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Chapter 1


Pop Quiz # 1


Imagine you are an average fourteen-year-old girl, say, like me. You are awakened one morning at 5:30 by your four-year-old brother licking your face and barking in your ear. Your parents arrive at the sound of your screaming and respond by:


A. Asking your brother to please return to his room and play quietly so the rest of the family can continue sleeping;


B. Yelling, “What’s all the screaming about, Mattie? Can’t you be nice to your brother for once in your life?”; or,


C. Saying, “Wait! I gotta get the video camera for this.”


B and C are how my morning started. My day seemed destined for disaster. Donny Disaster. Sounds like the perfect cartoon villain, doesn’t it? Of course, if I mention this to my parents, they jump down my throat for not being nice to my little brother. And when I ask them why he can’t be nice to me, my mom gives me “the eye.” You know the one I mean: that squinty-eyed glare that says “drop the subject or lose a limb—your choice.”


Recently Donny has decided he’s a dog. Mom and Dad play along with it. If I had tried this when I was four, they would have sat me down and had a long conversation about how dogs are dogs and people are people, and I couldn’t be a dog because I was a people, and I didn’t have fur or a tail or paws.


But that was then, this is Donny.


Mom doesn’t want to stifle his “budding creative impulses” by limiting his imagination. Dad is just convinced that everything Donny does is going to score him $10,000 on “America’s Funniest Home Videos.” It has gotten so out of hand that they’ve even bought him a shiny red stretch collar and a nylon leash, and Mom lets him eat from a bowl on the floor.


Having managed to sneak in a few more hours of sleep after the face-licking alarm dog went off, I call my best friend Olivia, a.k.a. Livvy, to see how she is spending one of the last remaining Saturdays before school starts.


“Rearranging my room,” she says. “Wanna help?”


“Love to,” I say.


“Seriously?”


“Anything that gets me out of this house is a good option. What time should I be there?”


“How ’bout noon. I still need a shower and some fruity pebble cereal.”


I head for the kitchen to inform my mom. She is microwaving frozen waffles for Donny, cutting them into little pieces, then drowning them in syrup and putting the bowl on the floor. I stand and stare. She never would have done this for me. Not even the frozen waffle thing. I ate all-natural, organic, pesticide-free, homemade, healthy stuff until I was ten.


But I’m not bitter or anything.


“I’m going to Livvy’s in an hour,” I say as Mom pours herself another cup of coffee.


“You need to get your room cleaned first and get the laundry folded before you go.”


“No problemo,” I say. “Anything else?”


“Take your brother,” she replies.


“Mom.” My voice is a bit louder than I meant for it to be, but this is clearly not fair.


“I have a hair appointment at 1:00.” Her voice is not loud. It is flat and serious. I decide to argue anyway.


“I have watched him every day this summer while you and Dad are at work,” I say. “Why don’t I get to have one Saturday to myself? Why can’t Dad watch him?” Why can’t we send him to the kennel? I think.


“It has not been every day, Mattie. You don’t need to be so melodramatic.” Mom takes a sip of her coffee. “I told you about this when I made the appointment last week.”


She so did not tell me. She put this off so I wouldn’t get mad until it was too late. Can you say procrastination? My mom is a champion procrastinator. She has raised procrastination to an art form.


“So leave him with Dad,” I say.


“Dad had work at the office. He left earlier. I need you to watch Donny.”


Hearing his name, my brother barks. He is kneeling on the floor and panting, his face covered in syrup and bits of waffle. He looks at me, pulls his arms up in front of him, and tips his head to one side. He whines, like he’s begging for a treat.


“See, he wants to go with you,” Mom says, smiling at him.


“This is so not fair,” I say. I do not want my little brother hanging around at Livvy’s. Especially when I know Nate will be there.


Just thinking of Nate makes my stomach do a little shimmy thing. Not that he even knows I breathe air. But I have hope that one day he’ll see me for the goddess I hope to be by the time I’m—well—at some future date.


“Donny goes with you or you stay here.” Mom dumps the rest of her coffee in the sink and heads for the back of the house.


“Arf,” Donny says. He is on all fours, looking up at me and grinning.


“Mangy mutt,” I say. Donny’s smile wilts, and he crawls off to watch cartoons.


Cleaning my room takes about five minutes. I hate clutter, so I don’t have a lot of stuff hanging around. The laundry basket is sitting on top of the dryer, overflowing with towels and sheets. Five minutes after I find the pile, it is reduced to nice fluffy stacks that are put in their respective locations. I make a pit stop in the bathroom to check the status of my hair. A little water on my fingers to scrunch the curls a bit, and I’m good to go.


Then I remember Nate. I poke around in a drawer and find a small, pink clip. I push some of the curls on the left side back and slip the clip into place.


“Cute,” I say.


“Arf,” says Donny.


