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chapter ONE





 Natalie> SATURDAY



<Aries8>: Natalie! U there?

<NatalieNYC>: jenna!!! omg, what’s up? camp only ended sat but i miss u so much already. how’s home?

<Aries8>: Okay. I’m at my dad’s—totally boring. Just surfing the Net with Adam.

<NatalieNYC>: hi, adam.

<Aries8>: He’s getting food right now—I had to IM u and say he got a text msg from Simon last night—just saying hi and whatever and then he was like, “I am totally glad to be home—just miss my friends and obviously Natalie.”

<NatalieNYC>: aww, that’s so sweet!!!

<Aries8>: Totally. R u gonna keep seeing him?

<NatalieNYC>: ?? don’t know. ct isn’t that far but . . . there’s this guy here i had my eye on last year . . .

<Aries8>: Really? What’s his name?

<NatalieNYC>: kyle.

<Aries8>: U mentioned him at camp.

<NatalieNYC>: got to go—hannah’s here, we’re going back-to-school shopping!!! talk to u on the blog! bye!

<Aries8>: Oh yeah, forgot about Julie’s blog. I’d luv to go shopping, if I wasn’t stuck at my dad’s.

<NatalieNYC>: NATALIENYC is unavailable.

 

Natalie couldn’t believe how excited she was to see Hannah. It had only been a couple of months since Hannah had jetted off to Europe and Natalie had boarded the bus to Camp Lakeview, but it felt like a lifetime—and so much had happened in Nat’s life that she knew a huge catching-up session was in order. So the obvious thing to do the second she got home from camp? Call Hannah, and invite her to go shopping the next day! Natalie was beyond thrilled to be back in New York City, where no one considered denim cut-offs and a tank top to be the height of fashion.

She’d brought tons of cute summer outfits to camp, but had never worn any of them, except to the campwide social events. And school was going to start on Tuesday—the day after Labor Day, she’d officially be in middle school—so she definitely needed new fall clothes. Plus, Hannah had told her about a school social for all incoming sixth-graders on the first Friday back—just one more reason to get a cute new outfit.

Natalie was talking to Jenna online when she heard the door buzzer ring at the Upper West Side apartment where she lived with her mom. She was practically out of the study before she remembered to say good-bye to Jenna, and then she ran down the hallway to the living room, superexcited to see her best friend.

Hannah, wearing a little purple miniskirt and a black top, was standing in the foyer talking to Natalie’s mom, who was still in her pajamas even though it was after noon. For the umpteenth time, Nat was reminded of how great it was to be back—she and her mom had brunched on bagels and veggie cream cheese, watched a couple of cartoons, and just taken it easy for the morning. It had been so long since Natalie had slept past seven that her body automatically woke her up—but she’d ignored the internal alarm, rolled over, and promptly fell back asleep.

“Hannah!” Natalie shrieked.

“Natalie!” Hannah screamed. The two girls leapt at each other, hugging ferociously. “Oh my God, it is so good to see you, Nat!” Hannah said. “I thought this day would never come!”

Natalie laughed. “So melodramatic,” she said, teasingly. “Some things never change. I’m thrilled to see you, too! But I gotta tell you, seeing your adorable skirt—I’m pretty anxious to get out and get shopping!”

Natalie’s mom laughed. “That’s my girl.” She crossed the living room and picked up her purse from the red easy chair, which was Natalie’s favorite place in the house to curl up and read a magazine. Drawing out her wallet from the bag, she looked up at Natalie. “Be responsible, Nat,” she said, handing over a credit card. “You know the back-to-school budget. Try everything on before you buy it, and make sure that you love everything you get.”

Natalie rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “Oh, I will, Mom . . .“ she said. As she and Hannah went out the door, she leaned back in. “Aren’t I always responsible?” she asked.

Her mom laughed, and Nat closed the door. She and Hannah headed to the elevators. “I swear,” Natalie said, “I’ve forgotten how to use an elevator—I couldn’t remember what floor we lived on when I first got home!”

“But I’m sure you didn’t forget about takeout, right?” Hannah teased. “What was the first thing you ordered?”

“Spicy tuna roll . . . mmm . . ” Natalie said, closing her eyes at the memory. “Edamame . . . miso . . . red-bean ice cream . . .”

“Snap out of it, sushi princess,” Hannah said. The green light above one of the elevators blinked. “You remember how to get to the lobby?”

Natalie only smiled in response.

In the lobby, Mr. Bartok, one of the regular door-man in Natalie’s building, held the door and tipped his hat as the two girls sauntered out to the street. “Good-bye, ladies,” he said. Winking at Natalie, he added, “Good to have you back!”

“Thanks, Mr. Bartok,” Natalie replied. “Have a great day!” On the sidewalk, she looked at Hannah. “Uptown, or down?”

“Oh, you’ve been gone longer than I have,” Hannah responded, shielding her eyes with her hand and looking up and down the street. “You choose.”

“Hannah, you’ve only been back for a week!”

“I know, but you’d be surprised how much damage I can do in a week.”

Natalie laughed. “Good point. Okay, let’s just head south. It’s gorgeous out—want to walk?”

“Sure,” Hannah said. They walked in silence for a few minutes, and Natalie looked up at all the buildings. She had forgotten how tall everything was after spending a summer in a place where the highest things around were trees. All around her there were crowds of people pushing and walking and biking and driving. At camp there had been lots of campers, but nothing like this.

Hannah looked over at her. “So I ran into Kyle the other day,” she said, breaking the silence. “At the Boathouse in Central Park—he was there with his older brother.”

“Really?” Natalie said. “He never wrote to me this summer like he said he was going to.”

“Yeah, I know. He told me he left the address at school on the last day and couldn’t get anyone to let him in to get it. He looked really miserable about it.” Hannah stopped before crossing the street, and looked at Natalie playfully. “Remember how to tell if you can cross?” she teased.

Natalie was quiet for a moment. “So . . . what else did he say about me?”

“Nothing. I told him when you were coming back and that was basically it, because his brother came over and they left.”

“Oh.” Natalie thought for a minute. “So . . . do you think he’s still interested?”

“I don’t know, Nat,” Hannah said—almost sharply, Natalie thought. “Probably.”

“Well, the thing is, I met this other guy this summer—you know, I told you about him, Simon—and I really like him—we were basically inseparable. But—”

“Hey,” Hannah interrupted, stopping in front of a boutique with cute outfits in the window. “Let’s go in here.”

“Okay,” Natalie said. “So, what do you think—”

“Wow, back-to-school sale!” Hannah said.

Okay, Natalie thought. She’s totally ignoring me—or am I imagining it? She knew Hannah could be shy, and it might just be weird for her to see Natalie again after so long. She shrugged off the feeling and headed toward the sale racks in the back of the store, where Hannah had already pulled an amazing blue sweater down and was checking the size. “Hannah, that’s fantastic,” Natalie said, trying to push her worries aside. “You’ve got to get it!” Hannah slipped the sweater over her head. Even though it didn’t match her miniskirt, the sweater looked great on her.

“Yes, you’re gorgeous, but does it come in my size?” Natalie asked, and Hannah laughed. It was just like old times. Natalie relaxed and started digging through the rack.
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After a few hours of shopping, Natalie’s feet started to hurt, and she could definitely sense the beginnings of a killer sunburn. It hadn’t occurred to her to put on sunscreen for a day of shopping, but they’d been doing a lot of walking outside, and her shoulders were red and felt warm. “Frappuccino break?” she suggested. They were near the south end of Central Park, and she knew that there was a coffee shop just on the other side of the street. “We could go sit in the park and talk. I feel a serious need to give you the full 411 on Simon!”

“I’m actually kind of hungry,” Hannah said. She put down her bags on the sidewalk and reached into her pocket, pulling out her cell phone. “Wow, it’s almost six already! I should probably get home.”

“I can’t believe it’s so late!” Natalie replied. “Why don’t you come to my place? We’ll order in and put aloe on our shoulders. My dad sent me a package of DVDs over the summer that I haven’t watched. What do you say? We’re way overdue for a gossip session!”

Hannah bit her lip and picked up her shopping bags. “I don’t know, Nat. My mom said she wanted me to help with the food shopping, and I promised I wouldn’t be gone too long . . .“ She trailed off and shifted her weight from one foot to the other. ”I’d really better go; I’m going to go catch the subway. I’ll see you later, though—Tuesday for sure! Bye!” Without another word, Hannah headed down the street toward the uptown subway station.

“Don’t you want to split a cab?” Nat called after her, but Hannah didn’t turn around. Natalie walked to the corner and raised her hand to hail a taxi. Weird, she thought. Not like Hannah to pass up movies and takeout. A yellow cab pulled up next to her and she got in. Whatever. She’s probably just tired, she decided. “I’m going to Seventy-ninth and West End,” she told the cab driver. The meter clicked on, and she sat back against the cool, smooth seats, enjoying the air-conditioning. It was good to be back in New York—but it was strange; she had thought seeing Hannah would be more fun.

I’m being crazy, she decided. All that fresh air went to my brain. It’s the only explanation. Right?





Jenna> SATURDAY


Jenna looked over at her brother, who was lying on the couch in their dad’s basement, reading some new comic that he had brought along for the weekend. She sighed loudly, and when he didn’t look up or comment, she sighed again, louder this time. Finally, Adam looked up. “What’s wrong with you?” he asked, sounding annoyed.

“I’m so bored, Ad,” Jenna replied, hoping her voice sounded as pitiful as she felt. She could not believe that she was stuck at her dad’s new place on her first Saturday night back from camp—in a town where she didn’t know anyone but her two brothers and her sister, and where there was absolutely nothing to do.

The night before hadn’t been bad; it had been two months since the four kids had been all together, and it was great to see their dad. They had stayed up really late (later than their mom ever would have let them) and watched talk shows and the late movie and told their dad all about camp. And then they’d slept in the next morning, which had been great after getting up at the crack of dawn all summer. But then as Saturday had rolled on, Jenna found herself wanting to die from boredom.

“Why don’t you watch TV?” Adam suggested. He rolled over onto his stomach and looked back down at his comic book.

Jenna sighed for a third time. “Adam, you know Dad doesn’t have the cable hooked up yet.”

“So? Watch network,” Adam said. “You’ve been at camp. Just pretend you’re still roughing it.”

“It’s Saturday night!” Jenna cried. “There’s nothing on network. Nothing. Maybe, like, some Hallmark Hall of Fame movie. Anyway, I don’t feel like watching TV. We’ve been staring at that screen all day.” She knew she had a point there. After breakfast, their dad had insisted on taking them to Blockbuster, where they’d rented more movies than they could ever watch in a weekend. Even a weekend in a boring town where they didn’t know anyone and where there wasn’t anything to do.

The five of them had watched one movie, but then Steph and Matt had escaped to the mall, and Dad had gone upstairs to do some more unpacking and decorating.

That had been seven hours ago. Jenna and Adam hadn’t left the basement since. They’d watched another movie, checked out every single website they knew, and finally, Adam had retreated to the couch with his comic book. At around one, their dad had brought down a piping hot pizza he’d ordered, plus a two-liter bottle of soda. They weren’t in the mood for pizza because their mom had taken them out for pizza the night before, but they didn’t want to hurt their dad’s feelings. So they ate and talked for half an hour or so, and then interminable boredom had set in when their dad went upstairs to clean. Three hours later, they had completely run out of things to do.

Just thinking about how bored she was made Jenna feel worse. “Adddaaaaam,” Jenna whined. “Can’t we, like, play cards or something?”

Adam looked over his comic at her. “If Dad has cards, they’re not unpacked,” he said. “We’ve ransacked this place. Come on, just check your e-mail or something.”

“I already did. When did Steph and Matt say they were coming home? Maybe they’ll take us out.”

Adam snorted. “To where, pizza and a movie?”

Jenna flopped onto the floor. “And I’m supposed to be the joker,” she said. She sighed. “Even just driving around would be better than this.”

Just then, a car pulled up. Jumping up and clapping her hands together, Jenna shouted, “Thank God! They’re back!” Adam didn’t respond but just rolled back over onto his back.

Jenna ran up the stairs two at a time. “Steph! Matt!” she called excitedly. “Do you guys want to—” When she reached the living room, she stopped. The door was wide open, but looming inside the entrance was a guy who was definitely not one of her siblings. It was a delivery guy, with a bag overflowing with Chinese takeout in one hand and a two-liter bottle of soda in a plastic bag in the other.

“Look, Jen!” her dad said, beaming. “I ordered us takeout!” He handed some folded cash to the delivery guy, who shoved the money in his pocket, turned, and left. Jenna’s dad swung the door closed and carried the food into the kitchen. Jenna followed and sank into a kitchen chair while her dad opened cabinets, taking down plates and glasses.

“And,” her dad said, looking excited, “open up the freezer! There’s a surprise in there, too!”

Jenna sighed and got up. When she opened the freezer, she gasped—it was absolutely chock-full of tons of different flavors of ice cream! Her dad laughed out loud. “I figured you probably didn’t get much ice cream at camp,” he said. “So I thought I’d make up for it.”

“Wow, Dad,” Jenna said slowly. “You certainly did.” She sat back down at the table. “But . . . I mean, we did have takeout for lunch,” she went on. “And we went out for dinner last night. Mom took us.” Her dad put the plates down on the table, and then slipped into a chair, looking dejected. She could tell she’d hurt her dad’s feelings, even though she hadn’t meant to. “But this smells delicious,” Jenna said quickly, trying to make him feel better. She opened a box and dumped a pile of lo mein onto her plate, then picked up chopsticks and dug in. “Seriously, it’s great,” she said, slurping up a noodle.

Her dad looked up hopefully. “I was thinking after dinner, we could get out the Scrabble board and play,” he said. “You and me, and Adam if he wants to. What do you say?”

“That sounds great,” Jenna responded, thinking, Anything’s better than another movie.

Her dad reached out and fluffed her hair. “Great, kiddo,” he said. “Why don’t you run and get Adam for dinner?”

On her way down to the basement, Jenna heard a car pulling into the driveway. “Are they back?” Adam called up to her, hearing her footsteps on the stairs.

“I think so,” Jenna said, walking over to sit next to him. “Listen, Ad . . . we’re having takeout for dinner again. That car we heard before was the delivery guy.”

Adam looked at her in disbelief. “Are you kidding me?” he said, putting down his comic book. “That’s like, three meals in a row. I thought Dad would maybe grill hamburgers or something.”

“Yeah, I know,” Jenna said. She rolled her eyes. “He’s like, trying to be Superdad. How much do you want to bet he tries to take us to the zoo or something tomorrow?”

“Seriously,” her brother said, sitting up. “On the other hand, though, Mom hardly ever lets us eat restaurant food every night. Maybe this’ll be nice—kind of break up the monotony of Mom’s chicken and rice, chicken and noodles, chicken and potatoes . . .“ Jenna laughed. ” Chicken with asparagus . . .“ Adam went on.

Jenna picked up a couch pillow and whacked him with it. “Come on, loser,” she said. “Let’s go eat. And then I’ll kick your butt at Scrabble.”

“I can hardly wait,” Adam said dryly. He got up off the couch and Jenna followed him upstairs to the kitchen, where Steph and Matt were regaling their dad with tales from their long day at the mall.

Looking at the Chinese takeout boxes, Jenna suddenly had no appetite. “I think I’m gonna go to bed, Dad,” she said.

“Why, peanut?” he asked, looking concerned. “You feeling okay?”

“Yeah, I’m just tired,” she said. “Long day, and all.” She walked out of the room.

“What about Scrabble?” her dad called after her. She stopped and turned back to him.

“Maybe tomorrow?” she said. “I’m really tired.”

Her dad got up and crossed the kitchen to where she stood, her arms crossed over her chest. “Really, Jen, are you feeling all right?” he asked.

“Seriously, Dad, I’m fine,” she snapped.

“Okay,” he replied. “But if anything’s wrong . . .”

“Nothing’s wrong. I just want to go to bed.” She walked away, even though she could tell her dad was still standing there.

In the bedroom that she was sharing with Steph, she lay down on her bed. After a few minutes, Steph walked in. “What’s up with you?” her sister asked accusingly.

“Nothing,” Jenna replied. “I’m just tired.”

“Look, Jen, I’m sure you had a boring day today. And don’t think it’s escaped me that this is the third meal of takeout we’ve had in the last two days. But don’t be so hard on Dad. He’s having a rough time right now.”

“Aren’t you bored too, Steph?” Jenna asked, sitting up on the bed.

“Yes. I totally am. Do you know what I did today?”

“No,” Jenna admitted. She looked up at her sister. “What did you do?”

“I went to the mall with Matt, who just wanted to ditch me and go hang out at the Discovery store or something. So I went to Barnes and Noble and read magazines. Like all the magazines. I was starting on Outdoor Living when Matt finally came and asked if we could go home.”

“Oh,” Jenna said. “I guess it was a pretty blah day for everyone.”

“Yeah, it was. Now, can you come eat dinner and play Scrabble with us?” Steph said, crossing her arms and tapping her foot impatiently. “Seriously. Dad really wants to.”

Jenna got up. “Yeah, all right,” she said.

The two girls walked to the living room, where Adam had set up a card table and was placing chairs around it. Their dad walked out of the kitchen with a huge bowl of popcorn. Catching Jenna’s eye, he smiled. “Nobody wanted dinner,” he said. “Guess we just have to eat ice cream and popcorn.”

Jenna smiled. She had to admit, that didn’t sound too bad.
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 SUNDAY


In the morning, Jenna woke up before her sister and brothers and wandered out to the kitchen. She was hoping to catch her dad alone to ask him if they could go back home a little earlier than planned, just so she could meet up with friends or get some shopping done before school started. She wanted to get things ready for school after being away all summer.

But she stopped short in the doorway: Her dad was sitting at the table, but he had his head in his hands and his shoulders were shaking. At first, Jenna thought he was laughing—but then she realized that her dad was crying. She tried to back quietly away, but he looked up suddenly.

“Jenna! Good morning, sunshine!” he said, trying to act like nothing was wrong and quickly brushing a stray tear from his face.

“Morning, Dad,” Jenna said. She moved tentatively into the kitchen.

“Eggs? Toast? Sausage? Bacon? Porridge? Oatmeal?” her dad asked jovially, getting up from his chair and moving over to the fridge. As he poked his head in, she saw him again wipe at his eyes.

“Toast would be great,” she said.

“Great,” her dad said. “But you’d better have some eggs, too—I’ve got a big day planned for us. The zoo! Bowling! And I was going to take you guys out for pizza, but now I’m thinking maybe this cool sandwich place where I ate on the day I moved in. They make a BLT that’s six layers high!”

“Yum,” Jenna said halfheartedly. She smiled. “That sounds delicious, Dad.”

“Or we could save that place for next weekend, and go for sushi instead . . .” Her dad pulled a carton of eggs out of the fridge, closed the door, and reached onto the top of the fridge for a loaf of bread. “Whaddya think? Sounds like a great day, right?”

Jenna barely heard him. Looking at the expression on her dad’s face, she felt guilty for wanting to go home early, even though she did have a lot to do—he looked so excited at his idea of the perfect day. But . . .

“Right, Dad,” she said. “Great.”

“This is gonna be great, Jenna,” he replied. Jenna could tell he really wanted it to be, but she had a terrible feeling that not only was her parents’ divorce splitting up their family, it was going to make middle school even harder to get used to.

“Right. Great.” Jenna sighed. She only hoped it was the truth.
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To: Aries8
From: NatalieNYC
Subject: happy sunday!

hey, jenna! just wanted to write you a quick note—sorry i had to go without talking much yesterday, but my best friend, hannah, showed up and we had plans to go shopping. i bought so much fabulous stuff! it’s so great being back in the city and being able to see my friends from home. i totally miss all of you guys, though!

are you SO relieved to be home? i mean, i just got back into the normal swing of things. i can’t believe i’m admitting this, but i’m actually kind of looking forward to next summer . . . but for the next 10 months, it’s sushi, frappuccinos, and shopping for me!

hope everything is going well. have a great time, and tell me how school goes once you start!

xoxo, natalie
  



chapter TWO






grace> MONDAY


Posted by: Brynn
Subject: Good morning, campers!

Can you believe school is about to start already? We’ve only been home for a few days, barely any time to relax, and all of a sudden we have to start getting up early again! I’ve really loved being able to sleep in again, though . . . and watch TV, and go shopping . . .

But I am excited to go back to school. It’s going to be so cool this year! At my school, the sixth-graders aren’t at middle school—they’re still at the elementary school, and next year we go to the junior high school. So this year, we rule! I can’t wait.

Hey, Grace, are you going to join drama club? You have to! You were the best actress at camp by far (and you know it’s hard for me to admit that!).

My mom is calling—we have a Labor Day barbecue thing, so I better go. Happy Labor Day, everybody, and have a great first day tomorrow! Love, Brynn

Grace sat patiently as her mom slid two strips of bacon next to the steaming-hot eggs already on the plate in front of her. Across the table, her dad was doing the crossword puzzle in the newspaper and sipping a cup of coffee. “Grace,” he said, poking his head over the paper, “what’s a five-letter word for ‘mad,’ first letter L?”

Grace thought for a minute. “I have no idea, Dad, sorry,” she said. She made a funny little “angry” face and shook her fists, but of course, that was no help. Her dad sighed and went back to the paper.

“Livid,” her mom said, sitting down next to Grace with a plate of food for herself. “Need juice, Gracie?”

“I’ll get it,” Grace said. She got up and opened the refrigerator.

“So, Grace,” her father said, folding up his newspaper and looking at her with a serious expression. “How’s your reading coming?”

Grace pulled the carton of orange juice out from behind a stack of Tupperware and sat back down at the table. “Great!” she said. “I finished my last book last night. Bridge to Terabithia. It was really good. It’s about this girl who—”

“That’s wonderful, honey,” her mom interrupted her. “I’m very proud of how hard you’ve worked this summer. You’ll be perfectly ready to get back to school.”

“Definitely,” Grace agreed. “I am so excited. My friend Brynn posted on our camp blog this morning asking if I was going to join drama club, and I’m signing up first thing tomorrow! I can’t wait! Especially since Emily is going to be at a different middle school—this will be a good way for me to . . .“ She stopped when she noticed her parents exchanging one of their famous looks. Her face darkened. They knew she was nervous about making all new friends now that her BFF was zoned to a different school district! “What?” she asked, suddenly worried.

Her mom sighed. “Well, we’ve been meaning to talk to you about this, Grace. Your dad and I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to join the drama club this year.”

Grace put down her glass. “What? Why not?” she asked.

“Your mother and I think you need to focus on getting your grades up,” her dad responded. “You did a great job this summer with your reading, but you have to prove that you can continue working hard.”

“But Dad, I will keep working hard, I swear!” Grace promised. She could feel her face starting to turn red—a sure sign she was about to cry. “You saw how well I did this summer—I can keep working hard and join the drama club!”

Grace’s father shook his head. “Grace, I’m sorry. I’m not going to back down on this one.”

Grace looked at her mom. “Mom? Please?”

“No, honey, I’m sorry. Your dad and I discussed this already; we decided that you wouldn’t be allowed to join any extracurricular activities until we see real evidence that your grades are going up. I’m very sorry, and I am very proud of how well you’ve done so far and we know you can keep it up. You can join the club next year.”

