

[image: image]





[image: image]





Contents

Title Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Acknowledgment

About the Author

Also Available

Copyright





[image: image]



“Stacey, Ethan’s on the phone!” Mom called from downstairs.

I shut my history book right away. “Thanks!” I shouted as I slid off my bed. “I’m coming.”

“American westward expansion” (my weekend reading for a report I’m doing for history class) was putting me to sleep. I would have welcomed any phone call. But one from Ethan was extra welcome.

I hurried down the stairs. “I’ve got it!” I shouted as I snapped up the cordless phone in the living room.

“Okay,” Mom called from the kitchen.

“Hi,” I said into the phone. “I’m so glad you called. How’s your self-portrait coming?”

“I don’t know,” Ethan replied. “I never thought staring at my own face could get so boring. I guess I never looked at it this much before.”

“Well, you certainly don’t have a boring face.” Ethan has a gorgeous face. And I’m not just saying that because he’s my boyfriend.

He has long dark hair and intense blue eyes. And even though he’s an art student, he’s also athletic and really fit.

“Well, thanks,” he said. I could tell he was blushing. “Staring at myself is making me nuts. Maybe we should have gone Rollerblading in Central Park after all.”

I pictured the two of us in New York City, careening down the winding paths on our skates. We’d even talked about rowing on the lake. I could almost see the sun setting around us as we sat side by side on the water.

That had been our plan for the weekend before school came along and wrecked it!

Now that it was fall, we were back in the world of homework, reports, and studying. Actually, I like school, especially math, which I happen to be good at. But it was not making things between Ethan and me easy.

He attends a high school of the arts in New York City (he’s fifteen). I’m here in Connecticut, in eighth grade at Stoneybrook Middle School.

I was born in the city, but my parents moved to Stoneybrook when I was in seventh grade. After they got divorced, I decided to live here with Mom, but Dad is in New York again.

I met Ethan while I was baby-sitting for friends of ours in the city. (It was during a school vacation, and I was staying with Dad.) Our friends are artists and Ethan was doing some work for them, helping them set up a gallery exhibition.

Since then, we’ve been having a long-distance relationship between New York and Stoneybrook. Most of the time I travel to the city by train. That way I see Ethan and Dad on the same weekend.

“Stacey, are you there?” Ethan’s voice came over the phone.

“I’m here. I guess I was just daydreaming about how cool it would have been if we’d gone Rollerblading.”

“But you had to read up on American westward expansion.”

“Don’t remind me. And you have to finish the self-portrait by Monday.”

Ethan grunted. “The most boring picture I’ve ever painted.”

“I bet it’s great,” I said. “If you don’t want it, I’ll take it.”

“Sorry, my mother has already claimed it. A face only a mother could love.”

“You know that’s not true,” I said with a laugh. It’s a face a whole bunch of girls could love. “Anyway, the weather is still nice. I’ll come to the city next weekend and we can Rollerblade on Sunday.”

He didn’t say anything. It was my turn to wonder if he was still there. “Ethan?” I asked.

“That’s the problem….” He spoke slowly, as if he felt weird about what he was going to say.

“What problem?” I settled in on the couch.

“I signed up for a life-drawing course at the Artist’s Studio and the only class I could get into is on Sunday afternoons.”

“But, Ethan, that’s the weekend!” I cried.

“I know. I went in to sign up for a Wednesday class, but it was full.”

“Don’t you take enough art in school?” I demanded.

I didn’t want to be angry, but I couldn’t help it.

He knows the weekends are the only times we can see each other. Why would he take an extra art class then?

“I’ve already paid,” he was telling me. “Can’t you spend time with your dad on Sunday?”

“Not next Sunday. I told Dad I’d see him on Saturday so I’d be free to skate with you on Sunday.”

“Can’t you change your schedule a little?” he asked.

“Can’t you?” I shot back angrily. It seemed to me that I was always the one who was juggling my plans to fit Ethan’s schedule.

