who used to be my boyfriend.


I also noticed that there weren’t any tags on it.


“Don’t worry, it didn’t cost me anything,” said Patrick. And when I raised my eyebrows, he said, “It’s Mom’s, but she never wears it.”


“Patrick!” I said again.


“It’s okay!” he insisted. “She doesn’t even like it.”


I wondered if Patrick would ever look back on all the stupid things he’s done and feel embarrassed the way I do when I remember mine. Or do boys worry about things like that? The only people who do dumber things than seventh-grade girls, I decided, are seventh-grade boys.


“You gave me your mother’s bracelet, and she doesn’t even know?” I squeaked.


“If she ever misses it, I’ll tell her,” said Patrick.


“No, you’ve got to tell her first. Patrick, if she ever sees me wearing it, she’ll think I stole it!”


I could tell by his face he’d never even considered that possibility. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll tell her.”


I wasn’t in the house five minutes before the phone rang.


“Is this Alice?” came a woman’s voice. “This is Patrick’s mother, and I’m afraid he’s made a terrible mistake.”


“I know,” I said. “You can have the bracelet back. I didn’t wear it or anything.”


“It’s not that I don’t want you to have it, dear, and I’m sure Patrick is very fond of you, but that bracelet belonged to my mother. And even though I don’t care to wear it anywhere, I do feel it should stay in the family, don’t you?”


“Sure,” I said.


“Patrick is on his way over there now. I’m so sorry, Alice, but boys sometimes do things without thinking.”


I had barely hung up when Patrick rang the doorbell. I had the gray velvet box all ready to go.


“Here,” I said, but when I gave it to Patrick, he handed me another present. This was getting ridiculous.


“What’s this?” I asked suspiciously.


“Happy birthday,” said Patrick again.


I opened the package to find a can of lavender talcum powder, about the same time I noticed that the wrapping paper had Happy Mother’s Day in pink in the background.


“Patrick?” I said.


“It was going to be for Mom, but I gave her something else instead,” he explained.


“Well, thanks a lot. It smells really nice,” I told him, and sprinkled some on each wrist. I think you’re supposed to put talcum powder on your feet and armpits, but I figured Patrick wouldn’t know the difference.


When Pamela and Elizabeth came for dinner on Saturday, bringing me a shirt and matching socks from the Gap, Pamela sniffed and said, “What are you wearing, Alice? You smell like my grandmother.”


It was a good dinner. Dad brought home some fried chicken and a chocolate layer cake from a bakery, with mint chocolate chip ice cream to go with it, and a gift certificate from Macy’s. I opened a card from Aunt Sally and Uncle Milt, which was an invitation for me and my two best friends to spend a week in Chicago that summer.


“Pamela and Elizabeth, too!” I squealed, and all three of us yelped. “You’ll love it,” I promised, thinking how we could spend some time with my cousin Carol, who has her own apartment, and was even married once to a sailor.


The only thing missing from my celebration was Lester. He didn’t come until the very end, when we were having a second piece of cake. The minute he walked in, I could tell by the way his mouth fell open that he had forgotten all about my birthday, but he tried to fake it.


“Don’t tell me the party’s already begun!” he said, and glanced at his watch. “Holy moly, not seven fifteen! You mean you’re celebrating without me?”


“I believe you know what time we generally eat dinner, Les,” Dad told him.


“He forgot my birthday, as usual,” I said.


“Forget? Me?” Lester pretended to look shocked. “How could I forget your big day?”


“Easy.”


“You think just because I’m not carrying a present I didn’t come prepared?” he went on, as full of baloney as a submarine sandwich. “I’m carrying your present in my head, Al. We’ve got a date, you and I. Your choice. You choose the time and place. Bowling? Movie? McDonald’s? A whole evening just with you.”


I looked at Pamela and Elizabeth. They knew he was full of baloney too, but we weren’t about to let him off the hook.


“I want to go to a play at the Kennedy Center,” I said.


I saw Lester swallow. “You got it,” he said.


“And I hear that the Watergate has some great restaurants,” said Elizabeth.


Lester stared at Elizabeth, then at me.


“That’s it!” I told him. “First dinner at one of the Watergate restaurants, then a play at the Kennedy Center.”


“And then he’s got to take you dancing,” said Pamela.


“Now wait a minute,” said Les.


“That’s it, Lester! That’s my choice, my big night out, my evening just with you! Dinner at the Watergate, a play at the Kennedy Center, and then dancing. It’s wonderful! Thank you so much. One of the nicest presents I ever had,” I told him.


Lester looked at Dad, as though he might get him out of it, but Dad just smiled. “Enjoy,” he said.


“Okay,” said Lester. “When will it be?”


“A week from tonight, or whenever you can get tickets,” I said.


“Wearing your best suit and tie,” added Elizabeth.


“Happy birthday, Alice,” said Pamela. “This could be the start of something big.”




 


 



2
IN THE FAST LANE WITH LESTER



IT WAS AFTER I WENT TO BED THAT NIGHT that I began to worry about Miss Summers and my dad.


Elizabeth and Pamela had stayed till late, and we all sat around our oversized coffee table in the living room, talking about whether we wanted to fly to Chicago that summer or take the train. Lester went to bed early with a headache, and after the girls had gone I lay in bed smelling the scent of sweet May flowers through my window, and I suddenly wondered why Miss Summers hadn’t been invited to dinner.
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