Grace couldn’t believe they wouldn’t let her join the club. Over the summer, she had realized how much she loved to act—she loved being onstage, with people watching her while she performed. It was an amazing rush. A tear slipped down her cheek, and she shoved her plate away and stood up so fast that her chair fell over.

“I can’t believe this!” she exclaimed. Her chin began to tremble, and she had to run away before she completely broke down into tears. As she ran up the stairs, she really started to cry.

Grace threw herself onto her bed and sobbed with her face in a pillow. This stinks, she thought. This totally stinks. She rolled over, with tears still streaming down her cheeks, and sat up. Doing so, she caught a glimpse of her summer reading books, stacked neatly on her desk next to her computer.

She got up and crossed her room, sliding into the chair at her desk. She logged on to Instant Messenger, but none of her friends were online. Great, she thought. No friends, no drama club . . . Before the tears could slide out again, she opened up her Web browser and tried to distract herself. She knew she should respond to Brynn’s question about drama club, but she was mortified that her parents weren’t going to let her—and all because of her grades. Plus, Brynn had sounded excited about school starting, and Grace was decidedly not.

However, Julie, the counselor she’d had at camp, had set a blog up for all the bunkmates to keep in touch when they got back home, and Grace was interested in what was going on in everyone’s lives. She opened the site and found three new messages. One was a welcome note from Julie, which included Julie’s e-mail address, phone number, and mailing address. There was another message from Marissa, the counselor-in-training from their bunk, but Grace was the most excited about the message from her friend Alex.

Dear Other Campers, the letter began. Grace smiled. Typical of Alex to be so formal about something so friendly.

I hope everybody’s having a great time back at home! I know you are all missing getting up at the crack of dawn, smelling funny, and eating terrible, disgusting, horrible food. I am too. Anyway, I just wanted to write to tell you all that I miss you so much . . . and I hope we can get together soon! Let’s keep in touch here as much as possible—I want to hear about everyone’s sixth-grade experience!

Love,

Alex

 

Grace sighed. She was sure that other people were glad to be back with their friends—and she was, too—but she really wasn’t looking forward to her sixth-grade experience anymore. So far, it just seemed like it wasn’t going to be fun. She logged off of the computer without writing a response.

On the desk, next to her stack of books, was a picture from camp that Grace had framed when she got home. It was the cast from the camp play. She picked up the frame and looked closely at the picture. I look so happy, she thought. I guess part of it is that I thought I’d be able to keep acting. She sighed and put down the photograph.

Then a thought crossed her mind. She knew her parents wouldn’t be home from work until five thirty each night, and this year they’d decided she was too old for a babysitter. They’d given her a key and everything.

And drama club was after school every day from three to five.

So . . . Her mind was whirling. With no parents or babysitter home after school, no one would know what time she came home. And if she came home right away after drama, they would just assume she’d been there since three! It’s the perfect plan, she thought excitedly.

Nervous butterflies hit her stomach. It was risky, even though it seemed like it could work. It was just a matter of pulling it off. She decided she’d calm down, act totally mature through the barbecue, and then ask about drama club again.

And if they said no? Well, then Grace was just going to have to take matters into her own hands.

“Grace,” her mother called. “Let’s get going—it looks like rain, and I’d like to get to your grandma’s before it starts pouring.”

“Coming,” Grace yelled. She pulled on a light hoodie and stepped into her new sandals—well, not new new. She’d bought them before camp, but hadn’t brought them along because she didn’t want to risk them being ruined. They were leather, with awesome purple beading on the straps. She was sure they’d be a hit at the barbecue.

She ran down the stairs, where her parents were waiting by the door. “Grace, honey, don’t you think you ought to change your shoes?” her mom asked. “They’re leather, and if it rains . . .” She trailed off before describing the unspeakable horror of Grace’s leather shoes getting wet in the rain. “Why don’t you wear your sneakers?”

In that instant, Grace’s bad mood sparked back, but she held her tongue. “Good thinking, Mom,” she said, smiling sweetly. She changed into her sneakers and followed her parents out the door.

It did start to rain the second they reached Grace’s grandma’s house. The barbecue was low-key, just family sitting around Grandma’s living room eating hamburgers off paper plates. Grace thought she did a pretty good job of acting grown-up and mature, so as they were leaving, after she buckled herself up in the backseat of her dad’s green sedan, she leaned forward and tapped her mom on the shoulder.

“So, about drama club,” she said sweetly, figuring it was worth one more shot.

“No, Grace,” her mother said impatiently.

“I’m just wondering if we could work out a deal,” Grace continued quickly. “Like if I can keep a B average, then I get to stay in it.”

Grace’s mother twisted around in her seat. “No, honey. If you get a B average we’ll talk about you joining next year.”

“But at camp . . .” Grace began to counter.

“Camp was different,” Grace’s father jumped in. “Camp was a couple of books, and lots of time to read. And lots of girls helping you. Camp was different than middle school. And you need to learn that, honey. I’m sorry. But the topic is closed.” To illustrate his point, he reached over and turned on the radio. A man’s boring voice droned out of the speakers, and Grace leaned back against the slightly sticky leather of the hot backseat.

“Can you turn on the air-conditioning?” she said, feeling defeated. For a moment, she’d really believed that her parents would have changed their minds while she was upstairs in her room. But she was wrong. Grace wasn’t the kind of girl who normally went against what her parents asked of her. But desperate times called for desperate measures, didn’t they?

Good thing I have a backup plan, she thought to herself.

To: BrynnWins
From: Grrrrace
Subject: Back to School!

 

Hey, Brynn!

Are you amped to start school tomorrow? I hope you have a great time ruling the school! I’ll be jealous while I’m trying to figure out where all my classes are.

Sorry this is so short—I’ve got to get to bed!

Luv,

Grace





Alex> TUESDAY


BEEP

BEEP

BEEP

Alex groaned and rolled over to swat her alarm clock. “Six thirty already?” she moaned. It was the first day of school and she was already ready for summer vacation to swing around again.

Pulling herself out of bed, she stumbled out the door and down the hall to the bathroom. After a nice hot shower, maybe she’d start to feel like herself again.

After her shower, she pulled on the outfit she’d decided on the night before: her favorite jeans and a cool yellow shirt she’d gotten at the mall over the weekend. She blow-dried and brushed her long black hair and pulled it back into a ponytail, and as a finishing touch, put on a pair of white socks with little frogs on them and her favorite green sneakers. Appraising herself in the full-length mirror that hung in the hallway, she thought to herself, Perfect! Casual, cute, and not too girly. She was ready to face school.

Downstairs, her mother had poured a bowl of Cheerios for her and set it on the table with a glass of orange juice. “Eat up, Alex,” her mom said. “Excited about school?”

“Yeah!” Alex replied, sitting down and taking a big gulp of juice. “Totally. I got an e-mail yesterday about soccer tryouts, too—they are today after school. So I won’t be home till five.”

Alex’s mother put down the newspaper she was reading. “That’s very exciting, honey,” she said. “Do you know anyone else who’s trying out?”

“Well, I think a lot of the girls from my team last year will try out,” Alex said. Just then, Alex’s father walked into the kitchen, jangling his keys.

“Ready to go, Al?” he said. He leaned over and kissed Alex’s mom, and then looked at Alex expectantly. “We’d better get a move on if you’re going to be at school on time.”

“Can’t be late on the first day!” Alex’s mom said. She got up and walked over to Alex. “Take a few more bites, and then you should get going!”

Alex shoveled a few more spoonfuls of cereal into her mouth, and then stood up to kiss her mom good-bye. She grabbed her brand-new backpack from the floor, where she’d placed it the previous day, and shifted it onto her shoulders. “Ready!”

The drive to school didn’t take long. Alex’s dad gave her a few dollars for lunch, and she ran excitedly into the school lobby. Instantly, though, as she entered the crowded room, she knew she was more worried than she had let on. There were so many people packed in—and they were all so old! She felt like a baby—all the other kids were taller and bigger than she was. The boys looked like grown men, and the girls looked like adult women. Some of the boys even had mustaches! And the girls . . . well, they were obviously not in elementary school anymore.

In the corners of the lobby, Alex could see small groups of what had to be sixth-graders, all huddled together, looking young and scared. She stood stock-still and scanned the room, looking for a familiar face. Finally, she saw one across the room—her best friend, Bridgette. Their eyes met, and obvious relief crossed both of their faces. Thank God, Alex thought. Bridgette was wearing one of her typical anime-logo T-shirts. At least some things never changed. She scurried over to her friend.

“Hi!” Bridgette squealed, throwing her arms around Alex for a big hug.

Alex was about to launch into a long tale about her exploits at Camp Lakeview when a loud voice boomed over the loudspeaker. “ALL STUDENTS TO THE GYMNASIUM,” the man’s deep voice said. “ALL STUDENTS TO THE GYMNASIUM FOR WELCOME ASSEMBLY.” Bridgette and Alex looked at each other.

“Well, here we go,” Alex said nervously.

Bridgette laughed. “Oh, come on, Alex. It’ll be fun!” She looped her arm through her friend’s and propelled them both toward the gym, where the other students were beginning to gather. They made their way through the packed room and found seats on the end of the bleachers farthest from the door. Looking around the room, Alex was surprised that the school’s cheerleaders had already started to work. The walls were plastered with GO, ROCKETS! LAUNCH! THREE, TWO, ONE, BLAST-OFF! and other signs supporting the football, volleyball, and soccer teams. She was about to lean over to Bridgette and ask when the cheerleaders had started practice when the principal, Mr. Delaney, walked to a podium in the middle of the gym floor and began to speak.

“Welcome back, everyone,” his voice droned. “We hope you had a fun, safe, and educational summer.”

At this, some of the older boys laughed, and a boy behind Alex said to one of his friends, “Well . . . fun, anyway!”

“There are a couple of reminders: First, tryouts for the girls’ soccer team are tonight, on the main field, at 3 PM. Those who make it past cuts will meet tomorrow after school. . . .”

He went on talking, but Alex had stopped listening. First tryouts? she thought frantically. She hadn’t heard anything about there being cuts . . . Suddenly, she was very, very nervous. She tuned back in to the assembly just in time to hear Mr. Delaney finish talking. “. . . And good luck to all of you. We are glad to have you back,” he said half-heartedly. “Please go to homeroom, where you will receive your schedules and locker assignments.”

Luckily, Alex knew where her homeroom was. During the previous year, her class had come to the middle school to take a tour and learn the way around. She and Bridgette stood up and headed in the direction of the science wing, where their rooms were. Because Bridgette’s last name was in the end of the alphabet, she’d been placed into a different room, but Alex figured she’d still have some classes with her friend. She also had expected to know at least a few kids in her homeroom. But she didn’t—everyone was either older or from a different elementary school. She sat down near the front of the classroom and smiled tentatively at the girl sitting next to her, but the girl just looked at her and then looked away.

Her teacher took roll and passed out the schedules and locker assignments, and before Alex even had time to try to remember anyone’s name, the period was over and they were all thrust back into the crowded hallway.

As Alex walked down the hall toward her locker, she studied her schedule. It looked okay—basic stuff, like American history, geography, intro to algebra, a PE class, a study hall, and English. I can totally handle this, she thought. In fact, she was even sort of excited about American history, which she had first period.

At her locker (once she finally figured out how to open the combination lock) she made sure she had her new notebook and a bright red pen in her backpack. She slammed her locker shut and headed for American history, shoving her way through the hallway and praying no one would trip her—accidentally or otherwise.

She made it to class with seconds to spare, and breathlessly slid into the only open seat, which was right in the middle of the front row. As she pulled her notebook out of her bag and opened it to the first page, the girl next to her leaned over. “Hey, Alex!” the brown-haired girl whispered.

Shocked, Alex looked over. “Lucy!” she exclaimed. “Hi!” She and Lucy had known each other in elementary school, but not well. Still, Alex was glad to see any familiar face.

Their teacher walked into the room and closed the door behind him. “Good morning, class,” he said. “I trust that your summers were productive.” Alex heard some snickers from the back of the room, where she had seen some older boys sitting. “My name is Mr. Garfield, and I will be guiding you through a historical tour of the United States in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. Girls,” he said, motioning to Alex and Lucy, “would you mind helping me pass out our guidebooks?” He pointed at a huge stack of American history textbooks sitting on a table in the front of the room. Alex could feel her face turning red. She looked over at Lucy, who shrugged, and they got up and passed out the textbooks, being careful to not look anyone in the eye.

The rest of the morning passed uneventfully. Alex perfected running to her locker as soon as the bell rang at the end of class; once at her locker she’d cram whatever she needed into her bag. At lunchtime, she was overjoyed to see Bridgette and compare schedules; it turned out they had a math class together at the end of the day, and Alex spent most of the afternoon looking forward to seeing her friend.

It was weird, though. When they arrived in their seventh-period math class, Bridgette already had a small group of friends with her. She saw Alex come in and motioned her over to a nearby empty seat. “Hey, Al!” she said. “This is Vanessa and Mary-Ann.”

“Hey,” Alex said.

“We have, like, all our classes together!” Bridgette said excitedly. “How’s your day going?”

“Okay,” Alex replied. “This girl Lucy is in my history class first period, which is cool.”

“That’s good,” Bridgette said, smiling. She turned to Vanessa. “So, do you think he has a girlfriend?” she asked, picking up the conversation the girls had been having before Alex arrived.

Since Alex didn’t really know whom it was they were talking about, all she could do was sit quietly and hope she’d catch on soon enough. It was a long forty minutes.
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After class, Bridgette gave Alex a quick hug and said, “Good luck in tryouts!” before she scurried away with Vanessa. Alex slowly walked to her locker to get her gym bag.

On the way to the locker room to change into her soccer clothes, Alex passed the computer lab and decided to go in. The big room was filled with dozens of computers, most of them already being used by kids trying to get a jump on their newly assigned homework. Alex slid into a chair and logged on. She quickly checked her e-mail and then accessed the blog set up by her bunk in order to keep track of everyone. There weren’t many entries yet—she figured everyone was busy getting back into the swing of things.

She glanced up at the clock over the door of the lab, and realized she only had about twenty minutes before she had to be ready and on the field. Sighing, she clicked on “Compose New Entry” and slid deeper into her seat. She had a sinking feeling that the tryouts were going to be worse than expected.

Posted by: Alex
Title: Soccer worries . . .

 

Hey, guys! Sorry to have my first-day-of-school blog entry be kind of a downer, but I wanted to vent a little. I’m supernervous about soccer tryouts—and they start in 20 minutes! I’ve never had to try out for a soccer team before, and I’m worried about all the older girls. I know I’m not going to be the star like I was in fifth grade. Any of you guys having experiences like this? Middle school’s like a whole different world! Anyway, I better go get dressed. Keep in touch, everybody, and I hope you’re all having a great time!

Love,

Alex

 

Before she could log off, Alex noticed that someone had already left a reply to her entry. She clicked on the line that read One Reply.

Posted by: Brynn
Re: Soccer worries . . .

 

A! You’re a great soccer player! No worries—you will be GREAT. Love you and miss you xo! Brynn

 

Feeling slightly better, Alex logged off from the computer and stood up, buoyed by her friend’s faith in her. She left the computer lab and headed down to the locker room, with butterflies in her tummy, but getting excited to play soccer again.

Posted by: Natalie
Subject: first day over!

 

hey, everyone. so, i just got out of my first day of school. it was pretty good—a lot of the kids were in my elementary school. i saw kyle . . . he looked supercute in a brown button-down and jeans. besides that, not much to report. i’m exhausted, though! all that running between classes! i’m going to ask my mom if we can go out to dinner to celebrate the first day of sixth grade.

luv you all,

nat
  



chapter THREE






grace> FRIDAY


“No, my favorite is definitely Romeo and Juliet,” Lara said. She picked up her can of apple juice and took a long sip. “I mean, Macbeth is cool—”

“You’re not supposed to call it that,” Greg interrupted her. “You’re supposed to call it The Scottish Play.”

“Isn’t that only when you’re like, performing it?” another boy, Andrew, jumped in. “I think you can call it Macbeth when you’re not.” He reached over and took a few of Greg’s potato chips.

Grace put down her bag of baby carrots. “What do you mean? Why can’t you call it Macbeth?” Her drama club friends knew the weirdest things about theater stuff.

“It’s bad luck, or something,” Andrew said, shrugging his shoulders. “I don’t think it really matters if Lara calls it that when we’re working on scenes from My Fair Lady.”

“You’re probably right,” Greg said. “But I wouldn’t take any chances.”

Lara and Grace looked at each other and laughed. The four kids were seated cross-legged in a circle in their school’s huge theater, sharing snacks during their ten-minute break at drama club. It was only halfway through the club’s first meeting, but Grace had already become great friends with Lara, Andrew, and Greg. She even had plans to go to a movie with Lara over the weekend. She’d barely had time to feel guilty about lying to her parents, though she realized she’d have to do some damage control and tell Lara to just say she was Grace’s friend from class.

“Anyway, since I was so rudely interrupted,” Lara said teasingly, “like I was saying, Romeo and Juliet is my favorite. I just love Shakespeare. He’s so romantic.”

“Yeah,” Andrew said, rolling his eyes. “It’s so sweet how they die at the end.” He and Greg burst out laughing.

“Whatever,” Lara replied, pushing a strand of her long brown hair behind her ear. “All I know is, it’s romantic, and beautiful, and like, the best love story ever.” “I know,” Grace said excitedly. “When Leonardo DiCaprio finds Claire Danes lying on that—” She stopped abruptly, noticing Lara’s sly smile. “What?”

“It’s way more romantic in the actual play, Grace,” Lara said, grinning.

“Oh,” Grace responded, feeling slightly stupid. “I haven’t read it.”

“Really?” Lara asked nonchalantly. “We read it last year in my English class—”

“Wow, really?” Grace said. “Isn’t it pretty hard?” She knew that Shakespeare’s plays were usually read during middle school or high school—she couldn’t imagine someone reading it during a class in elementary school.

Lara shrugged. “Come on,” she said. “I mean, it is in English,” she joked, reaching over to squeeze Grace’s arm affectionately.

Grace looked down at the floor. “Yeah, I know,” she said. “I mean, obviously it is.”

Andrew laughed. “Whatever, Lara, we didn’t all go to smarty-pants school for fifth grade.” Grace relaxed a bit, remembering that Lara had gone to a super-exclusive private school, but had decided to stick to public school for sixth grade because there wasn’t a good drama club at the private middle school.

“Speaking of smarty pants,” Greg said, “can you guys believe the homework we have already?” He leaned over and grabbed one of Grace’s baby carrots and shoved it into his mouth.

“I know,” Grace said. Even on the first day of school she’d spent two hours doing homework, and the load had gotten considerably worse since. “I’ve had tons of homework every single night.” She took a deep breath and looked around at her new friends. “The worst part is,” she admitted, “my parents think I’m staying at the library after school instead of coming to drama club, so I have to hole up in my room and pretend like I’m on the Internet or something, or they’ll get suspicious.”

“How come they won’t let you be in drama club, anyway?” Greg asked.

Grace sighed. “It’s complicated,” she replied. She didn’t want to get into the problems she’d had in school the previous year. “They just want me to spend more time on my schoolwork, I guess.”

“It’s too bad that you have to lie to them,” Andrew said.

Grace sighed again. “Yeah, I know.” She flung the back of her head against her forehead dramatically to lighten the moment. “Anyway,” she said, changing the subject, “what kind of homework do you guys have for the weekend?”

“Where do I begin?” Greg joked. He leaned back and began ticking the work off on his fingers. “Two pages of math problems, a North American geography work sheet, plus there’s a quiz in my world history class on Monday that I totally have to study for. Can you believe there’s a quiz already?”

“That’s rough,” Andrew said sympathetically. “I only have to read the second chapter of Animal Farm. Shouldn’t be too bad.”

Greg moaned. “Oh, man . . . I have that too!”

“Me too,” Lara said, picking up one of Grace’s carrots and twirling it around in her fingers like a miniature baton. “Plus math. I’m going to try to get it done tonight, though—I hate doing work on the weekends!”

“Wow,” Grace said jealously. “You guys are all in the same English class? I don’t know anybody in my classes yet, except a couple of people who went to Washington Elementary with me.”

Greg and Andrew looked at each other. “No . . .” Lara said. “Aren’t you reading Animal Farm too? I thought it was a sixth-grade requirement or something.”

“Oh,” Grace said. “Um, no, my class isn’t reading it. We’re reading Hatchet right now.”

“I read that last year,” Greg said casually.

“Well, I didn’t,” Grace snapped. Seeing the hurt look on Greg’s face, she immediately felt bad. “But we went to different schools,” she added in a softer voice.

“Yeah,” Lara said. “We’ve probably read tons of different books.” She threw a strange, confused look at Grace. “Anyway, so, what homework do you have, Grace, besides Hatchet?”

Grace took a deep breath. “Um . . . Hatchet, and a couple of pages of math,” she said. “I guess it isn’t that bad. It’s way more than in fifth grade, though.” She picked up a carrot and put it in her mouth, but she wasn’t hungry anymore. She just felt sad.

“Tell me about it,” Greg moaned. “Fifth grade was a breeze compared to this.”

“Not as fun, though,” Andrew said. “This year’s off to a great start!”

“Totally,” Lara replied. She smiled reassuringly at Grace. “I bet we’ll all get the hang of it before we know it though, right, Grace?”

“I hope so!” Grace said, smiling back at her new friend.

“Okay, kids, let’s regroup,” Mrs. West, the drama club leader said from her perch onstage. “Let’s try it from Eliza’s entrance . . . and this time, Grace, will you please play Eliza, and Andrew, Mr. Higgins?”

Grace scrambled to her feet, snatching up the carrots as she stood. After shoving the baggie into her backpack, she marched to the stage and climbed the few stairs on stage left. “What page are we on?” she asked Mrs. West.
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Later, walking home, Grace tried to figure out why Animal Farm was such a touchy subject for her. She knew she was smart; she just had trouble reading. But it hurt to know that her friends were all doing just fine, while she was struggling to read a book that Greg had finished in fifth grade.

It was hard. To Grace, reading anything was hard. It took a lot of concentration and effort to even get through a few pages. For the past few nights, she’d been staying up far past her bedtime, curled under her blanket with a flashlight and her copy of Hatchet, and she was already a little behind in class. She sighed, and kicked a pebble on the sidewalk in front of her. “Sometimes I’m so stupid,” she said aloud.

But she knew she wasn’t stupid. She just had a hard time concentrating on reading, that was all. Still, she knew it was going to take a lot more late nights to finish Hatchet. And there was bound to be way more homework in her future. For the first time she almost regretted her decision to join the drama club. Almost.

Grace scurried up the stairs to her room, threw her backpack on the ground, and turned on her computer. She immediately went to her camp’s blog. Alex’s entry about soccer tryouts on Tuesday had sparked a long conversation that included almost all of the girls—everyone, in fact, except for Chelsea, had left encouraging messages for Alex.

Grace knew that her camp friends would understand what she was going through. After all, when they’d found out about her summer reading, they had formed a book club to help. But even after she read through all of their entries and responses to one another, she logged off and turned the computer off without writing a word.