And to fit my dad’s busy schedule, for that matter.

I was getting a little sick of it.

“I’ll just cancel the whole weekend,” I snapped.

“Please don’t be so angry,” Ethan said. “I didn’t think it would be such a big deal to you.”

“Well, it is a big deal. I mean, I’m mad because I don’t get to see you enough. This summer we didn’t see that much of each other. If I didn’t want to be with you so much I wouldn’t care.”

“Listen, how about this? You cancel the weekend in New York and I’ll go to Stoneybrook on Saturday. That way you won’t have to travel.”

I thought for a moment. Truthfully, I was only going to have dinner with Dad on Saturday evening because he had an afternoon business meeting. He’s a lawyer for a big corporation and works a lot.

I was planning to arrive late in the afternoon, and I’d gotten the feeling that having dinner with me was stressing Dad a little since it meant he’d have to leave his meeting by a certain time. He probably wouldn’t mind if I canceled. He might even be relieved.

“Okay,” I agreed.

Suddenly, I felt better. I appreciated that Ethan was making the effort to come see me.

“I’ll call you tomorrow to say what train I’ll be taking.”

“Call after six because I have a BSC meeting until then,” I told him. (BSC stands for Baby-sitters Club. I’ll explain what it is later.)

“Can’t,” he said. “I’m at the gallery from five until ten tomorrow.” Ethan works in an art gallery after school.

“Call Tuesday night, then, but not before nine-thirty because I have a baby-sitting job until then. And don’t call after ten, because you know Mom doesn’t like me to use the phone when it’s late.”

He laughed. “All right. I’ll call at exactly nine-thirty.”

“Nine-forty,” I said. “Just in case I’m a little delayed getting home.”

“Nine-forty on the dot,” he agreed. “Well … I’d better go back to staring at my face.”

“I wish I was staring at it.”

“I wish I was staring at yours too,” he said. “ ’Night.”

“ ’Bye. Talk to you Tuesday.”

“Nine-forty sharp. ’Bye.”

With the phone still in my hand, I sank back into the couch. It was true that I felt better, now that Ethan was coming here on Saturday. Still … it seemed as though something wasn’t right between us.

I couldn’t say exactly what it was. He’d been as sweet as ever. But if he were really wild about seeing me, wouldn’t he have thought of that before signing up for something on a Sunday?

Maybe I was being too hard on him. I wasn’t sure.

I began punching in the number of my best friend, Claudia Kishi, on the phone. Whenever I need to sort something out, I run it past her.

My finger stopped at the sixth number.

How would I explain this to her? It was just this vague feeling — not something I could put into words yet.

I clicked off the phone and laid it beside me. I’d see Claudia in school the next day. Maybe by then I’d have figured out how to express exactly what I thought was going on between Ethan and me.
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I was pretty happy when Monday morning finally came. Going to school meant I’d be distracted from worrying about Ethan. I hadn’t been able to think about much else since our phone conversation.

Just before homeroom, I was taking books from my locker when I noticed this really cute boy hurrying down the hall. He stood out in the crowded hallway for two reasons.

Reason one was his extreme cuteness. He was tall with sort of shaggy brown hair and huge brown eyes. From the energy in his walk I guessed he might be athletic. But he also had this adorable, lost puppy look.

Which brings me to the second reason he stood out.

I didn’t know him.

I can name nearly every kid in the eighth grade, even if I don’t know them well. And I recognize every sixth- and seventh-grader by face.

At least, I’d thought I did. Now I wasn’t certain.

The boy walked past my locker and I watched him turn the hallway corner. My friend Mary Anne Spier approached my locker from the other direction. “I saw you staring at that guy,” she teased me.

“Isn’t he cute?” I replied, turning to her.

She brushed her brown bangs away from her eyes. “I guess. I really didn’t look at him.”