I about jump out of my skin. I didn’t hear him come down the hall.


“Brat,” I say under my breath. “You better get dressed if you’re going with me.”


Donny takes off down the hall as fast as he can go on all fours. The sun coming through the skylight in the hall reflects off his shiny red collar. Could he be any weirder?


“Mattie?” Mom calls. She has that tone in her voice that says she needs something. “Have you seen my car keys?”


All the kitchen drawers are opened. Mom is on her tiptoes, feeling around the top of the refrigerator.


“Not in your purse?”


“No, I checked already.”


“On your desk?”


“No, Mattie, now will you help me look around for them?”


“Donny probably buried them in the yard again,” I say.


“Already looked,” Mom says. “No fresh holes in the garden.” She doesn’t sound as exasperated as I expect her to.


In the corner by the sofa is a big cushion that Donny uses as his bed. On a hunch, I lift the cushion. “This what you’re after?” I jingle the keys and hold them up for her to see.


She smiles and laughs. “Where did he hide them, under his dog bed?”


I nod. I would never get away with this without a lecture of some kind.


Mom grabs the keys from me. “I’ve gotta dash.”


I hear the groan of our automatic door. She spins around in the doorway and looks at me very directly. “Be nice to your brother. He still isn’t feeling one hundred percent, so don’t let him get over-tired. And make sure he gets a nap if I’m not home by 2:00.”


Before I have a chance to ask her why she wouldn’t be home by 2:00, the door to the garage is closed, and I can hear the car engine start.


I check the clock on the microwave: 11:30. As I step back toward the kitchen, my toes discover something smooshy and sticky.


“Donald!” I pull off the waffle piece stuck to my foot and hurry to clean up the other pieces he has left strewn on the floor. Wiping up the syrup with a cloth from the sink, I wonder how much longer this dog fantasy can last. It has been going on for more than a week now. He was bored with the toy truck two days after he got it for his birthday. The plastic dinosaur that came with his fast food lasted only a few hours. But this dog thing—well, I’m tired of it already.


Donald bounces into the kitchen, carrying his sandals in his teeth. He whimpers at me.


“Those straps just stick together,” I say. You can do those by yourself.”


He drops the shoes and shakes his head, pouting at me.


“I’m not touching your slimy sandals after you’ve had them in your mouth. And you need to go wash your face. It’s all sticky from breakfast.” I know he can do all of these things. He’s been doing them for nearly a year.


He sits back on his feet and starts licking his hand. Then he rubs his hand on his face. I grab the nearest dishtowel, turn on the faucet to get it wet, then start toward my brother.


“Yi - yi - yi,” he yelps.


“I’ll leave you here if you don’t let me wash you off,” I say. It’s an empty threat because Mom would kill me if I left him, but I’m hoping he doesn’t figure that part out.


I grab his hands and wipe them, but when I reach for his face, he bolts.


“Get back here,” I yell as I chase him down the hall. He bounds into his bedroom and scrambles under his bed. The fact that he can move so fast on his knees catches me by surprise. I kneel down by the bed and try pulling him out, but he avoids my hand. He has pushed himself way into the corner, and I have to slide halfway under the bed to reach him. Just as I’m about to grab his foot, he slithers out and takes off down the hall.


“If you know what’s good for you, you better get your hind end over here so I can clean you up.” I back out from under the bed.


Donny is sitting on the dog bed, his eyes wide. He holds perfectly still while I wipe off his mouth and chin.


“I’m leaving. If you’re coming with me, you put your shoes on by yourself.” I slip on my sandals and turn to leave.


Donny has shoes on his feet and the leash in his mouth.


“No,” I say. But then I realize that this might make things easier. I clip the leash to his ever-present collar, and we start walking toward Livvy’s.
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Chapter 2


Pop Quiz #2


Imagine you are me again. You are shopping at the mall for back-to-school clothes, and your little brother starts gyrating and making all kinds of annoying sounds. Your mother and father insist that you escort him to the ladies’ room while they finalize their purchases. Totally humiliated, you show him where the men’s room is and wait patiently out by the food court. After a few minutes, your parents arrive and demand to know where their son is, just as your little brother emerges from the restroom, minus his pants. He proceeds to run through the food court, butt-naked, while you chase him around. Your parents respond by:


A. Scooping up the little streaker, securing his clothing, and giving you an extra $50 to ease your embarrassed soul with some additional clothes;


B. Yelling, “Why’d you let him go in there by himself? Go in there and get his pants before he catches his death of cold”; or,


C. Saying, “Wait, I’ve gotta get the video camera for this.”


The answer is not A. I’m reviewing this and similarly embarrassing moments courtesy of Donny Disaster as we make our way to Livvy’s house in the late-August heat. One of our less environmentally aware neighbors has his sprinklers on—like it will actually do any good at high noon—and Donny is tugging at his leash, wanting to romp through the water.