Picking her backpack up off the floor, she dug through the papers and books inside, finally drawing out her copy of Hatchet. She sighed, crawled into her bed, and opened to the page that she’d bookmarked that day in study hall. She was on page thirteen.

An hour later, when she heard the front door slam and her dad’s footsteps on the stairs, she was only on page twenty. Her dad poked his head into her room without knocking and Grace put her finger in the book to keep her place. “Hi, honey,” he said. “How was school?”

“Pretty good,” Grace said.

“Did you go to the library afterward? I called here a couple of hours ago to see if you wanted me to pick up anything for you at Chung’s Chinese, but there wasn’t an answer.”

“Yeah, I’m working on this book,” Grace said, holding up Hatchet for her dad to see.

Her father walked farther into the room and took the book from her, putting his own finger in where Grace’s had been. “Wow, Hatchet, huh?” he said. “Looks like one I’d like.”

“It is, Dad,” Grace said. “It’s about this boy who gets stranded in the wilderness.”

“Sounds great, Grace.” He handed the book back to her. “Why don’t you take a break and come down for dinner? I got you some sweet-and-sour chicken. Figured that would be okay.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Grace said. “But I’m not hungry right now. Is it okay if I come and eat later?”

“Of course, sweetie,” he said. “Enjoy your book!” He turned and left the room, shutting the door behind him. And Grace, who was starving, went back to her reading, determined to get through another couple of pages before going downstairs to her Chinese food.
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Natalie> FRIDAY


Posted by: Natalie
Subject: school social TONIGHT!

 

hey, everyone! this will be a short posting because I have to get ready to go to our back-to-school social and hannah’s coming by in about half an hour (barely enough time for me to get dressed!). i’m so excited—i’ve never been to a dance like this before. i’m wearing a brand-new outfit! an awesome denim mini and a really cute pink top that has little rhinestones on it, plus some new boots. anyway, just wanted to tell you all to have a GREAT WEEKEND! luv, nat

Posted by: Jenna
Re: school social TONIGHT!

 

Have a great time, Nat! I’m jealous . . . I’m stuck at my dad’s again. Guess what we’re having for dinner? That’s right . . . takeout. xo Jenna

Posted by: Alyssa
Re: school social TONIGHT!

 

Aw, Jenna . . . well, at least it’s takeout, and not, like, brussels sprouts, right? ;)

Have fun, Nat! You probably won’t get this till later, so I hope you’re having a great time . . . Alyssa

Posted by: Karen
Subject: Thank goodness

 

Hello everyone. I haven’t written yet and I wanted to say hello. It’s been busy here and it’s strange to be in a new school after five years in elementary. I guess you guys all know how I’m feeling. (Except Brynn . . . lucky!) My favorite class this year is English, so far anyway. There’s a lot of homework, but it’s interesting. And I’m going to join the yearbook, I think.

Time for some good old-fashioned movie-and-popcorn night. Have a good weekend.

Your friend,

Karen
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Natalie tapped her foot impatiently and crossed her arms. She was standing outside her apartment building, waiting for Hannah to arrive. Hannah, who was always on time, was already ten minutes late, and if she didn’t show up soon, they were going to be late to the social! “Come on, Han . . .” Natalie muttered to herself. She looked uptown, then turned to look downtown, hoping to spot her friend’s trademark cornrows, but Hannah was nowhere to be seen.

After she waited five minutes more, Natalie turned with a frustrated sigh to go back into her building and try calling Hannah’s house. Just then, there was a tap on her shoulder. “Nat, I’m so sorry,” Hannah said, out of breath. “There was all kinds of traffic, and the cab went the wrong way—”

“It’s okay, Hannah,” Natalie said. “But we’d better get going. The dance already started!”

“I wish you wouldn’t call it that,” Hannah grumbled as the girls walked down the street to the corner, where they’d catch a cab.

“That’s what it is, though,” Natalie said. “I mean, it’s a social or whatever, true. But there will be dancing. Therefore, it is a dance.”

“Yeah, but it makes it sound so formal,” Hannah said. “Like people are bringing dates or something.” She looked away, and then walked to the curb and raised her arm into the air. Almost immediately, a yellow cab pulled up next to the girls. Hannah opened the back door and slid across the leather seat. As Natalie got in next to her, Hannah told the cab driver the address of their school.

Moments later, they pulled up in front of the building. Excited, Natalie paid the driver and the girls hopped out and ran up to the front door, where their friends Erin and Kaitlyn were waiting. “Hey, guys!” Natalie said.

“Hey!” Kaitlyn said. “Natalie, Kyle’s here . . . he’s already inside!”

“Awesome,” Natalie replied. “Let’s go in! Is there any food? I’m starving . . .”

“There’s pizza and stuff,” Erin said, pulling the heavy door open and holding it so that the other three girls could pass by her and go in.

“I’m hungry too,” Hannah said. “I had the worst cab ride on the way to Natalie’s.” She filled the girls in as they walked through the front hallway of the school and into the gymnasium. Once just inside the gym doors, they all paused: Half the gym was packed with kids dancing and eating, and half the room had been set up so that people could play basketball.

“Sweet, I want to shoot hoops!” Erin said.

Natalie laughed, looking at her friend, who was wearing boots with high heels and a cute red skirt. “In that outfit?” she asked teasingly.

“Sure, why not?” Erin replied nonchalantly. She swung her hair behind her shoulder. “Well . . . I have some sneakers in my locker,” she added, smiling.

“I’m going to grab some pizza. Anybody want me to get them a slice?” Hannah asked.

“I’m going to go dance,” Kaitlyn said. “Matt’s already here.” She smiled slyly. Matt, Nat knew, was the guy Kaitlyn had had a crush on since fourth grade.

“Have fun!” Natalie told her. “I’d love a slice of pizza, Han . . . I’ll grab seats for us over there,” she said, pointing toward the far end of the gym, where a few tables had been set up. Hannah nodded agreeably and headed toward the pizza, and Natalie started walking across the gym to the tables, looking for familiar faces as she crossed the squeaky wood floor. She smiled as she spotted Kyle, playing basketball with a couple of his friends. He noticed Natalie as she walked, and waved at her with a big grin on his face. They hadn’t had much of a chance to talk yet at school, despite Natalie’s best efforts. It was a much bigger school than she was used to, and the dance would be the first time she saw many of her friends.

Natalie waved back and headed over to say hello.

“Hey, Kyle!” she said, grinning. “How’s the game going?”

“Pretty good,” he said, scooping up the basketball and walking over to her. “I’m winning.”

“You’re totally not winning,” one of his friends said teasingly.

“Whatever,” Kyle replied. “Hey, Nat, can I come talk to you in a little while?”

Natalie’s stomach filled with butterflies. “Of course!” she replied. “I’d better go find Hannah now.”

“See you later,” Kyle said, smiling.

Natalie scanned the room for her friend and finally saw Hannah sitting alone at a table across the gymnasium. As Nat walked across the room to Hannah, she took in all the noise—the music playing, sneakers squeaking, basketballs punching the floor, laughter, and talking. And Kyle was going to come by and talk to her! She couldn’t get over how lucky she was feeling.

She sat down across from Hannah. “Where were you?” Hannah asked quietly.

“Just saying hi to Kyle,” Natalie said.

“Oh. I thought you weren’t coming over, or something.” Hannah gestured to one of the plates sitting on the table, holding a big slice of pizza. “Anyway, they only had broccoli or mushroom, so I got you the mushroom. I couldn’t remember if you liked them or not, but I figured you’d rather pick off mushrooms than broccoli. They’re easier to pull out in one piece.”

“I love mushrooms. Thanks, Hannah!” Natalie said, reaching for one of the plates. The pizza looked good—big slices of classic New York thin-crust pizza. It was covered with mushrooms, and just greasy enough that the paper plate below it was slightly orange. “Yum . . . this looks delicious!” she added. She raised the pizza to her mouth for a huge bite.

The music playing in the gym was loud and fast, a hip-hop song Natalie didn’t know. “What is this song?” she asked Hannah.

“Oh, it was huge this summer,” Hannah said excitedly. “It’s Usher’s latest single.”

“What’s it called?” Natalie asked.

“Um . . . I actually don’t know,” Hannah said, laughing. “I was in Europe, remember? If it ever played on the radio there, the DJ said the title in a different language.”

Natalie laughed. “Well, I like it,” she said.

“Me too,” Hannah said cheerfully.

“Me too,” a boy’s voice added. Natalie swung around and saw Kyle standing there. “It’s called ‘Confessions.’ It actually came out last year.”

“Oh,” Hannah said, her voice suddenly much colder.

What’s up with that? Natalie thought. She decided to ignore the change in Hannah’s tone, hoping that Kyle didn’t notice it. “Hey, Kyle!” she exclaimed. “Are you having a good time?”

“For sure,” Kyle said, shoving his hands in his pockets. He looked at Hannah and smiled. “I just beat Matt in a game of Horse. Plus I’ve had, like, twelve pieces of pizza.”

“Cool,” Hannah said sarcastically.

Kyle looked a little hurt, so Natalie hastily added, “How many letters did you win by?”

“Oh, two,” Kyle said proudly. “S and E.”

“Nice!” Nat said. She looked at Hannah, who seemed upset for some reason. “That’s good, right, Hannah?” she prompted.

“Yeah, awesome,” Hannah replied flatly.

The music changed from the Usher song to a slower, more romantic song. “Hey, um, Natalie . . . do you want to dance?” Kyle asked shyly.

Surprised, Natalie looked up at him. “Sure!” she said. She stood up, those butterflies floating through her stomach again, and they walked together to the dance floor, where Kyle tentatively put his arms around her waist, and she put her hands on his shoulders. They swayed back and forth to the rhythm of the song, and Nat could feel her heart pounding. She hadn’t been this excited and nervous since the last time she saw Simon—back at camp! Would boys always have this effect on her?

As the song drew to a close, though, Natalie caught sight of Hannah, sitting all alone at the table, looking miserable. The song ended, and Natalie said, “I think I’m gonna go back and sit with Hannah. Would you mind grabbing me another slice of pizza? Vegetarian, if they have any.”

“No prob,” Kyle said. He smiled and took off toward the food, and Natalie walked back to where Hannah sat dejectedly.

“Hannah, are you okay?” Natalie asked softly.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Hannah replied.

“What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Hannah admitted. She paused for a moment, looking around the crowded room. “I guess it’s the boyfriend thing.”

“What do you mean?” Natalie asked, surprised.

“Well . . .” Hannah paused. “I thought you were coming to the dance to hang out with me.”

“I am hanging out with you!” Natalie exclaimed. She was quiet for a minute. “But . . . I mean, I only see Kyle for a few minutes during school, and I was excited to see him tonight, too.”

“I guess it’s true that when girls get boyfriends, they stop wanting to see their best friends,” Hannah said sadly.

The butterflies that had been swimming in Nat’s stomach suddenly disappeared, turning into confusion. “Hannah, he’s not my boyfriend,” Natalie replied. “And anyway, I was only dancing with him for one song.”

“Well, whatever. He will be. Him and Simon, too. And I’ll be sitting alone at a table like a loser,” Hannah replied angrily, looking down at her pizza.

Natalie didn’t say anything for a moment. “Hannah, you’re being silly,” she said gently. Suddenly, a paper plate with a slice of mushroom pizza on it was placed onto the table in front of her, and she whipped around to see Kyle standing there, looking equally as hurt as Hannah.

“Who’s Simon?” he asked in a low, angry voice, before spinning around and walking away, through the dancing couples and toward the basketball hoops.

Natalie’s heart sank as she watched Kyle walk away. She only felt worse when she turned and saw the dejected look on Hannah’s face. “Nat, I’m really sorry. I think I’m just going to go home,” Hannah said sadly.

“But we’ve only been here for, like, twenty minutes!” Natalie said. Not to mention, you totally just scared away the boy I like! But she knew she couldn’t say that out loud. Not with Hannah feeling so sensitive. Talk about a lose-lose situation, she thought, frustrated.

“Yeah, I know. I’m just really tired. I guess I’m not used to being back in school yet,” Hannah replied. She stood up, not looking Natalie in the eye. “Bye,” she said.

“Bye, Hannah,” Natalie said sadly. She looked around the crowded gym. Erin was playing basketball—even in a skirt, she was making tons of baskets—and Kaitlyn was dancing with Matt. Suddenly Natalie didn’t feel like being at the dance either. She looked at her plate of pizza and even though she’d been starving when they arrived at the dance, she couldn’t imagine eating another bite. She stood up, walked across the gym and through the front hallway of the school, pushed open the heavy front door, and stood outside, scanning the street for a cab.

As she walked toward the curb to hail a cab, she felt a hand on her shoulder.

“Wait up, Natalie,” Kyle said. He looked down at his feet. “Tell me the truth. Do you have another boyfriend?”

Natalie felt very confused. Why was this so hard? “I don’t have any boyfriend, Kyle,” she said. Technically, at least, it was the truth.

“Okay,” Kyle said, smiling tentatively. “I just wanted to make sure. Because . . . well . . .”

A cab stopped at the corner and Kyle escorted Natalie into it. Just like that, all thoughts of Simon—and Hannah—were gone. The butterflies were back. As the cab whizzed toward her building, Natalie realized that Kyle had never finished his sentence. But that was just fine. He didn’t have to.
  



chapter FOUR






Jenna> SUNDAY


Jenna slammed shut the passenger door of her dad’s car and started to trudge up the sidewalk to her mom’s house. Adam and Stephanie lagged behind, carrying their bags and shouting good-byes to their father as he pulled out of the driveway.

Opening the front door and tossing her duffel bag down onto the floor, Jenna felt exhausted. It wasn’t like her weekend had tired her out—just like last weekend, she’d watched a bunch of movies and eaten a lot of junk food. She’d done her homework, and spent tons of time online. Her dad had even let her order a cute new pair of shoes she’d found. But none of it had been tiring. She was just tired, already, after only two weeks of being shuttled back and forth between her mom and dad. And she was tired of her dad trying to make up for the divorce by being Superdad, and tired of getting used to a new house.

Jenna’s mom walked out of the kitchen and gave her a hug. “Welcome back, sweetie!” she said. She hugged Adam and Stephanie, too. “Bring your stuff up to your rooms, kiddos,” she went on. “Steph, I wrote down some phone messages for you, and Jenna, Nicole called last night. She said you didn’t have to call her back.”

“Do you know what she wanted?” Jenna asked, reaching down to take hold of the strap of her bag. She hefted it onto her shoulder.

“No, honey, she didn’t say,” her mom replied.

“Okay, thanks,” Jenna said. She followed Adam and Stephanie up the stairs and went into her room.

She put her bag down on her bed and slowly started to unpack it, lifting out the folded shirts and jeans that were inside. Once she was unpacked, she slid the duffel under her bed and crossed the room to sit at her desk. She picked up the phone, but Stephanie was on the extension in her room. “Steph?” Jenna asked tentatively. “Are you going to be on long? I have to call Nicole.”

“Just a couple of minutes,” Stephanie said. “I’ll knock on your door when I’m done. Or you can use Mom’s line.”

“It’s okay, I’ll wait,” Jenna said, and set down the receiver. She turned on her computer, which always took a while to start up, so she paced around her room for a moment. There was a knock on her door, and Steph walked in, quietly closing the door behind her.

“I missed so many parties this weekend,” Stephanie said, sighing as she flopped down onto Jenna’s bed. She lowered her voice to almost a whisper. “Jen, I’m sick of going to Dad’s.”

“Me too,” Jenna confided, sitting down next to her big sister and slumping down with her head in her hands. “I made plans with Nicole to hang out tonight, but we didn’t get back in time . . . I was supposed to call her at seven, and it’s almost nine thirty.”

Stephanie made a sympathetic cluck. “That really stinks, Jenna,” she said. She straightened up suddenly. “Hey, maybe if we ask Mom, we can stay home next weekend!”

Jenna sat up. “Really?” she asked. “Do you think she’d go for it?”

Stephanie shrugged. “Maybe,” she said. “It’s definitely worth a shot. We’ll just explain that we haven’t felt very settled in—we just got back from camp and we’ve had to be shuttled all over the place. I bet she won’t care.”

“Okay!” Jenna exclaimed hopefully. “Can we go ask her now?”

“Definitely,” Steph agreed. She paused. “The only thing, though, is that I don’t want to hurt Dad’s feelings. So we can’t try to get out of going to his place every weekend. Just this once.”

“Just this once,” Jenna repeated. She smiled. “Let’s go talk to Mom.”

They walked down the hallway to their mother’s room and Steph rapped gently on the door. “Mom?” she called quietly. “Can we come in?”

“Sure, Steph,” their mom’s voice came through the door.

Stephanie pushed the door open. Their mother was lying in bed, reading a book. She slid a piece of paper into the book to mark her spot, and rested it on the bed next to her. Jenna and Stephanie sat down on the foot of the bed. “Mom, we . . .” Jenna looked at Steph for support. Her big sister nodded encouragingly. “We have something to ask,” Jenna went on.

“What’s up?” her mom asked.

“Well, Mom,” Steph began, “we were wondering if we could stay home next weekend, instead of going to Dad’s.”

Their mother frowned. “Why?” she asked, sitting up. “Are you guys not having fun with your father?”

“No, it’s not that,” Jenna said slowly. “It’s just that we just got back from camp, and we had to go straight to school, and I was supposed to—”

“We’re just feeling like we haven’t had time to adjust to being home,” Stephanie said, interrupting Jenna. She threw Jenna a look. “It’s just that.”

Their mom looked concerned. “Well, I’m sorry, girls, but I can’t make that decision. You know very well that it’s been hard for your dad to move away from you, and it wouldn’t be fair if I called him and told him you weren’t coming for the weekend. He looks forward to his time with you. I know if the situation were reversed, there’s no way I’d give up a minute with you kids. I’m sorry, but for now at least, you’re spending weekends at your dad’s. You’ll readjust, I know you will. I know it’s hard.”

Jenna and Steph looked at each other. “But, Mom,” Jenna began.

“Honey, I’m very sorry that this is the way things are,” her mom said, cutting her off. “And your dad is too. But this is just how it has to be right now.” She picked up her book and opened it to the page she’d marked, signaling the end of their conversation.

Jenna sighed. “Fine,” she muttered. She slid off the foot of the bed and stomped out, not waiting to see how Stephanie would take the news.
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When she arrived at school the next morning and was shoving her things into her locker, Nicole walked up to her. “What happened to you last night?” Nicole asked.

Jenna rolled her eyes. “Dad made us go out to eat, so we were late getting home,” she replied. “I was going to call you, but Steph was on the phone.”

“Oh,” Nicole said, twirling a strand of hair between her fingers. “I wish you hadn’t been gone this weekend—I ended up having the most awesome party at my place on Saturday night. Everybody—everybody—was there! It was really fun.”

“You had a party?” Jenna exclaimed, closing her locker and turning to face her friend. “Why didn’t you tell me on Friday?”

“It was sort of a last-minute thing,” Nicole said nonchalantly. She reached into her bag and pulled out a pack of gum. “Want some?” she asked, offering the pack to Jenna.

“Sure,” Jenna said, reaching for a stick. “Thanks.”

“So anyway,” Nicole went on, taking out a stick of gum for herself and unwrapping it, “it was really cool. I had, like, fifteen people over and we watched movies and stuff. Like I said, I wish you could’ve been there. I called your house thinking maybe you’d decided to stay home from your dad’s, but your mom said you were gone.”

“Yeah,” Jenna said sadly. “I was gone.”

“Are you going to be around this weekend, you think?” Nicole asked. She hefted her backpack onto her shoulder. “Because I was thinking about having another party!”

Jenna sighed. “I don’t know,” she said. “My mom said I had to go to my dad’s, but I really don’t want to. It’s boring there! So . . . I guess I’ll let you know later this week.”

“Cool,” Nicole said with a laugh. “I really wish you could’ve come on Saturday, so I hope you’re around this weekend! I’ve got to get to homeroom—see ya!”

“Bye,” Jenna responded. She turned and walked toward her class, thinking, It isn’t fair at all. My parents are the ones who split up—why am I the one who’s suffering?
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At lunch, Jenna slid onto a bench next to Nicole. She unwrapped her sandwich slowly, and took a bite of the bologna on wheat toast with mustard—her favorite.

“Everybody’s talking about your party,” she said.

“Yeah, I know,” Nicole said. She bit her lip. “Jen, I really wish you could’ve been there. Why don’t you ask if you can stay home this weekend?”

Jenna sighed and looked down at her sandwich. “Nicole, I really want to. I asked my mom last night if I could stay home next weekend and she said no. She said I just have to get used to this, basically.”

Nicole sighed. “Well, maybe she’ll change her mind,” she said consolingly. “Over here!” she called suddenly. Jenna looked up to see her friend motioning to a group of girls who had just walked into the cafeteria. Molly, Veronica, and Lisa strolled over and set their lunch bags down on the table. “What’s up, guys?” Nicole said excitedly.

“Oh my God, Nic . . .” Molly said. “You know how I was talking to Brad at the party?”

“Yeah?” Nicole prompted, her voice lowered.

“Well, he came up to me at my locker today!” Molly exclaimed.

“Awesome!” Nicole replied. “What did he say?”

“He asked if I was going to go to your house again next weekend,” Molly said. “Do you think you’ll have another party?”

“Um, why not?” Nicole said. “Saturday night.”

“Awesome!” Veronica shrieked. “Are you going to come this time, Jenna?”

Jenna looked down at her half-eaten sandwich. “I have to go to my dad’s,” she said. “I don’t think I can go.”

“That stinks!” Lisa said. “Nicole’s parties are super fun.”

“That’s what I hear,” Jenna mumbled.

“Can’t you, like, fake sick or something?” Nicole said. Her face lit up. “You know, you could pretend like you were sick on Friday, and then you wouldn’t have to go to your dad’s, and then if you told you, mom you were feeling better on Saturday, you could come!”

Jenna thought about it. That just might work! “Maybe . . .” she said tentatively. “I mean, it seems like that might work. . . .” She had promised her parents no more pranks. But this wouldn’t be quite a prank . . . would it?

“You definitely should do it,” Lisa agreed.

The bell rang then, and the girls got up. “You should start faking sick a little bit now,” Nicole suggested as they walked toward their lockers. “That way nobody will suspect when Friday rolls around . . . and you just don’t feel so good. . . .” She pantomimed rubbing her belly in pain and rolled her eyes, pressing her hand to her forehead.

Jenna laughed. “I don’t know,” she said. “Seems pretty risky . . . but it might be worth it.”





Alex> MONDAY


The bell for fifth period rang and Alex hurried to get to her class, pushing past people in her effort to make it to English on time. When she was nearing the classroom, her friend Lucy came running up to her. She grabbed Alex’s arm. “Alex, I just heard that they posted the soccer teams!” she said, out of breath. “Let’s go look!”

Alex was unsure. “But class is about to start—” she began.

“The soccer coach is there—she’ll write you a pass,” Lucy said. “Come on!”

“Okay,” Alex agreed. She took Lucy’s hand and they ran down the hall toward the girls’ locker room.

There was a crowd of girls inside, standing around the big bulletin board next to the coach’s office. Alex pushed her way to the front of the crowd and scanned the board for her name.