“Oh, sure,” I scoffed, laughing. “You noticed me noticing him, but you didn’t bother to look at him because you’re so devoted to Logan.”

Logan is Mary Anne’s steady boyfriend.

“Okay. All right. I saw him. And yes, he’s cute,” she admitted.

“Extremely cute,” I added, shutting my locker.

Mary Anne blushed, which made me smile. She’s so sensitive and easily embarrassed.

We began walking together down the hall. “Doesn’t it make you feel weird?” Mary Anne asked. “You notice a cute guy but then you think you shouldn’t.”

“You mean, because you’re already going out with someone? I suppose that if you really like the person you’re going out with, you wouldn’t notice other guys,” I said slowly, thinking out loud.

“Really?” Mary Anne sounded worried.

“No, that might not be true. If a guy is cute, he’s cute.” I was doubting my own theory. “There’s no sense saying he’s not cute or not noticing. I guess it doesn’t mean you care less about Logan or I care less about Ethan.”

Mary Anne seemed to cheer up. “That’s right. It seems that lately I’ve been noticing cute guys more than ever before. But it doesn’t mean anything about Logan and me.”

“Right. Logan and Ethan probably notice other girls.”

That thought stopped us completely. We looked at each other unhappily.

“Do they?” Mary Anne asked.

I couldn’t answer. The question was too unpleasant to think about.

“No way!” we both said at the same time and continued to class.

By lunchtime I was very hungry, which meant I had to get some food as quickly as possible. I have diabetes. That’s a condition that prevents my body from regulating my blood sugar levels properly. I have to eat carefully and give myself insulin injections every day. I can’t eat sweets and I have to take care not to get too hungry. I’m sure it sounds like a big pain, but I’m so used to it that I don’t mind much.

I was hurrying toward the hot-lunch line when Claudia fell into step with me. “I’m starved,” I told her, explaining why I wasn’t slowing down.

“Didn’t you bring a snack?” she asked.

I usually bring crackers and celery sticks or carrots with me so I don’t get this hungry. “I think I left them on the kitchen counter,” I said.

“You don’t usually forget. Is anything wrong?”

She knows me so well.

I was going to tell her about Ethan when I was suddenly distracted.

I saw that we were about to land at the end of the lunch line right behind the guy I’d seen earlier.

“Is that kid new?” I asked, lowering my voice.

She tossed back her long, silky black hair. “Definitely,” she pronounced. “I’m sure he’s not a seventh- or eighth-grader, and he looks too old to be in sixth.”

Claudia knows the seventh-graders better than I do because she was held back once. She’s an artistic genius, super-talented in everything from sculpture to printmaking.

But when it comes to schoolwork … not good.

To be honest, she just doesn’t care enough to expend much energy on schoolwork. That’s why her teachers thought it would be a good idea to put her back for a while — to let her catch up in the subjects she’d slept through the first time around. She did well and returned to the eighth grade.

Besides that, Claudia has always lived here in Stoneybrook. Unlike me, she went to grammar school with most of the kids. So if she said this cute guy was new, he probably was.

We positioned ourselves behind him. He turned and shot us a shy (adorable) smile.

“Hi,” I said. I was about to ask him if he was new, but it occurred to me that if — by some bizarre chance — he wasn’t, it might be insulting.

“Hi,” he answered. “Um … do you know how much the hot lunch costs?”

Dead giveaway. He was new.

“A dollar sixty-five,” I informed him. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”

“Yeah.” He smiled uneasily. “I guess it shows, huh?”

“Oh, it’s just that we know everyone,” Claudia jumped in. “So we knew we didn’t know you. That’s how we could tell. It’s not that it actually shows or anything.”

“My name’s Jeremy. Rudolph.”

I wrinkled my brow without meaning to. Which was it? Jeremy or Rudolph? Claudia wore an equally puzzled expression.

He understood our confusion and laughed. “I mean, that’s my full name, Jeremy Rudolph.”

