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Always before … I’d think how stupid it was to try to be a copy of someone else. But suddenly it was happening to me. I was turning into a lemming! If all the girls in junior high suddenly raced to the roof and plunged madly over the edge, I would be sailing off into space with them.



THERE ARE, ALICE DECIDES, 272 HORRIBLE things left to happen to her in her life, based on the number of really horrible things that have happened already.

But, she reasons, if you don’t have a mother, maybe a sister would help. Maybe lots of sisters. A worldwide sisterhood! But sisterhood also comes with a whole new set of problems for Alice. Can she be sisters with all three girls who want to be her brother Lester’s girlfriend? In fact, how do boys fit into Universal Sisterhood at all? And how far should she go when being part of the crowd means doing something she doesn’t want to do?
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Here’s what fans have to say about Alice:*

“I read the books as slowly as I can so they don’t end too soon.”

“I hate to think that Alice isn’t a real person. I love reading about her. I feel I know her, that she is one of my best friends. It’s like growing up is made easier because I have this great friend.”

“i just wanted to thank you so much for writing the alice books. it has made such a big difference in my life. im having problems with almost everything you could imagine, but the alice books were something I could hold onto and escape with. i know it sounds weird but i felt like the books were the only thing I could relate to and the only things that understood me.”

*Taken from actual postings on the Alice website. To read more, visit AliceMcKinley.com.
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To Laura and Rachel,
the newest members of our family,
with love
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KEEPSAKES

WHAT I’VE DECIDED ABOUT LIFE IS THIS: If you don’t have a mother, you need a sister. And if you don’t have a sister, you need a bulletin board.

Elizabeth Price, across the street, has a room with twin beds, with white eyelet bedspreads on each, a little dressing table and stool, a lamp with a white eyelet ruffle for a shade, and a bulletin board covered with photos of Elizabeth in her ballet costume, her tap shoes and pants, her gymnastic leotards, and her Camp Fire Girl uniform, which isn’t too surprising, since there’s a huge photograph over the couch in their living room of Elizabeth in her First Communion dress.

Pamela Jones, down the next block, has pictures of movie stars and singers on hers. She also has a dried rose, which Mark Stedmeister gave her once; an autograph by Madonna; a pom-pom, which her cousin in New Jersey sent her; and a photograph of her and Mark, taken from behind, with their arms around each other and their hands in each other’s hip pockets.

I’d seen those bulletin boards dozens of times when I stayed overnight at Pamela’s or Elizabeth’s, but suddenly, in the winter of seventh grade, I wanted one of my own more than anything else I could think of.

What I wanted was to know I was growing up normally—that I was in step with every female person in Montgomery County, that I was a part of the great sisterhood of women. I wanted to see the highlights of my life pinned up on the wall. I wanted to make sure I had a life.

“I’d like a bulletin board for my room,” I told Dad one night when he was cleaning the broiler. “Pamela and Elizabeth both have one, and I want a place where I can pin up things.”

“I’ve got an extra one at the store. I’ll try to remember to bring it home,” he said.

I get a lot of weird things that way. Dad is manager of the Melody Inn, one of a chain of music stores, so he can bring home whatever he wants. Usually it’s stuff that’s defective or doesn’t sell; so far I’ve got two posters of Prince; one of Mozart; a couple of slightly warped drumsticks, which I gave to Patrick, who used to be my boyfriend; a Beethoven bikini from the Melody Inn Gift Shoppe, which says, HAPPY BIRTHDAY, BEETHOVEN on the seat of the pants, only the print is crooked; and some notepads, with CHOPIN LISZT printed at the top.

The following afternoon, there was a huge bulletin board, a little dusty, with one corner chipped, hanging on the wall above my bureau.

“It’s great!” I told Dad. “Aunt Sally used to have a bulletin board in her kitchen, didn’t she? I remember she used to pin up pictures I drew in kindergarten.”

“That was your mother, Al.” (My name is Alice McKinley—Alice Kathleen McKinley, to be exact—but Dad and Lester call me Al.) “And those were pictures you’d made in nursery school. Don’t you remember how your mother kept photos of you and Lester on it too?”

I always manage to do that. Mom died when I was five, and I always seem to mix her up with Aunt Sally, who took care of us for a while afterward.