There were three pieces of paper on the bulletin board, each listing a different group of girls: those who had made the team, those who hadn’t, and those who would have to go back that afternoon for one more round of tryouts. Alex first looked down the list of people who hadn’t made the team, and was totally relieved to not see her name there. Then she checked the list of people who had definitely made the team—but her name wasn’t there, either. Alex’s heart sunk deep into her stomach.

Coach Gregorson, a tall, redheaded woman who also taught Alex’s PE class, was standing next to the bulletin board with a clipboard, assigning groups of girls who were on the third list to tryout teams. “Alex,” Coach Gregorson called. “Come on over.”

Alex walked over, feeling nervous. “Hi,” she said.

“Hi, hon,” Coach Gregorson said, looking down at her clipboard. “So, I’m going to put you on the A team for tryouts tonight. That will start at four. Is that okay?”

“Yes,” Alex said. “Can I ask you a question?” Her stomach felt like it was in knots.

“Sure,” the coach said, scribbling something onto her clipboard. “What’s up?”

“Well,” Alex began. “Um . . . it’s just that in fifth grade, I was the MVP of my team . . .”

Coach smiled. “Don’t worry, Alex,” she said consolingly. “A lot of the girls who weren’t immediately placed onto the team are nervous. You’ll be fine, and if you don’t make it, you’ll try out again next year. No matter what, the second round gives me a better idea of what you can do, and it will give you valuable experience.” She patted Alex on the shoulder. “See you at four.” She grabbed her packet of passes out of her pocket and quickly scribbled one for Alex. Alex walked away, shoving her pass into her pocket.
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Alex spent the last two periods of the day in a nervous haze. After school, she was so worried about the tryouts, she could hardly stand it. After the final bell rang, she put her books into her locker and walked around the halls aimlessly for a few minutes. Then she popped into the computer lab, since she knew she had an hour to kill, and checked into the Camp Lakeview blog.

Posted by: Val
Subject: Hi, everybody!

 

Sorry it’s taken me so long to write anything other than a response! We didn’t have Internet access for a while. Anyway, It’s been cool to see what everyone is doing.

I’m back at school, having a great time—middle school is different, but it’s so much fun! I’ve already met a bunch of new people—it’s really great.

Love, Val

 

Alex wanted to post about the upcoming tryouts, about how nervous she was that she wouldn’t make the team, about feeling like she wasn’t good enough, and about how hard middle school was for her. But she just couldn’t do it. She trusted and loved her camp friends so much, but she didn’t want them to see her feeling like she might fail. She closed the browser window and got up.

After leaving the computer lab, she headed for the locker room, where she changed into her practice clothes. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail, tied her sneakers in double knots, and checked the time. It was three forty-five, fifteen minutes before her tryout was scheduled to begin. I guess I’ll go and watch the other group, she thought, trying to get excited about playing.

Outside on the field, Coach Gregorson blew on her whistle. “That’s enough, kids—great work today,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. The group of girls gathered around her. “Okay. Coach Henry, Coach Lisa, and I will be talking to you about whether you’ve made the team, and if you have, what position you’ll be playing and what your goals should be for the season. Please take a seat on the grass and come over when we call you. Let’s start with Jane.”

A girl with long, braided brown hair walked tentatively toward Coach Gregorson and Henry and Lisa, who were two high-school kids who helped Coach Gregorson. The other players scattered into small groups along the sidelines of the field. From her seat in the bleachers, Alex watched as the coaches sat down with Jane and talked to her. After a minute or so, Jane got up, looking really happy, and walked toward the school. Another girl walked over and sat down with the coaches, but it didn’t go so well. After they talked to her for just a moment, the girl’s face crumpled and she looked like she was going to cry. Seeing Jane make the team had made Alex feel a little better, but seeing this girl not make it brought the butterflies back to Alex’s stomach.

A few more girls came and sat down on the bleachers with Alex. She knew one of them from her fifth-grade soccer team and they smiled nervously at each other. “Hey, Amanda,” Alex said.

“Hi,” Amanda replied. She sat down next to Alex. “I like your shoelaces.”

Alex looked down at her shoes. She’d bought new yellow laces with smiley faces on them. “Thanks,” she said. “They make me smile.”

Amanda laughed. “That’s good,” she said. “Are you nervous?”

“Totally,” Alex said. “Are you?”

“Yeah,” Amanda admitted. “It’s weird to have to try out, since we didn’t have to in fifth grade.”

“I know,” Alex groaned. “I wish I would’ve just made it in the first cut!”

From the field, Coach Gregorson blew on her whistle. “All right, girls, let’s get started!” she called, motioning for everyone to join her on the field.

When all the girls were assembled, the coach said, “Okay, we’re going to start by warming up, and then we’re going to play a short game so that we can see everyone’s skills. You’ll play the position you’re used to. I split up the tryouts so that everyone would play the position they’ve played before. Does anyone have any questions?”

Alex looked around. One girl with short red curls raised her hand. “Yes, Debbie?” the coach asked.

“When will we find out whether we made the team?” Debbie asked tentatively.

The coach laughed. “Right after tryouts, we’ll sit you down and talk with you. Don’t worry about that right now, though—just have a good time.” She blew on her whistle. “Let’s warm up, everybody!”

Henry and Lisa walked to the center of the field, and all the girls followed. The two older kids led everyone through some simple exercises, like jumping jacks and sit-ups. Then they did some practice with the ball, passing it and pivoting and dribbling. Alex was starting to feel like she was getting a real workout, which was great—she loved the feeling of her heart pounding and sweat starting to build along her hairline.

After about ten minutes of warming up, Coach Gregorson blew her whistle. “Great work, girls,” she called. “Let’s split into teams now for the scrimmage. On team A, I have Alex, Amanda, Debbie, Carla, LaShondra, Franny, Cate, Michaela, Sara, Savannah, and Monica. Everyone else, you’re on team B.”

The group of girls split up, and the coaches walked to the sidelines. As the game began, Alex stopped feeling nervous. She ran fast and worked hard, and every time her team scored a point, she felt a little lighter. After playing for about twenty minutes, Coach Gregorson blew her whistle. “All right, that’s great, everyone,” she said. “We’ve made our decisions. We’ll start with Amanda. Everyone else, relax on the field, do some stretches.”

Alex sat down on the grass and stretched out her legs. Franny, who’d been on her team, sat down next to her. “That was fun, huh?” Franny said casually.

“Yeah,” Alex said. “It was cool.”

“Did you play at your old school?” Franny gently pulled a few blades of grass from the field.

“Yup,” Alex replied. She looked over at Amanda, who looked sort of sad as the coach talked to her. Coach Gregorson patted Amanda on the shoulder, and then they both stood up. Amanda walked slowly toward the school building.

“All right, Alex?” Coach Gregorson called. “Come on over.”

Suddenly, the butterflies returned to Alex’s tummy. She slowly stood up and walked over to Coach Gregorson, Henry, and Lisa.

“Sit down, Alex,” the coach said kindly. Alex sat down and crossed her legs, and Coach Gregorson followed suit.

“Henry, why don’t you start?” Coach Gregorson asked.

“Okay. Alex, you obviously have played soccer before,” Henry said, looking at his clipboard. “You’ve got good skills with the ball, and you’re fast. That’s really great.”

“That is really great,” Lisa put in. “We are a little worried that you aren’t as skilled as some of the other players when it comes to strategy.”

“I can learn that stuff!” Alex exclaimed. “I am a really fast—”

Coach Gregorson cut her off. “We know you can, Alex. You’re on the team.”

Relief flooded into Alex’s body. “I am?” she asked tentatively.

“You are,” Coach assured her. “But, to begin with, you might not get to play as much as some of the older girls. That isn’t a bad thing. It just means that you need to pay attention and learn about game strategy. That’s your goal for the year: Learn about strategy.”

“I don’t get to play?” Alex said softly.

“To begin with, you’ll just watch. Then, when we feel like your performance in practice shows that you’re learning, you’ll play a little. It’ll be hard work, Alex, but I know you can do it,” Coach said, reaching over and patting her on the shoulder. “After all, all of our star players have to start somewhere. Any questions?”

Alex felt tears welling up. “No,” she said quickly. “See you at practice tomorrow.” She got up and walked to the school as fast as she could. She didn’t bother to change out of her practice clothes; she just threw on her regular sneakers and put her school clothes into her bag. She couldn’t believe how disappointed she was! She’d made the team, after all. But she wanted to play.
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Alex walked home quickly, and called to her mom, who was in the kitchen making dinner. “I made the team,” she yelled.

Her mom came out of the kitchen, drying her hands on a dish towel. “Honey, that’s great!” she said. “I’m so proud of you.” She reached toward Alex for a hug, but Alex drew away.

“They said I wouldn’t get to play, Mom,” she said sadly.

“What?” her mom said, pulling away.

“They said I have to learn about strategy, and so my goal for the season is to learn about strategy, and if I do, I’ll get to play a little.”

“Oh, honey,” her mom said, walking to Alex and wrapping her arms around her. “Don’t worry, you’ll show them how good you are, and you’ll play before you know it.”

“I know, Mom,” Alex said. And she did know. That didn’t stop her from feeling disappointed, though. She was used to being a star—it was going to be hard to start at the bottom.

“Dinner’s almost ready, so why don’t you go upstairs and change and wash up?”

“I’m not really hungry right now, actually. Is it okay if I eat later?”

With a concerned look on her face, Alex’s mom nodded. “Sure, honey. I’ll save a plate for you. Is your blood sugar okay?”

Alex sighed. She had to eat regular meals because of her diabetes, even when she wasn’t hungry sometimes. “I feel fine. But I can check it. And I’ll eat in a couple of hours or something.”

“Okay, sweetheart. Come find me if you want to talk.”

Alex picked up her bag and ran up the stairs to her room. She flopped down on the bed. Too exhausted to think about anything, she just fell asleep.
  



chapter FIVE






grace> MONDAY


“Pass the pepper, please, honey,” Grace’s mom said. Grace’s father handed the wooden pepper mill to Grace, who placed it into her mom’s hand. Dinner was chicken, peas, and rice: Grace’s favorite combo.

“How was school today, Grace?” her father asked between bites of his chicken.

“Um, well, I learned about ecosystems in science,” Grace replied. “About how all life relies on other life and stuff, and food chains.”

“That’s interesting!” Grace’s mother said.

“How is your English class going?” Grace’s dad asked abruptly.

Grace took a big forkful of peas and chewed and swallowed before answering. “It’s . . . it’s okay,” she replied slowly. “I’ve been working really hard, and I’ve been thinking about asking my camp friends if they want to do the book club again.”

“What are you reading?” her dad asked.

“We’re still reading Hatchet,” Grace said. They were almost done—she only had one more chapter to read. “And then next we’re reading The Pinballs,” Grace said. “That’s the one I’m going to ask my friends at camp to read with me.” She took another bite of rice. “I just want to read it at the same time as my friends.”

“Aren’t your school friends reading it, too?” her dad asked. “I think the book club is a good idea, but don’t you also have friends at school who’ll be reading it in the same class?”

Grace thought about her drama club friends, and how they were reading more advanced stuff. “No,” she said. “Most of my friends are reading Animal Farm. They’re in different classes.”

“Then I think your book club idea is great,” Grace’s mom said. She shot a look at Grace’s father, who was opening his mouth to say something. “Don’t you, honey?”

“Yes,” Grace’s dad said. He looked at Grace’s mom. “At any rate, your mother and I wanted to talk to you about something,” he went on.

Grace’s mom put down her fork and nodded. “We met with some people at your school today,” she said gently. “Principal Snyder, the guidance counselor, and Mrs. Burr.”

“You talked to my teacher about me?” Grace said, mortified. Did any of the teachers mention drama club?

“It was a good meeting, Grace,” her father said, and Grace let out a sigh of relief. “They all said you’re a hard worker, and that’s great.”

“Can they move me to a better class?” Grace asked.

“No, honey, they can’t. They think, and your dad and I agree, that you need a little more work on your reading before you can get bumped up a level. But that’s okay! You’re in a brand-new school, and you’re already working hard.” Grace’s mom looked proud of her.

“They told us that you’ve been working hard, and speaking up more in class, which is great,” Grace’s dad continued. “We’ve also noticed that you’ve been making an effort. We’re very proud of you for staying late at the library.”

“Uh . . . right,” Grace said. She felt a stab of guilt go through her. “The library.” She’d forgotten that she told her parents that’s where she was when she was really at drama club meetings. She’d even gone so far as to check out a stack of books that she left on her bedroom floor.

“Working hard like that really proves that you’re growing up, and that you’re really trying,” Grace’s dad went on. “And we’ve decided that if you can hold onto a B average until the end of the semester, we’ll consider letting you join the drama club.”

Grace looked up from her plate. “You will?” she said disbelievingly. “But you said that I wouldn’t be able to until next year!”

Grace’s parents exchanged a look. “I know. But we’ve talked about it quite a bit, and we were encouraged by your teachers today. They think you deserve a big reward if you can hold on to a B that long, and we agree.”

Guilt crept up into Grace’s tummy, and she put down her fork. “Well, that’s really great, you guys, thanks,” she said. “I’m full. Can I be excused?”

Grace’s mom gave her a worried look. “Are you feeling okay?” she said. “Come here, let me feel your forehead.”

“I’m fine, Mom, I’m just full,” Grace said, pushing herself away from the table. She stood up, carried her plate to the trash, and dumped the leftover chicken and rice into the garbage. After sliding her plate into the dishwasher, she said, “Good dinner, Mom,” and went upstairs to her room.
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Lying on her bed, Grace read a few pages of Hatchet, but then sighed and placed the book down on her pillow. She got up slowly and crossed the room to her desk, turning on the computer as she sat down at her desk chair.

She logged on to Instant Messenger, and instantly received a message from Natalie.

<NatalieNYC>: hey, grace!

<Grrrrace>: Hey, Nat

<NatalieNYC>: what’s up?

<Grrrrace>: Not much, u?

<NatalieNYC>: oh, boy problems. how’s school & drama club??

<Grrrrace>: It’s really fun . . . I have a bunch of new friends and Em and I still talk all the time

<NatalieNYC>: i knew you would make friends no prob

<Grrrrace>: The bad thing is, I still have to lie to my parents

<NatalieNYC>: oh no, grace!

<Grrrrace>: Yeah. They said if I have a B average in English I can join second semester . . .

<NatalieNYC>: you can do it!

<Grrrrace>: Have you read The Pinballs?

<NatalieNYC>: yes!!! that’s one of my favorites

<Grrrrace>: Would you want to read it again?

<NatalieNYC>: definitely! are you reading it?

<Grrrrace>: We start reading it next week

<NatalieNYC>: cool!

<Grrrrace>: Do you think maybe you’d read it with me, at the same time?

<NatalieNYC>: totally

<Grrrrace>: Really?

<NatalieNYC>: definitely. let’s have a book club! i’ll post about it on the lakeview blog tonight! you start it on monday?

<Grrrrace>: Yes.

<NatalieNYC>: awesome. so we’ll start reading it monday!

<Grrrrace>: Thanks, Nat

<NatalieNYC>: no prob, grace. now, can you help me?

<Grrrrace>: With what?

<NatalieNYC>: my boy probs . . . .

<Grrrrace>: Definitely . . . what’s going on?

<NatalieNYC>: oh man. where do I start?

 

Natalie and Grace chatted for an hour, and afterward, Grace crawled into her bed. She picked up Hatchet and started reading. The ending was the best part! Before Grace knew it, she was closing the book with a satisfying smack. She looked at the digital clock next to her bed. It was almost 10 PM, so Grace changed into her pajamas. Before getting into bed, she checked the Lakeview blog.

Posted by: Natalie
Subject: book club!

hey, everybody. grace and i were talking tonight and we thought it would be fun to start our book club again! our first book will be the pinballs and we’ll start next monday. every night, post a little bit about what you think about the book! let us know if you want to join.

love,

nat

Posted by: Karen
Re: book club!

I am in.

Your friend, Karen

Posted by: Alyssa
Re: book club!

Me too!

xx A

Posted by: Sarah
Re: book club!

I LOVE that book. I’m in! Sarah

Posted by: Marissa
Re: book club!

Great idea, Nat and Grace! I loved that book. I’ll totally read it again.

Love, Mars

 

It seemed as though everyone was signed up, except Chelsea, but Grace just assumed she wasn’t interested. That would be typical for the sometimes-snobby blonde. For the first time, Grace was excited to go to English class the next day. Not only had she finished Hatchet, but she was really excited to read The Pinballs . . . with a little help from her friends.





Jenna> TUESDAY


At the breakfast table Tuesday morning, while she ate cereal with her mom and Adam, Jenna decided to put her plan into action. She looked at her mom and Adam, and then coughed loudly.

Her mom lowered the morning paper and shot her a worried glance. “That doesn’t sound good, honey,” she said. “Are you coming down with something?”

Jenna took a spoonful of cereal and chewed slowly before answering. “I don’t know,” she said thoughtfully. “I mean, a couple of my friends have been sick . . .”

“Who?” Adam butted in. “I don’t remember anyone being sick.”

“Just people at school,” Jenna replied through gritted teeth, throwing him a look. “Like . . . Helen.”

“Who’s Helen?” Adam asked, clearly dubious.

“She’s in my math class, Adam,” Jenna said, her teeth getting even tighter. “She sits next to me in my math class.” She knew that would bother her brother, who hadn’t passed the test to take the advanced class, Algebra 1, and was stuck in the regular sixth-grade math class.

She was right. Adam dropped his gaze and picked up his glass of juice. “Oh,” he said. “I don’t know her.”

Jenna’s mom looked over her newspaper. “What’s wrong with Helen?” she asked, folding the paper and setting it down on the empty chair next to her.

“I don’t know, she was out yesterday,” Jenna lied, feeling a guilty blush creep across her face. Helen didn’t really exist at all—it was just the first name that came to her mind. “And so was Tanya, who you also don’t know, Adam,” she added, deepening the lie. “On Friday,” she continued, “they were at school but they were coughing a lot.”

“Did they go to Nicole’s party?” Adam asked in his best innocent voice. He put down his spoon and stared right at Jenna.

She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know, Adam. I wasn’t there,” she said pointedly. Before anyone could ask her any more questions, she noisily took a big bite of cereal and chomped on it loudly for way longer than she needed to. As soon as she swallowed, she immediately shoved another spoonful into her mouth.

But her mom didn’t get the hint. “I didn’t know Nicole had a party, Jen!” she said. “When was it?”

Jenna’s mouth was full, so she couldn’t respond, but Adam’s spoon still rested on the table. He crossed his arms. “It was last Saturday,” he said. “Everybody at school was talking about it, about how fun it was and stuff.”

“That’s too bad you had to miss it, sweetheart,” Jenna’s mom said consolingly.

Jenna swallowed. “Yeah, whatever, it’s fine,” she said. “Adam, let’s get going, we’re going to be late.” She shoved her bowl away from her, and stood up quickly.

“Do you need a ride?” her mom asked. “Steph and Matt left already, but I can drive you if you need me to.”

“That’s okay, Mom,” Jenna said. She started walking toward the door, but stopped and thought for a moment. “Actually . . . maybe I do want to get a ride. I don’t know if being out in the cold will be good for me.” She coughed again, more gently this time.

She looked over at Adam, who was slowly shaking his head at her. He could always tell when she had something up her sleeve. Narrowing her eyes, Jenna added, “I hope Helen is back in math today . . . we were going to work together on a project.”

Their mom stood up from the table and began clearing away the breakfast dishes. Jenna walked through the living room and into the entrance hall, where her shoes and backpack were. She knelt down to slip on her sneakers and tied the laces into double knots. As she was straightening up and sliding her backpack onto her shoulders, Adam walked into the hallway.

“Are you faking?” he accused her.

“I’m not!” Jenna replied defensively. She pushed her hair out of her eyes. “I am feeling sick.”

“That was the worst cough I’ve ever heard in my life,” Adam said. He bent down to put on his sneakers. “If this is just another prank—if you’re trying to get out of going to Dad’s so you can go to Nicole’s party—well, I don’t think it’s gonna fly. Mom wasn’t born yesterday.”

“I’m not!” Jenna exclaimed angrily. “I am feeling sick!”

The jingle of their mom’s car keys floated in from the living room. Jenna lowered her voice. “Anyway, just stay out of it, Adam,” she said. “I don’t feel well and you’re making me feel worse.”

Adam stood up and put on his backpack. “You’ll feel even worse if you have to stay home all weekend and Mom doesn’t let you go out on Saturday because you’re sick,” he pointed out. “Just wait.”

“Wait for what?” their mom said, entering the room. She shrugged her black trench coat on. “Ready?”

“Nothing, Mom,” Jenna said. “Yeah. I’m ready.”

“Me too,” Adam said. “Let’s go.”

Their mom walked out the front door, and Adam and Jenna followed. Jenna let the door slam softly as she closed it. She walked down the driveway and got into the backseat of her mom’s SUV.
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Jenna didn’t talk to her brother on the ride to school, and when their mom pulled up in front of the school building, she jumped out of the car, yelling a quick good-bye and adding a small cough for good measure. Without waiting for Adam, she ran into the building.

She had a few minutes before she had to be in homeroom, so Jenna walked to the library. The night before, she’d gotten excited about Natalie’s posting on the blog. She was so happy to be part of the book club. She browsed through the library’s stacks, and finally found The Pinballs and checked it out at the desk. “Great book!” the librarian, a tall, slender woman with curly black hair, said.

“I’m reading it with some friends,” Jenna told her.

“That’s great!” the librarian responded. “I’m in a book club, too.”

“Really?” Jenna asked. “Is it fun?”

“Definitely,” the librarian said happily. “We get together, eat snacks, and talk about books—it’s great!” She laughed, and Jenna laughed with her.

“Well, my book club is over the Internet,” Jenna admitted. “But I’m excited for it to start. I’d better go. I’ll be late to class!”

“Enjoy the book,” the librarian told her.

Jenna stopped by her locker to drop off her bag. She planned on bringing the book to homeroom, so she could get a head start. On her way to the classroom, Nicole ran up to her.

“Hey, Jen!” Nicole said, falling into step beside Jenna.

“Hi!” Jenna replied.

“Did you talk to your mom about this weekend?” Nicole asked, stepping out of the way of some boys walking in a pack down the hall.

“No . . .” Jenna said impishly. “But . . . I did start coughing a lot!” She laughed as Nicole’s eyes lit up.

“You did? Do you think she bought it?”

“Yeah, totally. I told her some of my friends at school were sick.” They stopped outside Jenna’s homeroom. “See you at lunch?”

“Definitely! See you later!” Nicole said. “Bye!”

A strange feeling of guilt crept into Jenna’s stomach. She knew that a few faked coughs weren’t exactly lies, but they weren’t telling the truth, either. Was it worth it, just to go to a party? She hated to lie, but she also hated the idea that everyone would be hanging out without her. Maybe Adam was on to something—not with dropping it, of course, but with thinking of it as just another prank. Pranks were harmless, right? Except for that one at Lakeview that didn’t go exactly as planned. . . .

She pushed the bad feeling out of her mind and walked into homeroom just in time for roll call.
  



chapter SIX





 Natalie> TUESDAY


After school, Natalie found Hannah at her locker. They hadn’t talked to each other the day before, and Nat really hoped Hannah wasn’t still upset about the school dance. “Hey, Han,” she said tentatively.