For some reason an odd thought flashed into my mind. I wondered what kind of impression Claudia was making on him. After all, not every girl at SMS (short for Stoneybrook Middle School) was wearing bright yellow tights with black stripes under a short tie-dyed jumper and long-sleeved neon-pink T-shirt. Or ankle-high vinyl boots, for that matter.

Not that it made a difference. I was just curious about what he thought. Actually, I was curious about him altogether. He fascinated me. It wasn’t only his looks. I felt some strange, unexplainable connection to him.

“Where are you from?” I asked.

“Olympia.”

Again, we must have seemed puzzled.

“It’s in Washington State,” he explained. “At least that’s where we just moved from, but my family has lived all over.”

I was more intrigued than ever. I wanted to ask him why they’d moved so much, but as we’d talked, the line had inched forward. Now we were at the front and it was time to get our food.

After we’d made our selections and paid, I noticed Jeremy wandering around the lunchroom with a lost expression on his face. Watching him brought a flash of memory.

I remembered being the new girl in school. Like Jeremy, I hadn’t known where to sit in the lunchroom either.

I also recalled the terrible experience of eating alone. You feel as if everyone is watching you and thinking you’re pathetic. It looks like you don’t have a single friend.

And in the beginning — you don’t.

Then Claudia befriended me. She even invited me to sit with her friends at lunch. I felt so grateful and relieved.

It seemed like the thing to do now was to invite Jeremy to sit with my friends and me. (Besides, I didn’t want to let him go.) I opened my mouth to speak.

“Why don’t you sit with us,” Claudia said.

“Yeah,” I added quickly. “Our friends and I sit together over there.” I pointed to a table where Mary Anne, Kristy Thomas, and Abby Stevenson had already settled in with their lunches.

“If you don’t mind sitting with a bunch of girls,” Claudia added.

“Why should I mind?” he replied. “Thanks.”

Lots of guys would have minded — felt dumb or self-conscious. This proved my first impressions were right. Jeremy was different from other guys. Maybe all guys from Olympia were cooler than the ones in Stoneybrook. I didn’t know. But I was dying to find out.

We headed for the table. Our friends looked up curiously when they saw us approaching with Jeremy. “Meet Jeremy Rudolph,” I said, introducing him. “He’s from Olympia.”

“Does he know Hercules?” asked Abby, tossing back her mane of dark curls.

“What?” I asked. She’s always joking, but I didn’t get this one.

“Olympia, Mount Olympus, home of the gods,” she explained. “Didn’t you see Hercules?”

“Embarrass the guy, why don’t you?” Kristy said.

“That’s okay.” Jeremy was smiling. “I know I’m not a Greek god.”

(I wasn’t as sure about that as he was.)

Kristy leaned across the table and, extending her hand to Jeremy, said, “I’m Kristy. Don’t mind my friends. They’re acting a little weird today. Mary Anne and I are the only ones who aren’t out of our minds.”

“Hey, what about me?” I objected.

“You haven’t done anything odd … yet,” she conceded.

“Oh, thanks a lot,” I replied.

Jeremy seemed pretty at ease after awhile. He laughed at everyone’s jokes and listened intently when one of us told a story.

I wished I knew what he was thinking. What were his impressions of us? Of me?

Jeremy seemed to charge everyone up, to make us talk more and be funnier than usual. But he didn’t say much himself. I couldn’t tell if he was naturally very quiet or simply unable to find a moment to speak.

It was strange, but I already felt as though I’d known Jeremy for a long time — as if he were an old friend instead of a new one. The only other person I’d ever felt comfortable with so quickly was Claudia. The moment I met her, I knew we’d be friends. I had that same reaction to Jeremy.

He was the first to leave the table. “I have to go see the guidance counselor to find out why I’m in an English class for foreign students,” he explained, rolling his eyes.

“Here in Connecticut we think of Washington as a foreign country,” Abby said.