“Yeah, I think I do,” I told Dad, but I wasn’t really sure.

I set aside the whole evening to work on my bulletin board, and took a box of keepsakes from my closet to see what was worth pinning up—something as wonderful as an autograph by Madonna or a photo of me in a ballet costume. Carefully I scooped things out of the box and spread them around on my bed.

There was an envelope, yellow around the edges. I looked inside: grass. A handful of dry grass. And then I remembered Donald Sheavers back in fourth grade, when we lived in Takoma Park. We were playing Tarzan out in the backyard, and we had a big piece of cardboard for a raft. At some point he was supposed to kiss me, but every time he tried, I got the giggles and rolled off. For a whole afternoon Donald tried to kiss me, and though I wanted him to, it was just too embarrassing. So after he went home, I pulled up a handful of grass from under the cardboard to remember him by.

Stuffing the grass back into the envelope, I picked up a tag off my first pair of Levi’s. I’d been wearing Sears jeans through most of elementary, and when I got to sixth grade, Lester had taken me to buy some real Levi’s. I studied the label now in my hand and tried to imagine Pamela and Elizabeth looking at it in admiration and awe. I put the label on top of the grass.

I couldn’t figure out what the next thing was. When I unrolled it, I saw that it was a piece of brown wrapping paper with leaves drawn on it. And then I remembered the sixth-grade play, where Pamela had the lead role—the part I’d wanted—and I had to be a bramble bush instead. I put the brown wrapping paper over by the Levi’s label and the grass. It was very discouraging.

Then I felt that sort of thump in the chest you get when you come across something important, and I picked up an envelope with ALICE M. on the front, decorated with drawings of hearts, and airplanes with red stripes on the wings.

Inside was one of those misty-looking photographs of a man and woman walking through the woods holding hands, and you can’t see their faces. At the top, in curly letters, were the words A SPECIAL FEELING WHEN I THINK OF YOU. There weren’t any printed words when you opened it up, but someone had written in blue ink, “I like you a lot.” A valentine from Patrick from sixth grade! I decided I’d put the card up on my bulletin board but not the envelope. I could never explain the airplanes to Pamela and Elizabeth, because I couldn’t understand them myself.

What was left in the box was the wrapper of a 3 Musketeers bar that Patrick had given me; the stub of a train ticket when I’d gone to Chicago to visit Aunt Sally; a ring from my favorite teacher, Mrs. Plotkin; a book of matches from Patrick’s country club; and a program from the Messiah Sing-Along that I had gone to last Christmas, with Dad and my Language Arts teacher.

This was it! This was my life! I turned the box upside down again and shook it hard to see if an autograph from Johnny Depp or something might fall out, but all I got was a dead moth.

I took thumbtacks and put up the valentine from Patrick, the train ticket stub, Mrs. Plotkin’s ring tied to a ribbon, the matchbook, and the program from the Messiah. They hardly filled up one corner.

I clomped downstairs for the Ritz crackers, but Lester had them. He was sitting at the kitchen table over a copy of Rolling Stone.

Dad was drinking some ginger ale. “How’s the bulletin board coming?” he asked.

“I think it’s too big,” I mumbled, flopping down on a chair. “I haven’t had enough great moments in my life, I guess.”

“Well, think about the ones you have had, and see if you can’t come up with something,” he told me.

“My first bra, my first pair of Levi’s,” I said. “I suppose I could put the labels up, but there’s still three-fourths of the board yet to go.”

Lester put a squirt of Cheez Whiz on a cracker and popped it in his mouth. “You could hang your whole bra and jeans on the bulletin board and then you wouldn’t have any space left at all,” he said.

I gave him a look. Lester’s only twenty, but he’s got a mustache, and girls go crazy over him. Don’t ask me why, but they do. Right at that very moment he had a blob of Cheez Whiz in his mustache.

“Keep thinking,” I told him.

“Remember when Patrick took you to the country club?” Lester said. “When you got home, you discovered you’d stuffed one of their cloth napkins in your purse. That’d be good for a twelve-inch square of space.”

I was desperate. “I can’t have Pamela and Elizabeth over just to see a label off my jeans and a train ticket! I’ve hardly got anything at all.” I threw back my head and wailed: “My life is a blank bulletin board!”