Hannah smiled and closed her locker. “Hi, Natalie.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry about Friday. I didn’t mean to get you in trouble with Kyle. I was just having a bad day.”

“It’s okay,” Natalie said. “I talked to Kyle after you left. So everything is fine with me and him. I just hope everything is okay with me and you!”

“It is,” Hannah said. “Want to walk home together?”

“Of course,” Natalie said, feeling hugely relieved. “Let’s go!”
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“I mean, ever since that day when we bumped into each other in the mess hall at camp, Simon and I hung out all the time,” Natalie said as she and Hannah slowly walked up Fifth Avenue. “So I don’t understand why he hasn’t called, or e-mailed, or anything!”

“Yeah, that’s weird,” Hannah said, slowing to peek into a store window displaying lots of colorful bags and shoes.

“I would call him, of course,” Natalie went on, “but I don’t want to be too pushy. And I did send him an e-mail right after we got back from camp, but I haven’t heard anything.”

The girls came to a crosswalk and waited for the light to change. “I don’t think you should worry, Nat,” Hannah said.

As the “don’t walk” signal changed, they stepped into the street. “Yeah. And now that I think about it, Jenna did tell me that her brother talked to Simon—they were in the same bunk—after we got back from camp, and he said that he misses me. Which just makes this more confusing, really, right? If he misses me, why doesn’t he call? And if he doesn’t miss me, why did he say that he did?”

“Why don’t you just call him?” Hannah asked. “Oooh, let’s get ice cream!” She stopped outside the ice cream store’s window. “They have coconut today! Our favorite!”

“Okay!” Natalie exclaimed.

They went into the shop and ordered two small cones of coconut—with chocolate sprinkles, of course—from the man standing behind the counter. While they waited for him to scoop their ice cream, Hannah said, “I didn’t even ask you how the rest of the dance went on Friday.”

Natalie looked at her. “Uh . . . I left right after you did, Hannah,” she said slowly.

“You did? Why?”

“After we had that talk, I didn’t feel like staying,” Natalie admitted. She looked down at the floor.

“Okay, girls, two coconut cones, chocolate sprinkles. That’ll be four dollars,” the old man behind the counter said. He smiled at them.

Natalie pulled a five-dollar bill out of her purse. “You can pay me back later,” she said to Hannah. She handed over the bill and got a dollar in return, which she shoved into the man’s tip jar.

“Good-bye, ladies!” he said.

They left, and the bell over the door jingled as the door swung shut.

In the street, they paused to take bites of their ice cream before continuing to walk uptown along the avenue. “So . . . why’d you leave, Nat?” Hannah said tentatively. “The dance, I mean.”

“Because my best friend left!” Natalie exclaimed.

“Right,” Hannah replied sheepishly. She licked her ice cream. “I guess it was pretty silly of me to get so upset that you were going to ditch me for a boy.”

“It was,” Natalie said, mock-sternly. “And anyway, it was two boys.”
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Natalie was home that evening relaxing when her cell phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number on the caller ID.

“Hello?” Natalie said.

“Hi, Nat,” a boy’s voice said on the other end.

“Hi . . . who’s this?”

“It’s Kyle,” he said. “I’m calling from my mom’s phone since mine is out of batteries.”

“Hey, Kyle, what’s up?” Natalie said, feeling nervous and excited. A phone call from a boy! This was huge!

“Uh,” Kyle paused. “I was calling to ask if you want to go Rollerblading in the park tomorrow, but if you have plans or you don’t want to, it’s okay, and maybe I’ll just see you at school then,” he continued, not taking a breath as he rattled off his words.

Natalie laughed. “I’d love to go Rollerblading tomorrow!”

“You would?” Kyle said, surprised.

“Definitely!” Nat replied. “I love Rollerblading.”

“You do?” Kyle stammered. “Um . . . cool! So, I was thinking we could just go after school, and maybe we could get ice cream or something, and then since I live near you I would walk you home.”

“Sounds great, Kyle . . . I’ll see you at school tomorrow!” Natalie was excited already.

“Cool. Bye, Nat,” Kyle said.

“Bye!”

I can’t believe it! A date with Kyle! she thought excitedly. Better call Hannah to plan my outfit! But as she picked up her cell phone to punch in Hannah’s number, she started to have second thoughts. She and Hannah had just made up that afternoon—the whole dating thing might still be a sore topic. The idea of having to keep her first date—her first date!—to herself was totally depressing, but she knew it was the right thing to do for now.

I’m still waiting from the phone call from Simon, Natalie realized. Was it really worth it?

To: MarissaRox
From: NatalieNYC
Subject: help . . .

 

hey, marissa—

i am desperate for some advice from someone older and wiser (and cooler!), like yourself. my best friend, hannah, has been acting really weird since i got home. she keeps making snide comments about me liking two boys at once (simon, obviously, and kyle, from school).

on friday at the dance, kyle overheard hannah talking about simon. i smoothed it over, though, and told him i didn’t have any boyfriends at all. and today, kyle called and asked me to go rollerblading with him in central park tomorrow, and hannah got really mad at me and said that i was acting like she wasn’t important. then she stormed out. i don’t know what to do. can you help?

luv, nat

From: MarissaRox
To: NatalieNYC
Subject: Re: help . . .

 

Hey, Nat! It’s good to hear from you. Sounds like lots of exciting stuff is happening in your life! How fun to go Rollerblading in Central Park. . . . I’m jealous! I’m up to my ears in homework over here . . .

Here’s what I think is going on with Hannah: She’s afraid you’re growing up faster than she is. If I were in your shoes—I’d have really cute shoes! Just kidding . . . And also, I’d make sure Hannah knows that you aren’t outgrowing her. It sounds like that’s what she’s worried about. Take time to do things with her that don’t involve boys at all. (And I know you already know this, but don’t rush into the boy thing yourself! You’ve got so much time!)

Let me know if I can help any more, hon. Love to hear from you.

Love, Marissa
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Alex> TUESDAY


Alex was in a great mood as she entered the locker room and began changing into her clothes for soccer practice. She’d had a pretty good day at school, and it was really warm and sunny outside. She couldn’t wait for the first day of practice to get underway!

As she slipped her jersey over her head and leaned down to tie her shoes, Alex thought about practice, wondering how it would go. She straightened up and pulled her hair into two pigtails, securing them with two purple elastics that she’d had on her wrist. Then she shoved her school clothes into her locker, slammed it shut, and locked it.

As she walked through the locker room to the door that led to the practice field, she passed a group of four older girls. One of them, a girl named Cindy who had short blond hair, snickered as Alex walked by. “Nice hair,” she said.

Alex whipped around, wanting to fire back a retort, but the confident, mean looks on the faces of Cindy and her friends stopped her. The older girls laughed again as Alex slunk out the door red-faced.

Outside, she immediately pulled the elastics out of her hair and pulled it into a long, sleek ponytail. “That was so mean,” she said under her breath. She smoothed down her practice jersey and shook her head to clear it, then walked toward the field.

When she had passed the bleachers, she heard the older girls behind her, snickering and laughing. “Oh look,” Cindy said, “she has grown-up hair now!” Alex wished she was the kind of girl who would respond, but she wasn’t. She just steeled her shoulders and continued to walk onto the field.

There were about ten girls waiting for practice to begin. Alex recognized most of them from tryouts, and walked over to a girl named Trish, who was in her English class. Trish was a tall girl with light brown hair that fell to her shoulders. She’d used barrettes to pull her bangs out of her eyes for practice. “Hey, Trish,” Alex said shyly.

“Hi, Alex,” Trish said. “Could you believe the homework in English today?”

“I know,” Alex replied. “I don’t know how I’m going to get it all done!” Their teacher had assigned the class an essay on someone important in their lives, and it had to be three pages long. To make matters worse, it was due on Thursday, giving Alex only two days to write it. “Who are you going to write about?” she asked Trish.

Trish shrugged. “Maybe my mom? I don’t really know,” she said. “What about you?”

“I have no idea,” Alex said. She sighed. “I can’t believe it’s only the second week of school and I already have so much homework to do.”

“Yeah,” Trish responded. “I guess that’s middle school for you.” They shared a commiserating look.

Just then, Coach Gregorson walked onto the field, followed by Henry and Lisa. Alex could already tell that she was going to look up to Lisa a lot. The older girl seemed so calm and confident. As she walked onto the field, her ponytail swung from side to side, and she was smiling.

Coach blew on her whistle. “All right, team,” she said. “We’re going to start warming up now. Please stretch out, and then we’ll get moving.”

Alex and Trish sat down on the field and stretched out their legs. As Alex reached for her toes, Trish whispered, “Are you going to get to start, do you think? In the games?”

Alex whispered back, “No. I don’t think so.” She looked over at Trish. “What about you?”

“They said I could if I learn some stuff,” Trish confided.

“Me too,” Alex said. She switched legs, stretching her left leg out and reaching toward it with her arms.

“Okay,” Coach Gregorson said. “Let’s start with some running. Henry, please go stand midfield,” she said, pointing. “Everyone, when I blow my whistle, run to Henry, and then run back, five times.”

Alex stood up next to Trish and shook out her arms, jogging in place for a moment. When the coach’s whistle blew, she took off toward Henry, running fast enough to keep up with the group but not so fast that she’d lose too much energy. As she ran, sweat began to form on her forehead. She pulled ahead of Trish after the first lap, and heard Henry call, “Nice pace, Alex!”

After the five laps, Lisa had brought out a big bag of balls that she handed out to the group. “Okay,” she said. “Everybody, please pair up, and let’s practice some passes.”

Alex looked at Trish, who nodded at her happily. Lisa threw Trish a ball, and she and Alex walked a few paces away to begin kicking the ball back and forth to each other.

As Alex ran around, returning the ball to Trish every time, her worries about not being able to play in the games started to dissipate. She didn’t notice Cindy and one of her friends watching her, and so when she missed one of the kicks Trish had passed to her, she thought nothing of it. That is, until Cindy laughed. “Oops!” Alex said with a forced laugh, trying to make light of the situation.

“Oh, she’ll never get to play,” Cindy said to her friend, just loud enough for both Alex and Trish to hear.

“Ignore them,” Trish said.

But Alex’s feelings had already been hurt badly enough in the locker room; having Cindy witness her making a mistake was too much to bear. She could feel the tears forming in her eyes.

“Uh-oh,” Cindy’s friend said loudly. “She’s totally going to cry.”

Cindy laughed. “Oh man. If she cries about missing a pass, what’s she going to do when we’re actually playing?” she said. Then she snorted. “Oh. Right. She’s not going to get to play.”

Alex looked furtively for the coach, but Coach Gregorson was on the other side of the field, giving pointers to another set of girls. Still laughing, Cindy and her friend moved away from Alex and Trish.

The rest of practice was okay—they did a few more exercises with the balls, and then were split up into two teams for a scrimmage. Alex didn’t score, but she did feel like she was learning a lot. She couldn’t shake the memory of Cindy teasing her, though. For the first time in her entire life, Alex wanted to quit soccer—what was the point if she wasn’t going to get to play, and if her teammates were going to be so unfriendly?

Alex had been playing soccer for a long time. At her elementary school, she’d been close friends with all of the girls on her team. So it was strange to be on a team where not only did she not know anyone else, but some girls were mean to her. She was used to a supportive, fun team . . . this was totally different.

Alex and Trish walked to the locker room together after practice. “Try not to get too upset about her,” Trish said quietly. “She’s just stupid.”

Alex sighed. “Yeah, I know,” she said. “But it still stinks, getting made fun of.”

They reached the school building and Trish pulled the heavy door open. “Just try not to worry, Alex,” she said. “And just don’t listen to her.”

“Okay,” Alex said. “I’ll try not to let her bother me.”

To: BrynnWins
From: SoccerLover
Subject: Soccer Team

 

Hey, Brynn—

How are you? It’s been so long since we talked! I hope school is going well for you—middle school is way different for me. I made the soccer team . . . barely . . . and even though the coach said I wouldn’t get to play much this year, I was really excited to be on the team and to learn enough to be able to play next year.

There’s one bad thing, though: this girl Cindy. She and her friends were laughing at me before practice, and I thought maybe I was being paranoid. But then she called me a crybaby while we were practicing. And in the locker room after practice, while I was getting dressed, I heard her say my name. I don’t know what she was saying, because she was talking quietly. But it really bothered me. It sounded like she was planning to do something mean. I hope I’m wrong about this.

Other than that, school is okay, I guess. What’s up with you? Hope to hear from you soon!

Love,

Alex

To: SoccerLover
From: BrynnWins
Re: Soccer Team

 

Alex, I am really mad at that girl for making fun of you. I’m sure you’re just being paranoid, though. Who would do something really mean just for the sake of it? And if it’s really bad you should talk to your coach or something.

Love you. Hope you’re feeling better.

B.
  



chapter EVEN






grace> WEDNESDAY


Grace sat down at a chair near the front row of her English classroom and slid her books onto the desk. She smiled sweetly at the girl next to her and opened her pencil case, taking out one freshly sharpened yellow pencil. The girl next to her, Cate, leaned over. “Pop quiz today,” she whispered.

“Are you sure?” Grace whispered back.

“Yep. My sister has Roslyn first period, and she told me.”

“Thanks,” Grace said, biting her lip nervously.

She tried to act confident, but the truth was, she was terrified. Quizzes were hard enough when she was prepared for them!

The bell rang, and Mr. Roslyn walked into the room, shutting the door behind him. As it shut with a loud crack, he strolled toward his desk and picked up a stack of stapled papers. He gave a few to each person who sat in the front row, telling them to pass the quizzes back.

He coughed, and then said, “Okay, class, as I hinted yesterday, here’s a quiz about Hatchet. Please close your books, take out a pencil, and we’ll start when everyone has the quiz.” Mr. Roslyn crossed his arms and waited for everyone to prepare for the quiz. Grace watched as he looked around the room. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying desperately to calm herself, and opened them as Mr. Roslyn said, “All right. Now that you’re all ready, let’s begin.”

As she scanned the test, Grace thought she knew the answers to some of the questions for sure, and she was pretty confident about some of the others, but she wasn’t positive about any of them. It’s okay, Grace thought. I can do this.

She answered the first couple of questions easily, but then got stuck on an essay question about something that had happened at the beginning of the book. Tapping her pencil against her thigh nervously, Grace tried to remember the answer. After a few minutes of thinking, she gave up, hoping to have time to come back to the question after finishing the rest of the test.

By the time the bell rang, signaling the beginning of lunch, Grace reluctantly brought her quiz to Mr. Roslyn’s desk, convinced she’d failed it entirely.
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Instead of eating in the cafeteria, like she normally would, Grace took her lunch to a quiet corner of the school-yard so that she could read alone. After the trauma of her pop quiz, she wanted some time to herself. She pulled out her lunch bag and arranged the sandwich, chips, apple, and cranberry juice around her for easy access, and then reached into her backpack for her copy of The Pinballs.

As she munched on her lunch, Grace tried to read a few pages of her book. She liked the characters in the story right away, but she was having a hard time paying attention to the plot of the book. After realizing she was reading the same paragraph over and over for almost ten minutes, she shut the book in frustration and simply finished her lunch, staring off into the trees that circled the school.

When she’d eaten everything her mom had packed that morning, Grace shoved the wrappers and apple core back into the lunch bag and walked back into the school toward the cafeteria, where she knew she’d find her friends.

But as she passed Mr. Roslyn’s classroom, she stopped in her tracks. Through the small rectangular window set into the wooden door, she could see Mr. Roslyn working at his desk, grading papers while he ate a sandwich.

Grace tentatively walked closer to the door and raised her hand to knock. When she rapped gently at the door, she saw Mr. Roslyn look up. When he saw her, he smiled and motioned for her to come in.

Grace pushed the door open and walked in.

“How can I help you, Miss Matthews?” Mr. Roslyn said, putting down his red pen and pushing the stack of ungraded papers away from him. He shoved his chair back a bit and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Hi, Mr. Roslyn,” Grace said. “Um . . . do you have a few minutes to talk?”

Mr. Roslyn uncrossed his arms and gestured to the closest desk. “Of course. Have a seat!”

Grace sat down, placing her backpack carefully next to her feet. “I wanted to talk to you about reading,” she said.

Mr. Roslyn smiled warmly. “One of my favorite things,” he said. “But I know not everyone feels that way,” he added, leaning back in his chair. “One of the things I’ve learned as a teacher is that if you really work hard, and really put your mind to it, you’ll be able to do anything. Grace, I can already tell you’re a fine student, especially when you really put your mind to something. I talked to your parents a few days ago, and they told me you’ve been studying a lot this year, and that’s great. Just keep working at it, and you’ll be fine.”

“That isn’t what’s wrong,” Grace said quietly.

“Is it that you don’t like reading?” Mr. Roslyn prompted.

“No! I like to read!” Grace protested. “I just . . . I’ve been having some trouble.”

Mr. Roslyn frowned. “What’s the trouble?” he asked.

“Well,” Grace began, looking down at her hands, “I have trouble concentrating. I don’t mind reading, but it’s hard to get into it.” She looked up at her teacher. “Do you ever have a hard time concentrating?” she asked.

“Absolutely, Grace,” he replied with a smile. “In fact, when I was your age I had a terrible time reading.”

“So what changed?” Grace asked.

Mr. Roslyn frowned thoughtfully. Grace noticed that when he seemed to be thinking, his cheeks turned a bit redder than normal—and they were pretty red to begin with. “Hmmm,” he said, still thinking. Then his eyes lit up.

“I know what it was!” he exclaimed. He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a tattered book.

“Reading made you like reading?” Grace asked skeptically.

“No,” Mr. Roslyn said. “This book made me like reading.”

He displayed the book’s cover, and Grace gasped. “Peter Pan?” she shrieked. “Did you know I was in Peter Pan this summer in my camp play?”

Mr. Roslyn smiled widely, displaying rows of sparkling white teeth. “I did not! Who knew there was a thespian among us?”

“Yeah, I played Wendy!” Grace said happily. “So . . . is it your favorite book?”

“No. Not my favorite. But it was once, before I went to college. In college, I read a book called Ulysses. Well, in college I read a lot of books, but that one was my favorite ever since. I guess I have a lot of favorites.” Mr. Roslyn paused. “Grace, would you like to borrow my copy of Peter Pan?”

Grace drew in her breath. “I’d love to!” she exclaimed. “Thanks, Mr. Roslyn!”

“Not as homework, you understand,” he cautioned. “For fun.” He emphasized the word fun by pointing his pencil at Grace.

“Got it, Mr. Roslyn,” Grace said. Even though the thought of extra reading sounded anything but fun. She forced herself to look enthusiastic. At that moment, the bell rang, signaling the end of the lunch period.

“You hurry along to class. And let me know how you like the book,” Mr. Roslyn said. “And try to make a stab at The Pinballs, too . . . I think you’ll like it more than you think you will.”

Grace stood up and slung her backpack around her shoulders. “Thanks, Mr. Roslyn,” she said shyly, before heading to the door. Even if she didn’t do as well on the quiz as she would have liked, she knew that she’d tried her hardest and that her teacher was on her side.

Posted by: Grace
Subject: Reading

 

Hi, Lakeview girls! I’m so excited about our book club—I think it’s really going to help me in my English class. Plus, my English teacher gave me a copy of Peter Pan to read for fun. But I still have to read Pinballs for homework. So I think I’ve heard from everyone about being in the club, except Chelsea. Does anyone know if she’s been checking the blog? Chelsea, if you’re reading this, let me know if you want to join!

Have you guys ever felt really different from your friends? I have this new friend, Lara, in drama club. She’s super smart. She went to this really elite private school. But I really like her a lot, and I know she likes me, too. We hung out last weekend and I want to hang out with her again this weekend. But I feel like when she discovers the truth about me, that I’m not great in school, she won’t want to be my friend anymore. Does anyone have any advice?

Anyway, we start Pinballs on Monday . . . I plan to have the first chapter read by that day. Hope some of you will, too! I’ve got to get back to drama club—we’re on a break, and I just wanted to say hi!

Love,

Grace

Posted by: Sarah
Re: Reading

 

You’ll love Peter Pan (the book), Grace! It’s different from the play, but it’s still really magical and cool.

Love ya! Sarah

Posted by: Jessie
Re: Reading

 

Hey, Grace, I have a friend like that, sort of. She’s really good at sports, and all of her friends are on the basketball team and stuff. We’re best friends because we live in the same neighborhood. We didn’t even go to elementary school together. But now that we’re in the same middle school, I was really worried that she wouldn’t want to be my friend anymore, since we do such different things. You’re really lucky to have a friend with the same interests, and I can’t imagine that Lara would change her mind about you just because of a couple of bad grades. After all, she likes YOU, right? Not your report card! :) Molly and I are still best friends, even though I’m not the best athlete ever. So I don’t think Lara will care. (And if she did, she wouldn’t be very cool anyway, right?)

KIT! Jess
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Natalie > WEDNESDAY


When the bell rang at the end of the school day, Natalie was excited for her skating date with Kyle . . . but totally nervous, too. In fact, she’d been getting more and more jittery all day.

She’d worn her favorite jeans and the red top she’d bought with Hannah, and she knew it was a pretty cute combo. So she wasn’t surprised that Kyle blushed when he walked up to her at her locker after school.

“Uh, hey, Nat,” he said. He had his rollerblades slung over one shoulder and his backpack over the other. “You ready?”

“Definitely!” Natalie said, trying to make her voice sound steadier than she felt. “Let me just grab my stuff, and I’ll be ready to go.”

“Awesome,” Kyle replied. They walked together through the hallway of the school toward the big entrance doors. Natalie couldn’t believe she was on her first real date. I will remember this date for the rest of my life, she thought.

Near the entrance, Natalie saw Hannah standing with a couple of other girls. She smiled at her friend, but Hannah just shot her back a strange look. There was no pretending that it was a mistake or something Nat had imagined—obviously Hannah was grouchy that Natalie was going on her date.

Kyle noticed the exchange, and leaned over to Natalie. “That’s weird,” he said. “Isn’t Hannah, like, your best friend?”

“Yeah,” Natalie said. Though these days, I’m not too sure. She pushed her hair back out of her eyes. “Let’s go!” she said, trying to sound more excited. This was her first date, after all, and she wasn’t going to let anything ruin it.

Not even losing her best friend.
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As Kyle and Natalie walked toward Central Park, they talked about school and about their friends. Kyle told Natalie that over the summer he’d started hanging out with kids from his neighborhood instead of just friends from school. “That’s cool,” Nat said. “I made a lot of friends this summer.”

“Really? At camp?” Kyle asked, surprised.

Natalie laughed. “Why do you sound so shocked? I spent eight weeks living in a tiny cabin with a bunch of other girls. Obviously we’d be friends.”

Kyle blushed. “Well, right,” he said. “I guess I’m just surprised because, you know, um, I remember you weren’t too excited about camp when you first told me about it.”

“No, I wasn’t,” Natalie said. She smiled, remembering the first few days at camp, when she’d hated getting up early, hated being all sweaty, and hated being out in nature. But she’d grown to really love Camp Lakeview. “I mean, yeah, I missed New York. But . . . I don’t know. I guess eleven-year-old girls have more in common than you’d think, no matter where they’re from.”