He laughed at that. “It seems so far away now that I feel that way too,” he told us, smiling. “Thanks for letting me sit with you guys. See you later.”

We said good-bye and watched Jeremy leave the cafeteria. “He is too adorable,” Claudia remarked when he was out of earshot.

“He’d be perfect for you,” Mary Anne said. I sat back in my chair, jolted by Mary Anne’s words. Why was Jeremy perfect for Claudia? Why not perfect for me? I’d seen him first. I was the one who was interested in him! Then I remembered — Ethan. Claudia was free to date; I wasn’t. Not long ago, Claudia had broken up with her boyfriend, Josh Rocker. Now they were attempting the “just friends” thing and doing better than most kids who try it.

“You saw him first,” Claudia said to me.

“I know, but I’m seeing Ethan, remember?” I tried not to sound as disappointed as I felt.

Claudia’s face brightened. “That’s true,” she said. Then she frowned as a thought occurred to her. “Maybe he’s already got a girlfriend, though.”

“Yeah … back on Mount Olympus,” Abby said. “Even if he does have a girlfriend there, those long-distance romances never work.”

“Mine is working,” I protested.

She shrugged. “Well, most of the time they don’t.”

“You should ask him out,” I said, egging Claudia on.

She sat back in her seat and rubbed her cheek thoughtfully. “Maybe I will…. I don’t know,” she murmured.

I hoped she’d do it.

If I’d been free, it’s exactly what I would have done.
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That afternoon I arrived at Claudia’s house fifteen minutes before our five-thirty BSC meeting. My friends and I meet to take phone calls from baby-sitting clients every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoon for half an hour. We used to be very strict about this, but now we’re more mellow. At the end of the summer, Abby, Logan, and our friend Jessi decided to leave the club to do other things. Kristy, Claudia, Mary Anne, and I — the four remaining members — decided to ease up a little too.

I walked into Claudia’s room. She lay stretched out on her bed, working intensely with a pencil and pad. She heard me come in and lifted her head from her sketch. “Who does this look like to you?” she asked, tilting her pad to show me the drawing.

I knelt by the bed and studied it. “Is it … Jeremy?” I asked.

She grinned. “Good! You could tell! When you draw a face from memory it doesn’t always work.”

“This definitely does,” I assured her. “Though I think his hair is a little longer in the back.”

Claud scrutinized her work. “You’re right,” she agreed after a moment, then quickly added more hair at the nape.

“I guess you really like him,” I said.

“Is it that obvious?”

“You’re alone in your room sketching his picture!” I replied.

She laughed. “Oh. Well, you know how I am. I see a new face and I instantly want to draw it. I don’t really know him, so I don’t know if I like like him yet.”

I wasn’t sure I believed her. If he was on her mind that much, then she like liked him. (I’d been thinking about him too, but, in my case, it didn’t matter, since nothing could come of it.)

“How come you’re here so early?” she asked.

“No reason.” I sat on her bed. “I figured we could hang out a little before everyone got here.”

“Cool,” she said, still drawing. “Do you want to go to the movies this weekend?” I was about to reply but she cut me off. “I forgot. You’ll be in the city, won’t you?”

“No, Ethan signed up for an art class that meets on Sunday afternoons, so I decided not to go. But he’s coming here Saturday.”

She stopped drawing and looked at me. “Why would he do that?”

“Why shouldn’t he? Now I don’t have to go to the city —”

“No. Why would he take Sunday art classes? The only time you guys have together is the weekend.”

“Tell me about it. I don’t know. He had some excuse, like, he thought I could see Dad at that time, but Dad’s busy a lot too, and it doesn’t always work out.”

Claudia sighed. “Well … I guess he just goofed.”

“It does seem strange to you, though, doesn’t it?”

“Sort of,” Claud admitted. “Definitely. It’s strange. Is everything all right between you two?”

“I think so,” I said uncertainly. We hadn’t had an argument and he was coming up to see me, so I suppose that meant things were fine. But as Claudia and I spoke, that uneasy feeling came over me again.