“Forget it,” I say. I keep a firm grip on the leash.


Donny whimpers and pulls harder.


“Look,” I say, “we’re almost there, and they have central air conditioning. Besides,” I add, “Mom will kill me if I let you get wet and you get sick again.”


Donny relents. He continues to plod along beside me. He gave up walking on all fours a few blocks ago because he was scuffing his knees and getting gravel in his paws. We get to Livvy’s, and I’m about to ring the doorbell when Donny barks.


“Arf,” he says. “Arf, arf, arf,” like some yappy little dog the size of a football—the kind of dog you want to pick up and see how far you can punt it.


“Here,” I say, handing the leash to my brother. “Hold Donny and don’t let him run away.”


The stupid kid holds out his hand, then he stands there on the steps, holding himself by the leash.


“Hey, Mattie, what’s up?”


It’s Nate. My stomach does the shimmy thing again. “Livvy’s in her room,” he says and holds the screen door open for me. A blast of cool air hits me in the face as I step into the foyer. How I covet real air conditioning.


“What’s with the kid?” Nate says, looking out at Donny.


“He’s a dog,” I explain.


Nate nods. “Is he house-trained?”


He smiles when I laugh, and my knees get mushy. Nate is 16, almost 17. He plays football. Defensive back. He is a god. For a moment, I forget that my brother is a dog. I forget that I have a brother.


I picture Nate in a white shirt that bares his muscular chest. He sweeps me up in his arms, carrying me off to some secluded castle on a hilltop. I feel his hands running through my hair, caressing my face. I feel his warm breath as he kisses my neck. I feel him sniff my ankles.


My Harlequin moment shatters around me. Donny is sniffing my ankles. I want to kill him.


“Bark,” says Donny.


“Stay,” I say. He sits down inside the doorway, still holding the leash.


Nate chuckles and wanders off. I follow him with my eyes, then climb the stairs to Livvy’s room. Music pumps from behind her bedroom door. I can hear her singing—sort of. Livvy can’t carry a tune in a bucket. She can’t carry a tune in a dump truck. I knock on the door.


Nothing.


I bang on the door.


“What,” she yells.


“Stop torturing those cats,” I yell back.


The door flies open. “Chica,” she says, putting her hands lightly on my shoulders and doing the Hollywood kiss-kiss-in-the-air thing. “Come on in, the water’s fine.”


I step into the chaos Livvy calls her room. Multicolored beads hang from the ceiling. A lava lamp bubbles on the nightstand, and a mini disco light is spinning on top of her dresser. Her bed is piled with something that I’m sure her mother calls linens.


“Can you turn it down?” I say.


“The music?”


“No, the pot roast. Duh.” I plug my ears to try and keep from going prematurely deaf. The thumping subsides to a moderate throb.


“I thought little Donny dude was coming with you,” Livvy says as she walks across the top of her bed to the window on the far side of her room.


“He did,” I say. “He’s sitting in the foyer by the door.”


“Why?”


“Because I told him to stay.” I watch as Livvy scrapes an old sticker off her window with a nail file.


“Why?” she says.


“Because that’s what dogs do,” I say. “They sit. They stay.”


Livvy turns to look at me. “Huh?”


“Did I not tell you this?” I’m sure that I must have mentioned it before now. “Donny is a dog. At least, this week he’s a dog. Next week, who knows? He might be a cat, or a cow, or a ring-tailed lemur.”


“Your little brother totally rocks,” she says. She turns back to the sticker removal project. Little pieces of brightly colored paper fall in curls on the windowsill as she works. “So you wanna help me rearrange furniture?” she asks.


“It would be an honor and a pleas— . . . well . . . let’s just stick with honor for now.”


She scrapes the last of the sticky part of the sticker from the window, then sweeps the remnants from the sill onto her floor. I shudder.


“Toss the stuff off my bed into the hall,” Livvy says. “Then we can finish rearranging.”


“I didn’t realize you’d started yet.” I look around the room.


“Ha ha,” she says. “I reorganized all my drawers already and cleaned my closet.”


I look toward her closet. The door is closed and I decide it’s better to take her word for it instead of checking for myself.


“Don’t believe me?” she asks. She climbs over the bed again and slides the closet door open. I cover my eyes, completely scared of what may be hidden inside. Then I peek between my fingers and let out a loud gasp.


“You didn’t think I was serious.” Livvy sounds genuinely hurt. Then she grins.


I gather up the jumble of sheets and blankets and toss them into the hall. “What goes where?”


“I wanna turn my bed around and put it over there.” Livvy points to the corner by the window. “Then I want my dresser over there.” She points to the corner on the opposite side of the window. “Then I’ll have all this floor space, and it’ll feel like my room is ten times bigger.” She spreads her arms out wide.
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