“And eleven-year-old boys,” Kyle said quietly.

Natalie knew he was talking about Simon. Simon who had finally called her the other night and left a message—though they’d been playing phone tag and still hadn’t spoken. But what could she say to make Kyle feel better? She did like Simon—and she liked Kyle, too. Boys, she thought. Are they really worth it?

They reached the bottom of Central Park at 59th Street. Kyle shaded his eyes against the sun and looked for a bench where they could put their Rollerblades on. “Hey, over here,” he said.

“Do you want to get a Frappuccino first?” Natalie asked, looking longingly at a Starbucks across the avenue.

“Uh . . . not really,” Kyle said. “I don’t like coffee.” He started across the street toward the bench.

“Okay . . .” Natalie mumbled, surprised. Even if Kyle wasn’t into caffeine, wouldn’t it have been polite to take her anyway? Well, I’m new to this dating thing, she thought, deciding to be a good sport. She hoisted her backpack and followed Kyle across the street.

They sat on a stone bench and changed into their Rollerblades, shoving their shoes into their bags. Then they started skating slowly through the park, winding their way along the paths. Natalie loved Central Park, especially in the early autumn, when the grass was bright green, the sky was a brilliant blue, the trees were just beginning to change colors, and everyone in the park seemed to be in a great mood as they lounged on blankets, Rollerbladed or ran, pushed baby strollers, and played with dogs. It was Hannah and Natalie’s favorite place to come, any time of the year, but especially during the first month of school. For as long as Nat could remember, they’d made a point of coming to the park a few times a week. When they were young, they’d come with their mothers, but now, they’d go alone. And they’d always get a Frappuccino, or ice cream, or lemonade. It wasn’t that Natalie minded being there without Hannah, and with Kyle. She just wished that Hannah wasn’t mad at her.

In fact, Hannah being mad at her was enough to put Natalie in a bad mood. I can’t believe this, she thought. I’ve been looking forward to my first date for, like, my whole life. She decided to put on a happy face. “So, Kyle,” she said. “What did you do this summer?”

“Oh, you know, that acting school,” he said, turning to look at Nat.

“Right, duh,” Natalie replied. “Was it fun?”

“Yeah, it was really fun. I learned a lot.”

“Cool,” Nat said.

“So, you had a boyfriend this summer, huh?” Kyle asked quietly.

Natalie whipped her head to look at him. “What?”

“Simon, or whatever. The guy Hannah was talking about.”

“He wasn’t my boyfriend.”

“Oh. Okay. Do you still talk to him?” Natalie thought she heard a little jealousy in Kyle’s voice.

“I haven’t talked to him since camp,” she said honestly. But she felt slightly annoyed that she was being forced to defend herself.

“Oh, cool,” Kyle replied, looking visibly less nervous.

They skated in semi-silence for a half an hour or so. And for the first time in her life, Natalie found herself not able to think of anything to say. Quick, Nat, come up with something, she thought. Anything. TV, sports, school. . . . But she couldn’t think of a thing. She didn’t know what the problem was, whether it was Kyle talking about Simon, or feeling bad about Hannah. I guess this Hannah thing is bothering me more than I expected, she admitted to herself. Or maybe dating’s just harder than I expected! She remembered, though, that she and Simon had never had trouble coming up with things to talk about at camp. Could it be that Natalie and Simon just had more . . . chemistry? Whatever that meant, anyway.

She noticed that they had skated in several loops to end up near the opening to 79th Street. “Hey, Kyle?” Natalie said tentatively. “I think I should head home.”

Kyle looked taken aback. “Oh . . . okay,” he said. “Um . . . do you feel sick or something?”

She checked her watch—it was only four thirty. “I . . . uh . . . promised my mom I’d be home by five,” she lied, crossing her fingers behind her back. “And it’ll take me a little while to get there,” she added for good measure.

“Okay,” Kyle said. He looked at the ground. “Thanks for hanging out, Nat,” he said. “I had a really good time.”

“Me too!” Natalie said, forcing a smile.

I did have a good time, she thought, as she skated down 79th Street toward Broadway. But I just want to get home. She was already looking forward to maybe ordering in some Thai food and relaxing on the couch in front of a good Hilary Duff DVD . . . and not thinking about friends or boys or about growing up. Just being Natalie. Wasn’t that perfectly okay?

To: Alyssa11
From: NatalieNYC
Subject: Boys, etc . . . .

 

hey, alyssa. so, today i went on a date with kyle (you remember, i talked about him at camp). it was okay. i mean, it was fun—we went rollerblading in central park. but he’s not as cool as simon was. he didn’t want to stop and get frappuccinos . . . and i don’t know. it just wasn’t what i expected. he’s a fun guy, but . . . he kept asking me about simon. and i just didn’t feel like explaining anything. we didn’t have that much to say to each other. sort of a letdown.

i guess part of the problem is my friend hannah. she’s been really weird since i got back from camp. saying things about me having boyfriends, and just acting generally un-hannah-like. and the other day, when i was going off on my date with kyle, hannah got really awkward about it. it really put me in a terrible mood.

i’m having a good time in middle school, but i feel like everything’s different. hannah’s different, or else she just thinks i am, and instead of just hanging out with someone, you have to be their girlfriend. it’s too much pressure. it makes me want to curl up in my room—with some fashion magazines, of course—and not come out till high school.

the thing is, hannah thinks i shouldn’t have a boyfriend, much less two boyfriends. but i don’t! i really like simon, and i like kyle—or, I did before today—but i’m not planning my wedding or anything. why can’t i hang out with both of them?

what should i do? should i call simon back? or should i just forget about boys altogether? and should i talk to hannah, or just let her get over it? AHHHH! i wish this was easier. who knew middle school would cause so many problems??

i’d better go—my mom just got home. i’m going to convince her to order in thai food.

luv, nat
  



chapter EIGHT






Alex> WEDNESDAY


Alex had never been so pumped in her life. It was the final moments of their first soccer game, and the Rockets were up by four points, meaning they’d definitely beat the Chargers. She couldn’t believe it, but she was so into the game that it almost didn’t matter that she wasn’t actually playing. Almost.

The minute the thought had popped into her brain, everything changed.

“Okay, Alex, you’re going in for Carla,” the coach said.

At first, Alex thought she’d heard wrong. “Seriously?” she asked excitedly. Her stomach did back flips. She was nervous, but she couldn’t wait to get out on the field. After looking up into the stands and giving her mom a thumbs-up, she checked to make sure that her hair was tightly in place and that her shoelaces were tied. The coach blew her whistle to signal a time-out. Coach Gregorson motioned for Carla to come off the field, and Carla ran off.

She and Alex high-fived as Alex ran onto the field. Once the coach blew her whistle again, the game was back on. Alex was afraid her knees were going to buckle beneath her, but as her feet found the ball, her confidence returned. Soccer was as natural to Alex as breathing. Suddenly, Alex found herself kicking the ball down the field, weaving through her opponents until she was directly in front of the goal, unguarded. Yes! she thought. There was no doubt in her mind: She was going to make this goal.

Everyone in the stands was cheering and whistling, but Alex blocked out all the noise as she made for the goal. She raised her right foot to kick the ball into the goal, watching only the opposing team’s goalie and waiting for the perfect moment. She lowered her foot toward the ball, readied herself, and . . .

Suddenly found herself on her back, with her ankle twisted in excruciating, red-hot pain. For a minute, she couldn’t figure out what had happened, and then Alex realized she’d been tripped. She looked up and saw Cindy standing there, a terrified look on her face. “Oh, man,” Cindy said. “Oh no. Are you okay?” The cheering in the stands turned to worried silence, and the referee blew his whistle, stopping the game.

Alex couldn’t believe what had just happened. “Did you trip me?” she whispered incredulously.

“No!” Cindy said, backing away. “I didn’t mean to, I swear, I swear Alex, I’d never do that.”

“What happened?” Coach Gregorson asked, standing above Alex. She bent down. “Are you all right, Alex?” she asked softly.

“I’m okay. Cindy—I don’t know what happened, but I was about to kick the ball and then I was on the ground,” Alex replied. Her chin trembled. “My leg really, really hurts.”

The coach looked to the sidelines, motioning for the school nurse to come to the field. As the nurse made her way to the field, Coach asked, “Cindy, what happened?”

“I was just coming up behind her to help,” Cindy said plaintively. “She slowed down and I didn’t realize it, and all of a sudden I was right behind her, and as she lowered her foot I just—”

“Okay,” Coach said. “I’m sure it was an accident. Regardless, it looks to me like Alex has sprained her ankle. Alex, is your mom here?”

Alex sat up a bit and looked toward the bleachers, shading her eyes. “Yes,” she said. “The lady with the brown hair by the bottom of the bleachers.” She looked up to see that her mother was already on her way down, a nervous expression on her face.

Nurse Clain, breathless and red-faced from hurrying onto the field, arrived and kneeled down beside Alex. She picked up Alex’s foot, asking, “Does this hurt?”

Alex nodded her head. “It doesn’t feel broken. I broke my ankle once and it wasn’t like this.”

“I think it’s just a sprain,” the nurse said comfortingly. “If it was a break, you’d be in agonizing pain right now.”

Alex’s mom ran up then and crouched down. “Honey, are you okay?” she asked, her eyebrows knit together in a worried frown.

“My leg hurts,” Alex replied. She bit her lip as tears started to sting her eyes. “It hurts a lot,” she went on, the tears that had been threatening to fall finally making their way down her face. “But I can move it, a little.”

“Good,” Nurse Clain responded. She pulled a tissue out of her pocket and leaned over to wipe the tears from Alex’s face. “I’m sure it’s just a sprain, but let’s take you to the emergency room to find out.”

“I’ll go pull around the car,” Alex’s mom said.

“Great. We’re going to help you up, Alex,” Coach said. “Put your arms around our shoulders, and try to hop on your other foot.”

Alex sat up and looked at Cindy. The older girl looked petrified, her face ghost white. She clenched her hands to her mouth as the coach and the nurse reached down to help Alex to her feet.

As she hopped off the field, the onlookers rose to their feet and clapped for her.

“Alex,” Coach Gregorson said, as they headed toward the parking lot, “you were great out there.” Alex gingerly got into the passenger seat of her mom’s red station wagon. “I’m really impressed. I think you may be playing more this year than any of us thought you would.”

“Really?” Alex replied. “Thanks, Coach!”

Her leg throbbed and her face was still wet and tear-stained, but Alex didn’t care. Even though she got hurt, she had definitely kicked butt on the field that afternoon. She had proven her worth to her coach—and to herself!
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The nurse was right: It was just a sprain, much to Alex’s relief. When she and her mom got home from the hospital, her mom set her up in a comfortable chair in the living room, put in a DVD of Alex’s favorite movie, and handed her the remote. “I’ll make you dinner,” she said, tucking a comfortable, multicolored blanket around Alex. “What do you want? Anything at all.”

Alex thought for a minute. “Um . . . how about chicken stir-fry?” she said.

“Okay, honey. Sit tight.”

Alex started watching the movie, and when dinner was ready, her mom sat down in the living room to watch with her.

The phone rang, and Alex’s mom went to pick it up. “Hello?” she said. “Al, it’s for you—it’s Bridgette.”

“Really?” Alex asked. “Uh . . . okay.” She hadn’t even seen Bridgette at school that day, except for in math, where they hadn’t had time to talk. Bridgette took gymnastics after school and therefore couldn’t come to Alex’s game. Her mom handed her the cordless phone and walked back toward the kitchen.

“Hi, Bridgette,” Alex said tentatively.

“Hey, Al,” Bridgette replied, a note of concern in her voice. “I heard about what happened during the soccer game! Are you okay?”

“Yes,” Alex said, reaching for the remote to pause the movie. “I just sprained my ankle. It hurts, but it’s okay.”

“What happened?” Bridgette asked.

Alex shifted in her chair. “Well, I was about to score a goal and all of a sudden this girl, Cindy, came up behind me and I guess she didn’t realize I was slowing down to kick, and she accidentally tripped me.”

She heard Bridgette draw her breath in sharply. “Oh, Alex, good thing you’re okay!”

“I know. It wouldn’t be so bad except that at first I was positive Cindy did it on purpose. The other day she made fun of me for wearing my hair in pigtails, and then when I messed up a pass she laughed at me again. So when it happened today . . .”

“I’m sure she didn’t do it on purpose. I mean, I know she’s been not so nice to you, but that would be awful,” Bridgette agreed.

“Yeah, I hope it was just an accident.” Alex sighed. “It’s funny, if that happened last year I wouldn’t even have wondered for a minute if it was on purpose. If I got hurt, and a girl on my team had done it, I would know for sure that she hadn’t done it on purpose. I guess it’s just another thing that stinks about middle school.”

Bridgette was quiet for a moment. “You don’t like middle school?” she asked.

Alex paused before answering. It’s time for me to be honest with Bridgette, she decided. If she’s really my best friend, she’ll understand. “No!” Alex finally replied, emphatically. “I hate it. I don’t know anybody, there’s way more homework, you have to try out for soccer, people are mean . . .” She stopped.

“But it isn’t only bad, Alex,” Bridgette said gently. “I mean, we have better classes, way more freedom, we can use pens . . .” She and Alex laughed in unison. “And that’s not all,” Bridgette went on. “It’s hard right now because it’s, like, totally different. But it’ll be awesome once we have tons of new friends and stuff.”

Alex bit her lip. “But you’re the one meeting people,” she said, shifting the phone to her other ear. “Not me. I’m just boring.”

Bridgette laughed. “Alex, don’t be ridiculous! You’re my best friend! You’ll meet people with me! I’m not going to go to any parties without you, or anything . . . and I’m not leaving you behind. We’re in this together! Besides, it’s not like you don’t have your own thing going on—what about soccer, after all? I mean, other than Cindy, of course.”

“But I never see you anymore,” Alex said quietly.

“That’s just because I’ve had a lot of homework, and we don’t have classes together, really,” Bridgette reassured her. “Don’t worry. You’ll always be my best friend, Alex.”

Alex sighed with relief. “Well, that makes middle school a bit easier, I guess,” she said. “Hey, maybe I’ll meet people since I’ll be limping around school all week!”

Bridgette laughed. “I’d better go,” she said. “My mom’s calling me for dinner.”

“Okay,” Alex replied. “See you tomorrow.” After they hung up, she couldn’t believe how much better she felt after talking to Bridgette. Having a best friend definitely made most things easier, at least.





Natalie> THURSDAY


In school on Thursday morning, Natalie couldn’t help but notice that conversations seemed to stop the minute she passed by people in the hall, and that when she walked by, most people’s eyes were following her. After an entire morning of weirdness, she finally leaned over to a classmate, Chloe, and said, “Okay, so, why am I suddenly such a celebrity?”

Chloe laughed. “Are you kidding?” she asked. “It’s you and Kyle. Everyone’s totally obsessed with how you two are a couple.”

Natalie was taken aback. “What?” she asked incredulously. “I’m not Kyle’s girlfriend. We went skating. That’s it.”

Chloe shrugged. “Well, that’s not what he’s telling people,” she said. “I heard that you guys went out yesterday, and now you’re his girlfriend.”

“Well, it’s not true,” Natalie said. She slumped into her chair. “I mean, I like him, but we just went Rollerblading. It’s not like we’re married or anything.”

Hannah walked into the class and sat down far away from Natalie. Nat turned in her chair to look at her friend, but Hannah pointedly avoided Nat’s gaze and opened up her notebook. She began writing in it, and Natalie turned back around.

“What’s up with you and Hannah?” Chloe asked. “Aren’t you guys best friends anymore?”

“I thought we were,” Natalie said. She sighed.

Everything was wrong! Her best friend was not her friend at all, and a boy she’d hung out with, like, once was suddenly her boyfriend. Things were as complicated as ever, and Nat didn’t like it. Not one bit.
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After class, Natalie rushed out of the room before anyone could ask her questions about her “date” with Kyle. She headed to the locker bay and was intercepted by Kyle himself.

“Hey, Nat,” he said, walking alongside her to the lockers.

“Hi, Kyle,” Natalie said, embarrassed.

“How’s it going?”

“Good,” Natalie replied, forcing a smile.

“So . . . what are you doing after school?” Kyle asked. They reached Natalie’s locker, and he reached out to take her books as she twirled the combination lock to open her locker.

“It’s okay, I can carry them,” she said. “Um . . . I don’t know what I’m doing. My mom told me to come right home.”

“Oh,” Kyle said, sounding disappointed. “I was thinking we could go to Central Park again.”

“Well, I don’t have my Rollerblades or anything,” Natalie replied. She put her books into her locker and took out the one she needed for her English class second period.

“That’s okay,” Kyle said quickly. “We could just walk around. We could even go to Starbucks.”

“I can’t today,” Natalie said. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh. Okay,” he replied. He was obviously disappointed.

“I’d better get to class,” Natalie said, slamming her locker and rushing off before he could say anything or offer to carry her books for her. As she left, she was aware of him standing there and watching her.

Natalie felt bad. Kyle was really nice—she especially appreciated that he wanted to take her to Starbucks—but she’d finally talked to Simon last night and they’d had a great conversation. No one made her laugh the way Simon did. If Kyle was looking for a girlfriend, well, then she just wasn’t ready.

At lunch, Natalie scanned the cafeteria for Hannah, who was sitting alone at a corner table. She hurried across the room and put her lunch bag down onto Hannah’s table. Hannah looked up at her and began to pick up her things, as if to leave, but Natalie sat down and said, “Hannah, please don’t leave. Please let me talk to you.”

“Don’t you want to sit with your boyfriend?” Hannah asked snidely.

“He’s not my boyfriend, Han,” Natalie said, frustrated. “And even if he were, you’re my best friend, and I want to work this out.”

“That’s not what he said,” Hannah replied. “I heard all about it first period.”

“I know,” Natalie said forcefully. “But it’s not true. I am not his girlfriend, and he is not my boyfriend. Look, this boyfriend stuff is pretty heavy. I really like Kyle, but I can still carry my own books to class, and I can still sit with my best friend at lunch.”

Hannah softened. “Oh,” she said quietly. “I just assumed . . .”

“Well, you assumed wrong,” Natalie cut in. “We just went Rollerblading for, like, an hour. He didn’t even want to get a Frappuccino beforehand! It was fun, but I wished the whole time that I was Rollerblading with you, instead.” She smiled at Hannah. “I really miss you, Han,” she went on softly. She opened her lunch bag and took out her sandwich, slowly unwrapping the plastic.

Hannah sighed. “I miss you too, Nat. I just feel like you’re into things I’m not into right now.”

“Hannah, that’s ridiculous!” Natalie cried, putting down her sandwich.

“No, it’s not,” Hannah said. She sipped her soda. “I don’t like boys, and I don’t care about makeup and stuff. Sushi and shopping, sure. But not boys. Not yet.” Hannah looked down at her open bag of chips. “I just feel like you’re growing up way faster than I am, and I don’t want to be your boring, babyish friend.”

“I’m not growing up faster than you,” Natalie protested. “I happened to meet a couple of boys that I was interested in. It isn’t anything drastic. And besides—I’ve always been into makeup!”

Hannah opened her bag and drew out an apple, which she polished gently on her T-shirt. “It seems like a really big difference.”

“Just because our lives might be a little different right now—it doesn’t change anything,” Natalie said. She thought for a moment. “I mean, our lives have always been different. That’s one of the greatest things about our friendship!”

“I know,” Hannah replied.

“I mean, I’ve been a little self-absorbed,” Natalie admitted.

“And I’ve been a little jealous,” Hannah said quietly. “It is pretty stupid, huh?”

“Absolutely.” Natalie bit into her cheese sandwich and then took a sip of her soda. “But you should know—all of this boy stuff? Just makes me need you as my friend more than ever! Seriously, I’m so confused, and you’re the one who keeps me sane.”

“Barely,” Hannah quipped dryly.

“Fine, point taken,” Nat conceded. “Do you want to go Rollerblading after school?”

“I’d love to go Rollerblading,” Hannah said excitedly.

“On one condition, though,” Natalie said in her best serious voice.

“What?” Hannah said, frowning.

“Frappuccinos first,” Nat said, winking.

To: Alyssa11
From: NatalieNYC
Subject: Hannah, boys . . .

 

hey, alyssa—i just wanted to write and thank you for your advice about hannah. i talked to her today, and we managed to figure things out. i think she was just feeling, like, with all this boy stuff going on, i didn’t need her anymore. but i pointed out that that’s exactly why i need her now, more than ever! i mean, kyle and i hung out one time, and all of a sudden i’m his girlfriend? no way. especially ’cause of how simon and i have been having these great phone conversations and text messages and stuff. i just started getting into boys—i’m not looking for anything serious. so it’s good to have hannah to help me deal.

anyway, just wanted to let you know how much your advice helped. hope everything is okay with you. write soon and let me know what’s up!

luv, nat
  



chapter NINE






Alex> THURSDAY


“Bye, honey,” Alex’s mom said, kissing her on the forehead.

“See you after practice, Mom,” Alex replied. She shifted her backpack onto her back, picked up her crutches, and started slowly hopping toward the entrance to her school building. She was aware of the looks she was getting from everyone as she hobbled in, but none of the looks were mean.

A boy she didn’t recognize held the front door open for her.

“Wow, I heard about what happened, but I didn’t know you’d have to be on crutches!” he said, waiting until Alex had fully made it through the door before following behind her toward the lockers.

“Yeah, it’s just for a couple of weeks, so I don’t strain it,” Alex said. She couldn’t believe the boy—who she thought was probably an eighth-grader—knew who she was.

“Man, I was talking to Cindy this morning. She feels so bad about what happened,” the boy went on. “She was like, ‘Peter, I totally didn’t mean to do it!’ ”

“Well, I would hope she didn’t mean to do it,” Alex said, glad to learn the boy’s name. “Why would anyone do that on purpose?”

Peter shrugged. “Cindy can be a little snotty sometimes, but she’d never hurt someone like that. Do you need help with your backpack or anything?” He stopped with Alex in front of her locker.

Alex smiled. “No, I’m okay,” she said. “Thanks, though!”

“No problem. Maybe I’ll see you at lunch or something. Are you going to the football game on Friday?” Peter asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe!” Alex said. “See you later!”

“Bye,” Peter said, smiling.

Alex opened her locker and gingerly set her crutches to one side. She placed her backpack inside, and took out her book for first period. As she was reaching onto the top shelf for a notebook and a pen, Bridgette came up next to her.

“Hey, Al!” she said. “Oh my gosh, you didn’t tell me you had to get crutches!”

Alex swung her locker door shut. “Yeah, just for a couple of weeks,” she said. “They aren’t so bad . . . it’s kind of fun, actually.”

Bridgette leaned in closer. In a conspiratorial tone, she whispered, “So . . . I saw you talking to Peter!”

Alex laughed and shrugged her shoulders. “I didn’t know you knew him—but yeah, he held the door for me and then walked me to my locker. Are you friends with him?”

“No, but I know who he is. He’s like one of the cutest boys in the eighth grade!” Bridgette exclaimed. “What did he say to you?” She reached for Alex’s book. “Let me help you,” she added.