I suddenly wanted to change the subject.

It was changed for me when Mary Anne arrived. She was early, since she lives next door now, in the house her family temporarily moved into after their old house was destroyed in a horrendous fire.

“Oh, wow! You did a drawing of Jeremy,” she said. “It’s great, Claud. We were in class together after lunch. He’s nice, isn’t he?”

“Really nice,” Claudia agreed. “I saw him again on the way to my locker and we talked. He’s not all weird around girls like some guys. I like that he’s so natural and relaxed.”

As she spoke I began wishing I’d been with her when she ran into Jeremy. Why was I so fascinated by him? Maybe I was just looking for something new. Unlike New York City, Stoneybrook isn’t exactly a whirlwind of excitement. Something or someone new is a big deal around here. “What did you guys talk about?” I asked.

Before Claudia could reply, Kristy came swinging through the door. “She’s baa-aack,” she sang out, like the little girl in Poltergeist.

“Who’s back?” Mary Anne asked.

Kristy took a dramatic pause, then replied, “Rachel Griffin.”

Claudia and Mary Anne groaned loudly.

“Who’s Rachel Griffin?” I asked. I’d never even heard her name before.

“You don’t want to know,” Kristy replied as she sank into Claudia’s director’s chair, her usual spot.

“She’s like Lucy Van Pelt, Helga Pataki, and Angelica Pickles rolled up into one,” Claudia said.

I laughed. It was funny even to think of a person really being like those bossy, crabby cartoon characters. “But there’s something oddly lovable about all of them,” I pointed out.

“Believe me,” Kristy said firmly, “lovable is not a word you would use to describe Rachel.”

“She moved away from Stoneybrook in fifth grade,” Mary Anne explained. She turned to Kristy. “That was three years ago. She might have changed since then.”

“Her looks have changed,” Kristy admitted. “I saw her in town today when I was shopping with Nannie. She’s not a little butterball anymore. Actually, she looks pretty good. Better than you’d have expected her to turn out. But I don’t think someone’s personality changes that much in three years.”

“Did she ever do anything to you guys?” I asked.

“She just existed, that was bad enough,” Claudia said. “If you were around her, she was in your face telling you what was wrong with you, or what she wanted you to do for her. And it was always something dumb or dangerous. I remember she kept calling me a wimp because I wouldn’t climb a certain tree. Day after day — ‘Claudia is a wimp.’ So, finally, I climbed it and got stuck. She just went home and left me up there. Luckily, Janine came along and got Mom and Dad. After that, whenever I saw her on the sidewalk, I’d duck into someone’s driveway and hide until she was gone.”

The idea of Claudia hiding from this girl made me laugh. “It kind of makes me want to meet her,” I said. “Just out of curiosity.”

“You don’t want to meet her,” Kristy assured me.

“Wait a minute,” I said suddenly. “I think she might live near me. New people moved in two houses down from us this weekend. Mom and I went to say hello and I met the daughter. I think her name is Rachel.”

“Poor you,” Kristy muttered.

“No,” I disagreed. “She seemed very nice. I was even looking for her in school today but I didn’t see her.”

“Please let her go to a private school,” Kristy prayed.

The new girl I’d met didn’t fit this picture at all. She was pretty, with shoulder-length brown hair and intense blue eyes. She wore a perfectly nice sweater and jeans. There was nothing odd or annoying about her. “I liked her,” I insisted.

“Wait,” Claudia said. “Once you get to know her, you’ll see what we mean.”

“People change,” Mary Anne reminded them as she sat cross-legged on a corner of Claudia’s bed.

“They don’t change that much,” Kristy insisted. “Rachel would have had to change a lot in order to become a normal human being.”

The phone rang then and Claudia snapped it up. “Hello, Baby-sitters Club,” she answered.