Lester put down his magazine. “Al,” he said, “what you do is you take off all your clothes, drag your bulletin board out in the street, and take an ax to it. By tomorrow morning, you’ll have a policeman’s jacket, a hospital ID bracelet, and a newspaper story to add to your collection. Maybe even a photograph of you in the policeman’s jacket, climbing into the back of a paddy wagon. I guarantee it.”

I stomped back upstairs and sat glaring at the near-empty bulletin board. Chances were, in another year, I wouldn’t even want some of the things that were up there now!

And then it came to me that I would probably have this bulletin board until I was through college. I was twelve, and if I graduated when I was twenty-one, that was nine more years. It wasn’t as though my life was over. It was still being written, and the thing about bulletin boards—the reason for bulletin boards—was you could change things around. Add and subtract. Then I didn’t feel so bad.

The phone rang. It was Pamela.

“Guess what?” she said breathlessly.

“You got a newer, bigger bulletin board,” I guessed.

“No. Mother said I can start wearing different earrings now, Alice! I don’t have to go on wearing these little gold balls I’ve had since third grade. I can wear hoops if I want. Even French hooks! You want to go shopping with us this weekend?”

I knew right then I could not go another year, another month, another week even, without pierced ears. Whatever Pamela did, that’s what I’d do. Whatever Elizabeth had, that’s what I wanted. Always before, Dad and I smiled secretly at the kids who came in the music store all dressed alike, all wearing black, all with an earring in one ear and the same kind of makeup. I’d think how stupid it was to try to be a copy of someone else.

But suddenly it was happening to me. I was turning into a lemming! If all the girls in junior high suddenly raced to the roof and plunged madly over the edge, I would be sailing off into space with them.
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A MAJOR OPERATION

I WAITED TILL BREAKFAST THE NEXT morning to spring it on Dad. Lester always moves through breakfast in a fog (he eats cold leftovers because he can’t trust himself to aim a carton of milk over some cornflakes), but Dad is at his best in the mornings.

At the exact moment he had drunk a little coffee but hadn’t started the newspaper, I said, “Do you realize I’m the only seventh-grade girl in the state of Maryland who doesn’t have pierced ears?” I decided I might as well paint the big picture while I was at it.

Dad just smiled and reached for the butter. “I didn’t know you had so many friends.”

“Dad … !”

We were distracted right then by Lester, who had just slung a saucer of leftover chicken and noodles on the table, and was fumbling around, trying to find the chair. I can’t figure out why Les doesn’t shave and wash first and then come to breakfast, but he says if he shaved in his sleep he’d probably cut off his nose.

“There’s plastic wrap on that chicken, Les,” Dad reminded him. I tried not to look as Lester picked up a blob of congealed noodles. He chewed with his head resting on one hand.

“Seriously, Dad,” I said, “I can’t think of one other girl—well, maybe one, one or two—in seventh grade who doesn’t have her ears pierced. I mean, you’re just not with it unless you wear earrings.”

“Your mother wore earrings, and she never had her ears pierced,” Dad said.

“Those were clip earrings, Dad, and they hurt. All the best ones, the pretty ones, are for pierced ears. Please! I can pay for it myself.”

Dad spread butter on his toast, took another sip of coffee, unfolded the newspaper, and just when I thought he wasn’t going to answer at all, he said, “When it comes to doing something permanent to your body, Al, I just don’t know. …”

“It’s not a tattoo on my forehead! It’s not a nose job! All I want is a little microscopic hole in each earlobe. Please!”

“If that’s all there is to it, why are you asking me?”

“Because I have to have a parent’s signature,” I confessed.

“I had a teacher once who had pierced ears,” said Lester, warming to the conversation. “Her earlobes were so stretched that you could see light through the holes.”

I didn’t even look at him, just kept my eyes on Dad, like a Labrador retriever watching his master.

“I don’t want you doing something you’ll regret later,” Dad went on. “I don’t know a thing about pierced ears.”

Lester began to sing some stupid song he’d learned in Cub Scouts:

 

“Do your ears hang low?

Do they wobble to and fro?

Can you tie them in a knot?

Can you tie them in a bow?