Alex swung herself onto her crutches. “Thanks,” she said. “Well, he told me he heard about what happened, and then he asked if I was going to the football game on Friday.”

“What did you say?” Bridgette responded excitedly as they made their way toward Alex’s homeroom.

“I told him I didn’t know,” Alex said, laughing. “Do you want to go?”

“Absolutely!” Bridgette said. “It’ll be really fun!”

They reached Alex’s classroom, and Bridgette followed her in, placing Alex’s books on an empty desk for her. “See you at lunch,” she said.

“See you!” Alex replied. She settled herself into the chair and opened her book.

Lucy walked into the classroom and slid into a chair next to Alex. “Alex, I heard about what happened!” she said. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Alex said, placing her finger into the book so she wouldn’t lose her page. “I just have to use these crutches for a while.”

“Oh, wow,” Lucy said. “Gosh, I heard last night, and I wanted to call you, but I didn’t have your phone number!”

“I should give it to you,” Alex said. “Then we could hang out over the weekend.”

“Definitely!” Lucy replied happily. “So, are you going to be able to play soccer anymore?”

“Oh, yeah,” Alex said. “I can’t play for a couple of weeks, but I’m still going to go to practice. I’ll be able to learn some stuff from watching.”

“That’s good,” Lucy replied just as their teacher walked into the room. She went on in a whisper, “We’ll talk more later, okay?” Alex nodded and opened her book again.

By the time lunch rolled around, a dozen people—mostly strangers, or kids she barely knew from class—had come up to talk to Alex about what had happened. One girl told her that Cindy had cried about it after the game, which made Alex feel better. She hadn’t wanted to believe that Cindy would have hurt her on purpose, but the mean comments Cindy had made about her made it difficult to think that the injury had been an accident. So it was good to know that she hadn’t meant to hurt Alex. Not that Alex really wanted anyone to cry, but still.

At lunch, as soon as Alex entered the cafeteria, she heard Bridgette calling to her. As she hobbled across the room, careful not to slide on the hard linoleum floor, she passed Peter, who was sitting at a table with his friends. “Hey, Alex,” he said casually. “How’s it going?”

Alex beamed at him. “Great! The crutches aren’t so bad.” She stopped walking. “Once you get used to them, I mean.”

“Man, I was on crutches one time,” one of Peter’s friends said. “I broke my leg. The worst part was, it was summer, so I couldn’t go swimming.”

Peter laughed. “Dude, you can’t swim anyway,” he said.

The other boy shrugged. “That’s true, but maybe if I could’ve that summer, I would’ve learned!”

“So did you decide if you’re coming to the football game?” Peter asked Alex.

“I think my friend Bridgette and I are going,” Alex replied.

“Cool!” Peter said. “See you tomorrow night then.”

“See you,” Alex said, beginning to walk toward Bridgette’s table.

She set the crutches at an angle against the table and sat down before realizing she hadn’t gotten any food. “You want me to grab you some lunch?” Bridgette asked.

“That would be amazing,” Alex replied with a smile. “Thanks, Bridgette.” She handed Bridgette a few crumpled dollar bills she’d had clenched in her hand, and Bridgette hopped up and went to the hot lunch line.

The two girls gossiped and laughed while they ate, and when the bell rang to signal the end of lunch, Bridgette cleared Alex’s plate for her, and helped her get to her locker.

“See you in math!” Bridgette said before leaving to get her own books.

“Bye!” Alex said. It was funny—she knew that hurting her ankle had made her kind of a celebrity, but she didn’t mind, because it gave her the opportunity to talk to people she might have been too shy to approach. Talk about finding a silver lining!

Posted by: Alex
Subject: My hurt ankle!

 

Hi, guys—

I’ve started reading The Pinballs! It’s so good. I hope you all like it so far!

Also, I sprained my ankle yesterday during my soccer game—and because of it, I didn’t make the goal I would’ve scored! It’s okay, though. It isn’t a bad sprain, and I only have to be on crutches for a couple of weeks. And for some reason, being on crutches makes me a semi-celebrity in school! Lots of people I don’t even know are coming up to me to talk to me about my injury. Isn’t that crazy? Who would have thought it would take something like this to help me meet new friends?

Anyway, no one has posted in a couple of days, so I thought I would write. What’s everyone up to?

Love, Al





grace> THURSDAY


After drama club, Grace let the front door slam behind her as she placed her backpack on the floor and began taking off her sneakers. She didn’t expect anyone to be at home, so she jumped when her mother called from the kitchen, “Grace? Can you please come in here?”

“Uh . . . okay, Mom, I’m just taking my shoes off,” she called. She placed her sneakers side by side under the coat rack and walked slowly to the kitchen.

Her parents sat beside each other at the kitchen table. “Hey, guys,” she said nervously. “What’s up? Why are you home so early?”

“We need to talk, Grace,” her father said. He motioned to the chair across the table from them. “Sit down, please.”

Grace gingerly slid the chair out and sat down. She bit her nails. “Um . . . is everything okay?”

Grace’s parents looked at each other. “No, everything is not okay,” Grace’s mother said. “We talked to Mr. Roslyn today.”

“Oh!” Grace said. “Did he tell you that he lent me Peter Pan to read? For fun, not for schoolwork. And I told him that I was in the play, and—”

“He called to tell us how proud he was of the progress you’ve been making,” Grace’s dad said. “And we were really proud too. We heard you got a B on your pop quiz, and he told us about you coming to him for help, which must have been hard for you to do.”

Grace nodded. “He was really nice,” she said.

“Right. He’s a nice man,” Grace’s dad went on. “We also told him how you were spending afternoons at the library.”

Grace’s heart sunk. “You did?” she asked quietly.

“Funny, Grace, you never told us he was the after-school library monitor,” Grace’s mom interjected.

“He is?” Grace said, for lack of anything better to say. She thought about making one of her patented dramatic gestures, but then thought better of it.

“He is. Which is why he sounded surprised when we mentioned your after-school studying,” Grace’s father said. He crossed his arms and looked at Grace’s mother. “He asked if perhaps we meant the public library.”

Grace looked down at her hands, folded in her lap. “Oh,” she said quietly.

“Grace, what have you been doing after school?” her mother asked.

Grace looked at her. “I . . .” She paused. She knew that she was about to get grounded—she could tell by the look on her parents’ faces. She sighed. “I joined the drama club. It meets every day after school. I’ve been having a great time—”

“Grace, I can’t believe you’d join the drama club after we specifically told you that you needed to work on your grades this year!” her father said angrily. Grace’s heart sank. There went any chance she had to convince them that she could handle drama club. Now even straight A’s wouldn’t matter.

“And I can’t believe,” her mother put in, “that I’ve been so proud of you, for how hard you’re working, and for the effort I thought you were making.”

Grace felt tears build up in her eyes. “I have been working hard, Mom,” she said. “I have been making an effort. I read all of Hatchet and I got a B on the quiz, and my friends from camp are going to do the book club with me again for our next book, which is The Pinballs, and I started reading it early, and I talked to Mr. Roslyn . . . ”

She stopped, closing her eyes against the sting of the tears. She could tell her hard work wasn’t going to make a difference in the face of the lies she’d told. “I’m really sorry,” she finished quietly, opening her eyes again. “I thought I could do both, be a good student and be in the drama club. I really love drama club. I made a bunch of new friends, and . . .” She trailed off as a single tear spilled out of her eye.

“Grace,” her mother said softly, “you are grounded. For one week. And I’m going to call the drama club leader and tell her that you are not allowed to participate any longer. You will come home immediately from school and do your homework.”

“But Mom, all of my friends are in drama club,” Grace begged. “Please don’t make me quit. I’m doing so well in it, and I’m doing my homework, and . . . please don’t make me quit drama club. Please.”

Grace’s father shook his head. “No, Grace. We told you from the beginning you wouldn’t be allowed to be in drama club. We thought you’d appreciate being allowed to join after the semester, if you maintained a B average. You’ve really disappointed us, and so that offer is gone. You will quit drama club.”

“But—” Grace began.

Her father held up his hand. “Stop, Grace,” he said. “Our answer is final.”

“Okay,” Grace said sadly. She looked at her parents. “May I please be excused?” she asked.

“Don’t you want dinner?” her mom asked. “I made spaghetti.”

“No,” Grace said. “I’ll eat some later.”

Grace’s mom sighed. “Then yes, you can be excused, Grace. I’m sorry about all this.”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Grace said. Tears began streaming ever faster down her face, and she turned and ran to the staircase, pausing only slightly to grab her backpack. In her room, she threw herself onto her bed and sobbed.

After her tears had subsided slightly, she sat up, wiped her face with her sleeve, and walked to the computer desk. She immediately went to the Camp Lakeview blog. There was a new message from Alex, which she read and responded to quickly. After she’d read Alex’s message, she checked her e-mail. There was one new e-mail, from their camp counselor, Julie. The subject was “URGENT ACTION NEEDED!” so Grace clicked on it right away. After reading it, her problems didn’t seem so big anymore.

From: CounselorJulie
Subject: URGENT ACTION NEEDED!

 

Hi, girls—

I got some terrible news today. Chelsea’s mom e-mailed me, saying that Chelsea’s dad is sick.

She didn’t tell me what was wrong, but I got the impression it’s not good. Her parents told her the news right when she returned home from camp. That’s why we haven’t heard from her at all on the blog.

Anyway, it would be really nice if we could do something to let her know that we’re thinking of her. I know it would make her feel better.

Hope you guys are all okay.

Love,

Julie

 

Grace immediately sent an e-mail to all the camp girls.

From: Grrrrace
Re: URGENT ACTION NEEDED!

 

You guys . . . we have to do something.

XO

Grace
  



chapter TEN






Jenna> FRIDAY


Lying in her bed, Jenna coughed loudly. She checked the clock: seven forty-five. She should have been downstairs ready to leave for school five minutes earlier.

She heard footsteps on the stairs, and there was a knock on her door. “Jenna?” her mom called. “You in there? It’s about time to leave for school,” she said.

“Uhhh . . . ” Jenna groaned.

The door to her bedroom creaked open. “Oh, Jenna . . . ” her mom said sympathetically. “That cold you’ve been fighting all week seems to have caught up with you, huh?”

“I guess so,” Jenna answered in her best sick voice.

Her mom put her hand on Jenna’s forehead. “You do feel a little warm. . . . Okay, honey. You should stay home today to rest. I have to go to work, but I’ll bring up some juice for you, and I’ll send a note to school with Adam.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Jenna croaked. “I think I’m just going to stay in bed all day.”

“I’ll bring home some soup for you on my lunch break, sweetheart.”

“Okay,” Jenna said, rolling over onto her stomach. “Bye, Mom.”

“Bye, sweetheart,” her mom said. “Feel better.”

She left, and Jenna waited until she heard the front door slam and her mom’s car pull out of the driveway before she got up and headed into the family room to watch TV.

At about nine thirty, just as second period was ending, she got a call from Nicole. “I can’t talk long,” her friend said. “I have to run to class. But are you really sick, or are you faking?”

“What do you think?” Jenna asked.

“Wow, your mom believed you?” Nicole asked.

“Yeah, she totally bought it,” Jenna said. “I coughed a lot, and used the ol’ warm-washcloth-on-the-forehead trick. You know, where you put it on your forehead, and then dry off your face, so it’s still warm? It was perfect timing, too—she came in like three seconds after I got back into bed.”

“Nice,” Nicole replied. “Well, you’d better have a miracle recovery. The party’s going to be tonight, instead of tomorrow.”

Jenna’s heart sank. “What? Why?” she asked.

“My parents are having a party tomorrow night,” Nicole said. “So they told me I couldn’t have my friends over at the same time.”

“Oh no!” Jenna responded. “Mom’ll never let me go!”

“Well, start working on it,” Nicole said. “You’ll work it out. Maybe when she gets home from work you could act like you feel better, or something.”

“No, that won’t work, because then I’ll have to go to my dad’s!” Jenna replied.

“Oh. Right. I forgot,” Nicole said. She paused. “Man. I wish I could think of something. I’ll let you know if I do. But now I’d better go—the bell’s about to ring. See you later!”

“Bye,” Jenna said weakly. She hung up the phone and stared blankly at the receiver for a moment. What was she going to do? She had to come up with a plan . . . and fast. No way would her mom let her go to Nicole’s party if she was sick . . . and no way could she stay home from her dad’s house if she wasn’t sick. She had a real problem.

When her mom came home at lunch, she’d decided what to do. Instead of watching talk shows, game shows, and soap operas all day, Jenna had been lying in her bed and thinking about the problem at hand. Once she remembered that her mom had planned on driving all four kids to their dad’s house, she had it all figured out.

Jenna’s mom walked into the house carrying a take-out container of soup. After setting it down on the kitchen table, she climbed the stairs to Jenna’s room and opened the door.

“Hey, Jen,” she said, sitting down on Jenna’s bed. “Are you feeling any better?”

“No,” Jenna replied, rolling over to face her mom. “You’re going to stay with me tonight, right?”

Jenna’s mom looked worried. “Well, I promised your dad I’d drive you guys to his house,” she said. “And I have to run some errands, too. You’ll obviously stay home, but you’ll be alone for a few hours.”

Jenna bit her lip. “Oh,” she said. “Okay. What time are you going to leave?”

“Matt has science club after school, so we’ll probably leave after dinner,” Jenna’s mom said. “At about seven or so. But I’ll be home before ten for sure, honey,” she added quickly.

“Okay, Mom,” Jenna said.

Her mom checked her watch. “I’d better get back to work, but I put your soup on the kitchen table. Do you want me to bring it up for you?”

“No, that’s okay, Mom,” Jenna replied. “I’ll go down and eat it in a while.”

“All right, sweetie,” Jenna’s mom said, leaning over and kissing her on the forehead. “Feel better. You feel a bit cooler already.”

“Bye, Mom,” Jenna said, closing her eyes and rolling over again.

“Bye, honey,” her mom said, getting up and closing the door behind her.

The phone rang about fifteen minutes later, and Jenna leapt out of bed to answer it. “Hey, Jen,” Nicole said. “Did you figure stuff out?”

“Yeah! I forgot that my mom is driving Matt, Steph, and Adam to my dad’s. She said she had some other stuff to do, too—which means that for a few hours, at least, I can come over!”

“Yay!” Nicole said. “I have to go to lunch, but I’ll see you tonight! What time can you come over?”

“I think seven or so,” Jenna replied. “See you then!”

“Bye!” Nicole said.

Jenna hung up the phone and traipsed down the stairs to the kitchen. She took the lid off her chicken noodle soup and dunked in the plastic spoon her mom had laid on top of the container. She was in a great mood—she couldn’t wait till Nicole’s party!

After eating, she decided to pick out what to wear. She dug through her closet for the better part of an hour, finally settling on a cute denim skirt and a yellow shirt that had a butterfly printed on the front. She checked her digital clock—it was only one fifteen. Six hours till party time . . .
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grace> FRIDAY


Grace was on her way home from school when Lara caught up with her.

“Aren’t you coming to drama tonight?” Lara asked breathlessly.

“No,” Grace replied sadly. “My parents made me quit.”

“What?” Lara shrieked. “You can’t quit! You’re my best friend in drama club! It won’t be fun without you!”

Grace smiled. “You’ll still have fun,” she said.

“I guess that means that they found out, huh?”

“Yeah,” Grace admitted. “I told them I was staying after school to study. They spoke to one of my teachers and he told them the truth.” She looked closely at her friend. “The thing is . . .” she began, then paused.

“What is it, Grace?” Lara prompted. “You can tell me.”

“I got some really bad grades in English last year,” Grace said quietly. “My parents made me do all this reading over the summer, which I thought would make up for the bad grades. But they said I couldn’t join drama because they didn’t want me to fall behind in school again.” She took a deep breath. It felt good to tell Lara the truth.

“Maybe I could help you,” Lara suggested. “I’m not so good at math, but I’m good at English and history.”

“You’re not good at math?” Grace asked incredulously.

Lara laughed. “No way, Grace,” she said. “I’m terrible, in fact.”

“Wow,” Grace said. “I sort of thought you were good at everything.”

“So you have to quit the club right away?” Lara asked.

“Yeah. I have to go straight home.” Grace checked her watch. “In fact, I have to leave now. My mom is coming home early to make sure I’m sticking to my punishment.”

Lara sighed. “Okay, Grace. But I really do want to help you with English, if I can. If you’ll let me, or if you want me to.”

“I totally do,” Grace replied honestly. “It would be fun!”

“It really would,” Lara agreed. “Well, I’m really going to miss you today. Do you want to hang out over the weekend?”

“Grounded,” Grace reminded her.

“Right. Well, I’ll call you tomorrow anyway,” Lara promised. “Just to say hi.”

“Sounds good!”

“Talk to you then. Bye, Grace!”

“Bye, Lara. Have fun at drama club.”

Despite not being allowed to participate in drama club, Grace was feeling cheerier. Lara knew her secret—that she wasn’t a great reader—and it didn’t make any difference in their friendship at all. As much as she would miss drama, she knew that having a new friend was much, much more important in the end.
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At home, Grace’s mom was in the kitchen cooking. As Grace slid into her chair at the kitchen table, her mom plopped a full plate of apple slices and peanut butter in front of her.

“Mom, did I ever tell you about Chelsea from camp?” Grace said, digging into her plate of food.

“If I’m remembering correctly, she’s the one who wasn’t that nice, right?” her mom asked. She pulled a juice glass down from the cupboard and filled it with milk, which she set in front of Grace before sitting down across from her.

“Yeah. I mean, sometimes she could be snobby, but she wasn’t that bad. Anyway, Julie, our counselor, posted this thing on the blog yesterday about Chelsea, and Julie said that Chelsea’s dad is really sick.”

“Oh no!” Grace’s mom said, looking at her.

“Yeah. So we—all of us bunkmates, I mean—want to do something nice for her. I don’t really know what to do, though.”

“Well, whatever you decide on, I’m sure she’ll appreciate it. That’s a really sweet idea, and I’m sure you’ll come up with something great, Grace,” her mom replied. She watched Grace eat for a moment. “Honey, I thought a lot about what happened last night.”

Grace took a sip of her milk. “Me too, Mom,” she said. “I’m really sorry for lying to you and to Dad. I just thought I could do it all.”

“That’s you, Grace,” her mom said. “You can do it all, when you put your mind to it.”

Grace picked up a slice of apple and popped it into her mouth. “This is really good,” she said, with her mouth full.

“Your dad and I talked about it, and we’ve decided that you can stay in drama club,” Grace’s mom said.

Grace was shocked—so shocked, in fact, that she coughed and then nearly choked on her apple. For once, though, she wasn’t joking around or trying to be dramatic. She was really that surprised! She swallowed quickly. “What?” she asked. “Are you serious?”

“Yes. You’ll have to keep your B average, like we talked about, and if at the end of the semester you don’t have a B average, you’ll have to quit the club. But we really are proud of you for the hard work you’ve been doing so far this year. I know you can keep it up.”

Grace couldn’t believe how happy she was. “Oh, Mom, you won’t regret this!” she cried. “Thank you!”

“You’re still grounded for the week, with the exception of school and drama club,” her mom went on. “And I am going to ask you to do some extra chores this weekend, which I’m sure you won’t mind since you’ll be here anyway,” she said, winking.

Grace laughed. “I’d do anything to stay in drama club, Mom,” she replied happily. “What do I have to do?”

“Well, the attic needs some cleaning out,” her mom said, holding up one finger. She raised another finger. “And you’ll do the dishes, and I’d like you to help me with the laundry on Saturday,” she finished, holding three fingers in the air. “Think you can handle that, practice your drama club stuff, and do your homework?”

“Definitely, Mom,” Grace said. She smiled. “My friend Lara is in drama club, and she said she’d help me with English. We can even study during our breaks!”

“That sounds great, Grace,” her mom said. She smiled. “I’m still upset with you for lying to us, Grace,” she went on. “But I know how important drama club is to you, and I don’t think it will help you to take it away. Especially considering how much it motivated you to work hard.”

“I’ll keep working hard,” Grace promised. She swallowed the rest of her milk and finished her last bite of apple.

Posted by: Grace
Subject: Drama club!

 

Hey, guys!

Crazy news!

My parents found out that I was lying to them about drama club, and they got really mad, but then this morning Mom told me that she was going to let me stay in it! She said she thought a lot about it and she is still mad at me for lying, and I’m grounded and have to do a bunch of chores and stuff, but I can stay in it!

And Lara offered to help me with some of my English homework. She’s so smart, and she’s so cool, I bet she won’t mind. And now I won’t feel like I’m lying to her anymore.

I read some more of The Pinballs today. It’s so good!

Talk to you later!

Love, Grace
  



chapter ELEVEN






Jenna> FRIDAY


Jenna pounded on Nicole’s front door at exactly seven fifteen, according to the Swatch watch her dad had bought her at the mall the weekend before. She was sweaty from running all the way to Nicole’s house, and also, she supposed, a little nervous. While she waited for Nicole to answer the door, she glanced behind her, almost expecting to see her mom’s car pulling into Nicole’s driveway. This has to work, she thought frantically. Because it’s my only chance.

Nicole swung the door open and pulled Jenna inside. “Hey!” she said. “I am so glad you could come!”

“Thanks!” Jenna said. “I can only stay till about nine or so. My mom could get back from my dad’s any time after that.”

“No problem,” Nicole said. “There’s a pizza coming in ten minutes, and we’ve got chips and soda. Everyone’s downstairs.”

“Awesome!” Jenna replied.

The two girls headed for the basement, where a movie was playing on the TV and a dozen kids were sitting in front of it eating chips and drinking soda.

“Look who’s here!” Nicole announced. Everyone swiveled around to see Jenna and say hello.

“Hey, guys,” Jenna said.

She and Nicole sat down to watch the movie. After a few minutes, Nicole’s mom called down the stairs that the pizza was there, and Nicole went upstairs to get it. She brought back three pizza boxes, and everyone dug in, then went back to watching the movie.

After about half an hour of movie-watching, Jenna was starting to get pretty bored. She didn’t know what the big deal was about Nicole’s parties. So what if there were boys there? No one was even talking. What this party needs is a fun party prank, she thought. Even though she had promised not to pull them anymore, of course. Something needed to happen in order to liven things up. She didn’t say anything, though, just kept watching the movie and chewing absentmindedly on slice after slice of pizza. She wouldn’t have had time to pull anything really great, anyway, so she let herself get swept up in the action on screen.

When the movie ended, Jenna realized that she must have been at Nicole’s for two hours, and checked her watch. It was nine thirty. “Oh no!” she exclaimed.

“What’s wrong?” a boy named Bobby said.

“I have to go home! My mom might be back already. She’s going to kill me if she finds out that I snuck out!”

“You’d better hurry,” Nicole said. “Do you want my mom to drive you?”

“No, she might tell my mom. I’ll just run,” Jenna said. She stood up. “Bye, everybody.” She ran up the stairs and out the front door, jogging through the neighborhood toward her house.

She couldn’t believe it. She had risked getting into serious trouble—and for what? A lame party that wasn’t even worth the effort. She could sit and watch movies (and eat pizza, too, for that matter) at her father’s any time she wanted! But there was no way to turn back time, and so Jenna just continued to run as fast as she could, heart pounding all the way. Please don’t let Mom be home, she thought. She knew it was a long shot, but it was the only chance she had.