It was one of our regular clients, Mrs. Pike, wanting two sitters for the next night. Claudia told her she’d call her back.

Mary Anne, as club secretary, then looked in our record book, which is where she keeps everyone’s schedule. She was the only one free that night.

“What about Logan?” Kristy asked. Even though he’d left the club, I could tell Kristy was hoping — not for the first time — that he’d sub in a pinch.

“Forget Logan,” Mary Anne grumbled.

“What do you mean, forget Logan?” I asked.

Mary Anne sighed deeply. “Oh, he annoyed me the last time I talked to him. He was complaining that we call him too much. As if he can’t be bothered to take sitting jobs anymore.”

“We have been calling him more than usual,” Claudia reminded her. “Even though he said he wanted out.”

“Did you get into a fight about it?” I asked.

Mary Anne shook her head. “I didn’t even realize I was annoyed until later.” She shifted position on the bed. “Everything seems off lately,” she said. “It’s as though somehow the world isn’t the way it used to be.”

“It’s the fire,” I told her. “You’re in a new house and all.”

She shook her head. “It’s more than the newness of the house. It’s like — if my entire house and all my stuff could just vanish, then …” She hesitated.

“Then what?” Claudia prodded gently.

A shiver seemed to run through Mary Anne and she shook slightly. “Then … who knows? … I don’t know.” She smiled a tight, uneasy smile. “Who knows what I’m even talking about? It’s just a feeling. I can’t describe it any more than that.”

“It’s the shock of the fire,” I said again. “Everything will go back to normal again soon.”

“I guess you’re right.”

A weird uneasiness came over me too — as if Mary Anne’s indescribable feeling were contagious. Things were changing fast. Old friends changing and new kids in school. It felt as if people and events were moving all around me.

I didn’t like the feeling. If Mary Anne’s house could disappear, then anything was possible.
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Rachel Griffin transferred into my English class the very next day. I’d heard so much about her I felt as if I already knew her.

Yet the person I saw wasn’t the person I’d heard about. I didn’t care what my friends had said; Rachel seemed okay.

She listened attentively to the teacher. She smiled when someone said something funny. Her comment about the book we were reading, The Midwife’s Apprentice by Karen Cushman, was intelligent.

I can say all this about her behavior because I barely took my eyes off her during the class. I was searching for signs of the other Rachel Griffin. The horrible one. The one my friends had warned me about.

After class I approached her desk. We were neighbors, after all. And it didn’t hurt to be friendly. (Although my real reason was total curiosity.) “Hi, Rachel,” I said. “How’s everything going?”

She smiled. “Fine, I guess.”

“Do you remember everyone from before you left?” I asked.

Her eyes narrowed warily. “How did you know I used to live here?”

“My friends Kristy, Claudia, and Mary Anne remember you. Do you remember them?”

“Uh-huh.”

I couldn’t tell if that was a fond uh-huh or a not-so-fond one. Her tone didn’t give anything away.

“Did Claudia tell you she used to hide from me?” Rachel asked.

“Well —”

Rachel smiled. “She told you. I can tell from your expression. It’s okay. Your friends weren’t exactly crazy about me.”

“I moved away and returned too,” I told her. “My family moved to Stoneybrook when my dad was transferred here. Then he was transferred back to New York. While we were in the city my parents split up and I came back to Stoneybrook with Mom.”

“I moved from here to the city and back again too,” she said. “Only my city was London. My dad was also transferred.”

“London!” I cried. “That is so cool!”

“It was. I loved it. The people, the theater and movies … the styles!”

It seemed we had a lot in common. I am a total Broadway fanatic. And I love movies too. And everything about fashion.

Rachel shook her head sadly. “Coming back has been a weird experience.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. “You don’t know if your friends will still be your friends.”

“Or if the people who couldn’t stand you then still can’t stand you,” she added.

I hadn’t experienced that problem. And, again, I didn’t know what to say.