Can you sling them over your shoulder

Like a Continental soldier?

Do your ears—hang—low?”

 

I almost bawled.

“Tell you what,” said Dad. “Talk it over with someone we trust—a grown-up someone, I mean—and if she gives the go-ahead, then it’s okay with me.”

I reached across the table and hugged him.

My first thought was of Lester’s ex-girlfriends, Marilyn and Crystal, but since neither had spoken to him since Christmas, I didn’t think it was wise to bring them back in the picture again. Janice Sherman, the assistant manager at the Melody Inn, didn’t have pierced ears. Loretta Jenkins, who ran the Gift Shoppe, did, but hers were pierced in two places, and I could guarantee that whatever Loretta Jenkins of the Wild Hair said, Dad wouldn’t pay one bit of attention to.

“Call Aunt Sally,” Dad suggested.

“Not Aunt Sally!”

“Call Carol,” said Les, the first intelligent thing he’d said since he came to the table. Carol is Aunt Sally’s daughter, but you’d never know it.

Dad nodded. “I’d trust Carol. Whatever she says goes.”

I ran upstairs to brush my teeth, then charged out the door with my book bag to tell Elizabeth and Pamela.

There was slush on the sidewalks, which is what you get most of in Maryland in January, and it splashed over the tops of my sneakers. Pamela was at the bus stop already, telling Elizabeth about how she was going to start out with wire earrings and end up with all the exotic things you see in the department stores.

When I walked up, the smile on my face stretching halfway to China, Pamela paused in midsentence: “What’s with you?”

I couldn’t stop grinning. “I get to have my ears pierced,” I said, and Pamela squealed like a runt pig.

We both looked at Elizabeth. “Why don’t you have your ears done too?” Pamela asked. “Then the three of us could shop together.”

Elizabeth hugged her books to her chest. “I don’t think I could stand it.”

“It’s not bad, Elizabeth, really!” Pamela promised. “You hardly even feel it. Just a quick pinch.”

“It’s not that. …”

“What, then?” I asked.

Elizabeth shifted uncomfortably, “I just … I just can’t stand the thought of holes.”

“But they’re only tiny pinpricks,” said Pamela.

“I don’t care.”

“They heal right up if you take care of them.”

Elizabeth shook her head.

“It’s not as though they’re the only holes in your body,” I said. “Your ears are holes. Your nostrils are holes. Your…”

“Don’t talk about it!” said Elizabeth.

The bus came and we got on. Pamela slid onto a seat beside some boy just because he said “Hi,” so I sat by Elizabeth. I guess when you have blond hair so long you can sit on it, like Pamela does, you can sit with almost any boy you want.

“I can see it coming,” Elizabeth said miserably. “If you get your ears pierced, I’ll be the only girl left who doesn’t wear earrings. If I’m ever interviewed for the school newspaper, the reporter will write, ‘Elizabeth Price, the girl with the virgin earlobes.’”

I’d never even heard Elizabeth say the word “virgin” before. “They’re your ears,” I said. “You can do whatever you want.”

Elizabeth sighed and slumped down in the seat. “You know what I hate, Alice? Bodies.”

“That’s too bad,” I told her, seeing as how she was stuck with one for life.

“I could be perfectly happy if I was just a mind and a soul. Do you ever think about things like that?”

“No,” I told her. “I think about whether you were dropped on your head as a baby, Elizabeth. Sometimes I really do.” I wasn’t very understanding of Elizabeth that day, but she wanted to talk soul and I wanted to talk earrings.

* * *

That evening, as soon as dinner was over, I dialed my cousin Carol in Chicago. Suddenly things were starting to happen in my life. Only a day or so ago, I’d been thinking bulletin boards, and now I was thinking pierced ears. What would I be thinking about the day after tomorrow? Being twelve, almost thirteen, meant all kinds of wonderful surprises coming my way, and I imagined how Carol would welcome me to the fold of pierced ears. Then I heard the phone stop ringing and someone saying, “Yes?” Aunt Sally!

I tried to disguise my voice and spoke as low as it would go. “May I speak with Carol, please?”

“Alice McKinley with a cold!” Aunt Sally declared. “You haven’t been outside without a jacket, have you?”
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