She crossed her fingers as she ran. Just for good measure. She hoped it would help.
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When she got to her house, her heart sank—her mom’s SUV was in the driveway, and the lights were on downstairs. She walked slowly up the pathway to her front door, dreading opening it. She slowly pushed the door open.

“Jenna?” her mom called from the kitchen.

“Yeah?” Jenna replied tentatively.

“Oh, thank God,” Jenna’s mom said, rushing into the living room. “I was so worried about you! I was about to call 911!”

“I’m okay,” Jenna said quietly. She looked down at the floor, and then up at her mom.

The look on her mother’s face changed from worry to confusion. “In that case, Jen, where have you been?” she asked pointedly.

“Um . . .” Jenna said, stalling for time.

“I mean it, young lady,” her mom said, crossing her arms. “Where have you been? I was worried sick.”

Jenna looked at the floor again and pretended to be interested in her shoes. “I went to Nicole’s,” she said quickly. “She was having a party.” She looked at her mom out of the corner of her eye, and watched her mom’s face turn red with anger.

“So you were only pretending to be sick,” her mom said quietly.

“Yes,” Jenna admitted. She looked her mother in the eye. “I’m sorry, Mom.”

“You pretended to be sick so that you wouldn’t have to go to your dad’s, and so that you could sneak out and go to the party,” her mom repeated.

“Yes.”

“You’ve never been so grounded in your life,” her mom said.

Jenna sighed. “Mom, this isn’t fair, having to go to Dad’s every weekend. I never get to do anything I want to do!”

“So you’re missing out on your social life?” Jenna’s mother asked angrily. “Jenna, this divorce isn’t easy for any of us. And I can appreciate that it’s rough on you kids—probably in ways your dad and I don’t realize. But you are lucky to have two parents who love you so much. You are lucky to have a dad who wants to see you, and who looks forward to seeing you so much that he puts away his entire weekend for you and your brothers and sister.” She shook her head. “You’re lucky to have a dad who loves you so much,” she finished.

“I know,” Jenna said meekly. She moved her foot back and forth. “I love you and Dad, too.” She thought about Natalie, who never got to see her dad because he was a famous movie star who was always in California working on movies. And then she remembered Chelsea.

“I’m so sorry, Mom,” she blubbered. “I just thought—”

“You just thought you’d get away with it,” Jenna’s mom said. “Well, you almost did, Jen. Are you glad you got to go to the party? Was it worth it? You had me scared to death.”

“Are you going to tell Dad?” Jenna asked softly.

Jenna’s mom sighed. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “You lied to me, so this is between the two of us. On the other hand, you’re obviously feeling very frustrated. I know you wouldn’t have deceived me otherwise. So I think I am going to have to talk to him.”

“Okay,” Jenna said meekly. “You can tell him. It’s okay. You can punish me, too. You can ground me or give me extra chores or whatever. I deserve it.”

Jenna’s mother laughed softly. “You do deserve it, Jenna—but just because you lied to me and snuck out of the house, which made me incredibly worried. I guess I didn’t realize how much this was taking you away from your friends, and trust me, I know how important your friends are.” She shook her head. “Maybe I’ll talk to your dad about letting you guys all stay home one weekend a month, or something. Maybe he’d like to have you for Christmas, instead, and that can be the trade-off.”

“Really?” Jenna replied hopefully. “It isn’t that I don’t like going to Dad’s. It’s just . . . I want to see my friends. And eat something other than pizza,” she added.

Her mom laughed. “Really? What did you eat at Nicole’s?”

Jenna laughed too. “Pizza,” she admitted. “A bunch of it. The party was boring, too. It wasn’t at all what I thought. I thought it’d be worth it.”

“Come here, honey,” her mom said, holding out her arms. “This will all work out.”

Jenna walked toward her mom and wrapped her arms around her. They hugged for a moment, and then Jenna pulled back. “Mom?” she asked tentatively. “Would you take me to Dad’s tonight?”

“No,” her mom replied. “But I’ll take you tomorrow morning. Tonight, why don’t you and I watch a movie and eat some ice cream?”

“That sounds good,” Jenna said.

“I miss you guys when you’re gone, you know, Jen. And so does your father.”

“I know,” Jenna said. She followed her mom into the kitchen. From the freezer, her mom took out a pint of mint fudge ripple and Jenna grabbed two clean spoons. As they walked to the TV room, Jenna said, “My friend Chelsea’s dad is really sick.”

Jenna’s mom looked sad. “Your friend from camp? How terrible.”

“Yeah,” Jenna replied. “I want to do something to help, but I don’t know what.”

“Did you e-mail her?”

Jenna settled into the couch and took the ice cream her mom handed her. “No,” she said. “She wouldn’t want that—she’d die if she thought anyone was feeling sorry for her.” She was thoughtful for a second. “It’s weird, that it didn’t make me want to spend time with Dad when I first heard about it. I just felt bad for Chelsea, I didn’t think about my own dad, who I’m lucky to have.”

Jenna’s mom smiled. “You’re really growing up, Jen,” she said. “I’m proud of you. I’m still mad at you for lying to me, skipping school, and sneaking out of the house, but you really are starting to grow up.” She picked up the remote. “Want to watch something R-rated?” she asked.

“Seriously?” Jenna replied, surprised.

“No, not seriously,” Jenna’s mom said, laughing. “How about Mean Girls, though? I think you can handle that.”

“Okay,” Jenna said. She snuggled up to her mom as she turned on the TV and pressed Play on the DVD player.

“I was going to watch it myself,” her mom confided. “But I’d much rather watch it with you.”
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SATURDAY



Posted by: Natalie
Subject: two weeks down . . .

 

hey, everybody. two weeks of school down, thirty-four to go! i’m having a pretty good time, but i do miss you guys. boys are confusing, friendships are hard work . . . and don’t even get me started on how much more homework there is now that we are big old sixth-graders! i have been talking to simon on the phone, which is so cool. it’s nice that just because we’re not at camp doesn’t mean we can’t still get along just like we did then. minus the whole actually getting to see each other in person thing.

pluses about being back in nyc: cabs, air conditioning, hannah, clothes shopping, frappuccinos, central park. minuses: i miss you guys!

anyway, i wanted to update everyone, and to ask if you guys want to work on a project i came up with for a certain friend of ours. i want to keep it a secret, though, so e-mail me for details.

love, nat

Posted by: Grace
Subject: Grace’s update

 

Hi! I think updates are a great idea. I’ve been cleaning the attic all morning (don’t ask) and will start helping my mom with laundry after that. Plus I’m still grounded, plus I have tons of homework. But I get to stay in drama club, so that’s good!

Nat, I’m in . . . I have some great ideas too!

Love, Grace

Posted by: Alex
Subject: Updates, updates, updates!

 

So . . . I went to the middle school football game last night with my friend Bridgette. And . . . drum roll please . . . there’s this boy I think might like me! His name is Peter, and he held the door for me the other day (having crutches makes it hard to walk!).

He was at the game, and we sat together, and it got kind of cold so he gave me his sweater! It was so sweet. I don’t know how I feel about boyfriends, but having a boy friend is great!

Speaking of friends, I definitely want to help, Natalie.

Love,

Al

Posted by: Jenna
Subject: Jenna’s update

 

Hey, everybody. I’m at my dad’s right now, and he’s taking us to a movie in a bit so I don’t have long. I’m really gr8ful 4 my dad right now. He talked to my mom and they agreed that 1 weekend a month, I’ll stay at home 2 hang out with my friends. It’ll be gr8. (I’m also gr8ful 4 my dad because he’s just a gr8 dad in general!)

Let’s all talk about the idea for u-know-who later today. I’ll be on IM at about 6-ish. My IM screenname is Aries8 . . . talk to you then!

Love,

Jenna

Posted by: Julie
Subject: Great friends . . .

 

You guys are amazing.

Here’s something else amazing: Camp Lakeview reunion, New York City, February!

More details coming soon . . . . . . get psyched!

Love, Julie

<Grrrrrace>: Hey, guys!

<Aries8>: Hey, Grace

<NatalieNYC>: it was cool to read everybody’s updates today!

<SoccerLover>: Totally

<NatalieNYC>: sorry about yr leg alex :(

<SoccerLover>: Thanks! It’s OK tho

<Aries8>: Does it hurt?

<SoccerLover: Not really

<NatalieNYC>: hey, grace, if you’re grounded, how come u r online?

<Grrrrrace>: They would never ground me from the computer!

<Aries8>: LOL

<NatalieNYC>: so, did you guys hear about the reunion?!?!?!?!?!?!

<Aries8>: SO EXCITING!

<NatalieNYC>: i know, can’t wait to show u new york city

<Grrrrrace>: i can’t wait to see it!

<SoccerLover>: Me too. You’ll have to give us the grand tour

<Aries8>: We can give Chelsea the present then, too

<Grrrrace>: What’s your idea?

<NatalieNYC>: i luv presents . . .

<SoccerLover>: of course you do ;)

<Aries8>: Here’s what I’m thinking . . . it’ll be perfect!
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Calling all Camp Lakeview Campers!

You are cordially invited to the Annual Camp Lakeview Reunion!

When: Saturday, February 19th, 5 to 10 P.m.

Where: Village Bowl, Greenwich Village, NYC

Why: To share Camp Lakeview memories and make new ones!

Who: YOU, of course! It won’t be a party without you!

Dear Lakeview Alumni,

Can you believe that six months have passed since summer’s end at Camp Lakeview? We didn’t want to wait until next June to see all of you again, so we’re throwing a campwide reunion party at Village Bowl! Village Bowl is a retro-stylin’ four-story bowling complex in the heart of Greenwich Village. There will be lots of activities, great food, friendship, and fun!

Join us beneath twirling disco balls for glow-in-the-dark bowling. Play video games and shoot pool in a room furnished with inflatable chairs and sofas. The Lanetown Screening Room will feature an advanced screening of the new animated film Deep Sea Diary, featuring the voices of Brad James and Josie McLaughlan. We’ll dance to KMAXXX, NYC’s hottest DJ; and Dr. Steve himself will wave the checkered flag at the underground go-kart racetrack!

We will provide heaps of burgers, fries, pizza, and sodas. And of course each bunk will load up their bunk table with yummy treats and cool decorations! See your enclosed contact sheet for the Camp Lakeview e-mail addresses for your counselors and CITs, plus all the details about how to get to Village Bowl, shoe rentals, attire, and more.

RSVP soon, please, so we can make sure we have plenty of food and fun waiting for you. We will SPARE no effort to get on our GAME. We really hope to see each and every one of you at the Camp Lakeview “BOWL-DOWN”!

 

Cordially,

Your Lakeview Staff



 chapter ONE



“More bagel, Nat, fewer lists, please,” Natalie Goode’s mother said as they noshed together on tasty cranberry-walnut bagels slathered with cream cheese.

Mr. Edelman, the gray-haired owner and chief bagel maker, gave Natalie a jaunty smile from behind the counter as she came out of her deep concentration and picked up her bagel. She gave him a friendly nod in return. He was always trying out his new recipes on the Goode girls. Cranberry-walnut was their current favorite. Natalie loved the tart bits of dried cranberries tucked in the cinnamon-flavored dough.

Natalie and her mother sat in the trademark black high-back chairs of Mavin Deli. Natalie’s pieces of black paper were spread across her half of the round varnished wood table. Her mom was reading the New York Times, absently drinking her coffee from a large white cup.

They were sitting in the storefront window, just beneath the gold letters that read ESTABLISHED IN 1915. Snow flurries swirled on the other side of the letters, dusting harried pedestrians as they rushed past on their Monday-morning routines.

“Honey, eat,” her mother said again, without looking up from her paper.

Natalie dutifully took a bite of delicious, chewy bagel. As she ate, she studied the rectangle of black paper that she had labeled FRIDAY NIGHT—FOOD. Shifting in her chair, she got back to business—the business of organizing the best reunion party weekend in the history of Camp Lakeview.

If we go to a movie, we can buy treats there. So I won’t have to plan for too much food at our place afterward. But which movie should we go to? Hey, where’s my movie list?

She shuffled her papers like a pack of cards as she searched for her spreadsheet of movie possibilities. A whoosh of moist, cold air buoyed the errant page as the front door opened for a large crowd of businessmen, stamping the snow and ice off their shoes and brushing the sleeves of their heavy wool coats. Natalie grabbed the black paper before it could fall to the floor, which was damp with melted snow.

“Nat,” her mother said again, looking up from her copy of the New York Times. Steam rose from the coffee cup in her right hand. “Eat. Please.”

“But I have so many things to do before Friday!” Natalie insisted. She pulled another piece of paper from her stack titled RVSPs for FRIDAY SLEEPOVER and read down the list of names: Alyssa, Grace, Jenna. With me, that’s four. They’ll have been traveling. They’ll probably be really hungry.

“How many pizzas should I order for Friday night?” she asked her mother. “Do you think Alyssa likes anchovies? I’ll bet she does. It’s so weird that I spent eight weeks in the same bunk with her and I have no idea if she likes anchovies.”

“That’s a stumper,” her mother teased her. “Since I’ve never met Alyssa.”

Natalie chuckled as the answer popped into her head. “Never mind! I just remembered that Alyssa’s a vegetarian! Anchovies are fish!”

“Only technically,” her mother said dryly.

“I’ll order three extra-large pies,” Natalie said finally. “We can always have the cold leftovers for breakfast.”

“True,” her mom said, amused. Cold pizza had been one of Natalie’s favorite breakfasts ever since she was seven, when she had spent a summer with her father in Rome during one of his movie shoots.

Natalie’s dad was the international movie superstar Tad Maxwell, a fact she had tried hard to hide from her bunkmates at Camp Lakeview. He and Natalie’s mom had split up when Natalie was four, and he wasn’t around much because of his busy career.

But the girls of Bunk 3C had discovered her secret soon enough, when he had showed up in a limo with his personal assistant, his bodyguard, and his gorgeous girlfriend, Josie McLaughlan. That was the reason her new animated movie was going to be shown at the reunion. Some of the campers had never gotten over their shock and awe, but Natalie’s best buds liked Natalie just for being Natalie.

So I really need to make sure they have a great time. They’re such great friends.

“Okay, on to soda,” Natalie announced. “We have to be sure to get some diet, because Alex can’t drink that much sugar. I wonder if the girls like egg creams. We could go to that new restaurant over by Lincoln Center. Or is that just a New York thing?” She wrinkled her brow. “Maybe I should e-mail them all to find out.” She reached for her backpack to retrieve her cell phone. “What time is it? I could start calling—”

“Whoa, honey, slow down!” her mother urged. “The whole point of a reunion is to see your friends again and have fun together. Not drive yourself crazy worrying over every little detail of your preparation.”

Natalie put the backpack down. She knew her mom was right. Her mom gave lots of parties and she attended even more. Natalie had heard many stories of parties gone terribly wrong because the host or hostess was just too worn out to relax and mingle.

It was going to be superfun seeing all her bunkmates again. But Natalie couldn’t control her nervousness. She knew she had to make some plans. In addition to the official campwide reunion at Village Bowl, Natalie was playing hostess at not one, but two sleepovers.

The first one would be smaller, with just Alyssa, Grace, and Jenna, who would also stay all day Saturday. Her mother had already made arrangements for them to have a spa day, but that wouldn’t account for all the time they had together. And there were still breakfast and lunch to work out. Then getting ready for the party.

Then after the party at Village Bowl, the whole bunk was coming over for a second sleepover. That meant that all eleven of her bunkmates would be spending the entire night in her apartment! And most of them would be hanging out until early Sunday afternoon. And that made her supernervous.

I’ve been nervous around these girls before, though, and things have worked out.

She thought back to her first day at Camp Lakeview, a summer camp in rural Pennsylvania. She had been very skeptical that anything good would come of her mother’s decision to send her there. Natalie’s mom wanted Natalie to broaden her horizons, which apparently included the horizon of “nature”—while she traveled all over Europe, buying art for her gallery.

As far as Natalie had been concerned, nature turned out to be the bug-infested, poison-ivy-laden wilds of Far Meadow and the mysterious waters of the lake for which the camp was named. And nature had been heavily populated: There were more kids at Camp Lakeview than students in all the grades of Natalie’s private school back in the city.

Fearing the nature, Natalie spent the first couple days of camp yearning for the familiar skyscrapers of the concrete jungle she called home. She’d missed her soft bed, her immaculate bathroom, and most of all, her privacy.

Then she had grown to love Camp Lakeview, with its mosquitoes, poison ivy, and especially her eleven sometimes-irritating-sometimes-quirky bunkmates. She’d even trekked her way back to the overnight camp in the wilderness when Chelsea had run after that rabbit. Simon had bragged about her to everyone, like she was some kind of fearless trail guide.

Yes, it had taken her a while to settle in, but by the time summer was over and she was due to come home, it was difficult for her to believe that she hadn’t been a Lakeview camper for years.

Six months had passed since the end of camp. She was back in the greatest city of the world, in her second semester of sixth grade, and doing lots of fun things with Hannah, her best friend in New York. It seemed a lifetime ago that she had shared Jenna’s care packages of chocolate-on-chocolate cupcakes, and cheered for Grace and Brynn in the campwide production of Peter Pan.

At the thought of seeing the girls of Bunk 3C again, her stomach fluttered with anxiety. Although she had many fond memories of them, she figured they had changed a lot since they’d seen one another. It would almost be like getting to know eleven new people—but with the added responsibility of making sure they had a fun weekend.

On top of that, she was going to see Simon again. Planning what to wear to dazzle him was almost more than she could handle from now until the party.

Her mother interrupted her thoughts. “Sweetie, it’s just pizza and a movie, and your good friends in sleeping bags. Nothing to be worried about.”

Can she read my mind? Or am I that obvious? Natalie smiled at her mother, knowing she meant well. But her stomach still fluttered. Because it was much, much more than that.

They’re coming to my city and staying in my home. What if they don’t like the food, or the movie, or any of the activities I’ve planned? What if they think I’ve ruined the reunion for them? I don’t have a whole summer for them to get used to my world, the way I got used to theirs.
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“Paging Mia Hamm!” Alex Kim’s mother called from the barely open sliding glass door that led to the back yard.

“On my way!” Alex called back.

Alex wore thick leggings and a heavy hockey sweater as she dribbled her soccer ball across the brittle brown grass in the back yard. As she panted, her breath curled upward like smoke.

She had been practicing since dawn. She needed to drastically improve her game by next Saturday. She played indoor soccer for the Blue Angels. Last Saturday, with both teams tied, she had lost control of the ball, and the Maroon Menace, their rivals for the league championship, scored a goal in the last eight seconds of play.

That game would have been ours if I hadn’t messed up, Alex thought, angry at herself for her sloppy dribbling skills.

The sliding glass back door opened farther, to reveal Alex’s petite mother in a cream-colored velour tracksuit and pink Uggs, holding a jade-green bowl in both hands. Her black hair was pulled back in a ponytail that bounced when she talked.

“Alex, you know you need to eat,” she admonished her daughter. “Take extra-good care of yourself, sweetheart. You have a big weekend ahead of you.”

Alex came into the warm house and sat at the dining room table. A bowl of steaming oatmeal was waiting for her. Picking up her spoon, she sampled it, and instantly detected the artificial sweetener her mom had used. Wistfully, she remembered the rivers of maple syrup she used to drown her hot cereal in before she was diagnosed with diabetes. She could still have honey on occasion, but the days of maxing out on sugar and syrup like her friends were definitely over.

Her mom said, “Be sure to take the new batch of insulin needles to practice this afternoon.”

“I will,” Alex replied. For each activity she was engaged in, she had to provide an insulin kit for the coach. She had hopes of switching to insulin pills she could take by mouth, or maybe even an insulin pump, but for now, her usual dosage was one injection a day.

She also wore a silver medical I.D. bracelet. That would alert people to her condition if she couldn’t speak for herself. She had been very lucky that Julie, her Lakeview counselor, had known what to do after Alex had collapsed at camp. But without reading the warnings on her bracelet, an unknowing stranger might not interpret Alex’s dizziness and confusion as symptoms of her blood-sugar imbalance. With the wrong emergency care, Alex could wind up going into diabetic shock. That meant a coma . . . or worse.

“We need to leave for school soon,” her mother told her, as she quickly put the vegetables into a bright blue snack container.

“Okay, Mom.” Alex took the snack container from the counter. She hoisted up her heavy school backpack from the floor so she could load it in. She unzipped the main compartment and pulled out her Firefly cell phone.

A text message winked in the window of the faceplate, which was decorated with sparkly soccer balls:

CU soon! B.

She grinned. “B” was Brynn, her bestest bud from camp. Brynn was coming to spend the night on Friday. Alex’s game was bright and early on Saturday morning. As soon as it was over, the two girls would get ready for the reunion together and take the bus into New York City.

When she’d first received the official Camp Lakeview invitation to the reunion, Alex had been nothing but excited. Then things got complicated—Natalie Goode invited her to spend the night at her apartment on Friday. Coolness, except that was the night before her next soccer game. And since she had essentially lost the last one for her team, she knew she had to show up for this one.

Not realizing Alex’s dilemma, Nat had described in excruciating, you-cannot-miss-this detail all the fun activities she had planned for her guests: a movie at a local theater, and a spa day where everyone could have manicures, pedicures, and facials. Alex had wanted like anything to go.

But she had a commitment to her team. And with their standings hanging in the balance of this Saturday’s game—after she herself had handed the victory to the Maroon Menace—she knew she couldn’t skip the Saturday morning game.

She had been very disappointed. But as her mother had pointed out, she would still be able to stay over at Natalie’s all-bunk sleepover on Saturday, after the party at Village Bowl.

“That way you can still be a good team member and have fun with your bunk,” her mother had said.

So she made her decision: to skip Friday night at Natalie’s and play the game on Saturday. The rest of the Blue Angels were very envious that she was going to Village Bowl—but even more impressed that she knew Tad Maxwell’s daughter, and would be spending the night at her fancy penthouse apartment.

Then, all of a sudden, Alex’s mother started fretting about Alex going so far away. Alex couldn’t believe what she was hearing. After all, she was in competitive soccer and her teams traveled all over the place. True, her mom usually accompanied the team as a chaperone, but still.

She complained to Brynn about it, and it turned out that Brynn’s mother was also a little anxious about Brynn traveling to New York City by herself. So somehow, it got decided that Brynn would stay over at Alex’s on Friday, and the two would go to New York together.

“A perfect solution!” Brynn had declared.

For me, anyway, Alex thought. But does Brynn really want to stay here? I’d give anything to go to Natalie’s on Friday. Doesn’t she feel the same way?

“We’re going to have so much fun!” Brynn had added. “I can’t wait to see all your trophies and eat your mom’s Korean barbecue!”

Alex was only semi-convinced. How much fun could they really have when the start time for her Saturday morning game was eight o’clock? Especially given that her diabetes meant she would have to go to bed super-extra-early?

Just like in soccer, I’ll do what it takes to make sure Brynn enjoys herself while she’s here. Only I sure hope I don’t fumble the ball.

Then we’ll go to the reunion at Village Bowl and have some totally excellent fun!
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