The classroom was almost empty and we had to get going before the next period began. “Oh, who cares what other people think, anyway?” I replied. It might have been a dumb thing to say since, of course, most people care, at least a little.

But her expression brightened. “You’re right. I’m going to try not to think about it anymore.”

“Good idea,” I said with a smile. We parted in the hall. It felt like the beginning of a friendship.

For the rest of the afternoon I wondered if I could convince my friends to give Rachel another try. Especially Claudia. Since she was my very closest friend, I really wanted her to like Rachel.

By the end of the school day I was dying to talk to Claudia about her. I hurried to Claud’s locker. But I stopped short before I got there.

Claudia stood at her locker talking to Jeremy. They were having an intense conversation — laughing, nodding, really enjoying themselves. What interesting thing was he telling her?

A flash of disappointment swept over me. It made no sense. Why should I mind if Claudia talked to Jeremy? Sure I liked him. But if I couldn’t be involved with him, I should be glad Claudia was getting to know him.

I started walking down the hall toward them, then stopped. Suddenly it didn’t seem like the right thing to do. After all, Claudia had been sketching Jeremy’s picture. What if she was trying to start up a boyfriend-girlfriend kind of thing? It wouldn’t be very best-friend-like of me to barge into the middle of it.

The odd thing was … that was exactly what I wanted to do. I had a strong urge to jump smack in between them.

Why?

I didn’t know.

As I said, it made no sense. But it was definitely how I felt.

Maybe it was that I just liked Jeremy a lot — as a friend. I’d enjoyed meeting him the other day. He was fun and nice. There was no reason I shouldn’t have been able to enjoy his friendship, even if Claudia was interested in him.

Still, I knew I should let her have the time alone with him.

It was confusing.

I imagined myself as one of those cartoon characters with an angel on one side and a devil on the other. My angel was saying, leave. My devil was saying, stay.

I was about to listen to my angel when Claudia spotted me. “Stacey!” she called cheerfully, waving to me.

Happily, I hurried to join them.

“Jeremy was just telling me about this English teacher in his old school who would come to class wearing flowered cutoffs, sandals, and sunglasses,” Claudia said, laughing.

“The guy was at least fifty,” Jeremy added. “He had this big gray beard and no matter what you asked him he’d say, ‘If it’s cool with you, man, I dig it.’”

I just knew Jeremy was incapable of dullness. “Did you learn anything in his class?” I asked.

“You know, we did,” Jeremy replied. “He gave us the best books to read and then he’d let us sit around and talk about them. It was fun, and the other kids had some good stuff to contribute….”

He continued telling his story, but I lost track of what he was saying. For some reason I couldn’t stop staring at his face. I noticed he had a dimple in his right cheek. His brown eyes were flecked with green. They were almost like marbles. I’d never seen such unusual eyes.

I thought of the expression the eyes are the windows of the soul. It made sense to me now as I looked into Jeremy’s amazing eyes. He was different from anyone I’d ever met. Somehow I just knew he was thinking intelligent, insightful thoughts.

“Oh, that’s so funny,” I heard Claudia remark. She touched my arm, rattling me out of my near trance.

I didn’t want to admit I had no idea what he’d just said. “Yeah,” I nodded, smiling. “It’s funny how some people are.”

“That’s for sure,” Claudia agreed. I glanced at her face. She seemed happy, but not all dreamy-in-love. It wasn’t what I’d expected. I’ve seen her when she has a crush on a guy. She gets mushy and starry-eyed. That wasn’t how she looked now.

So maybe Claudia wasn’t feeling romantic about Jeremy at all.

It bothered me that this idea made me so happy.

* * *

After school I went directly home, had a snack, and got to my homework. I needed to get it done because I had a sitting job that evening. It was for some of our regular clients, the Rodowskys. Those kids are so active that I knew from past experience there was no way I could do homework there.

That night Mr. and Mrs. Rodowsky were home by nine-thirty as they’d promised, and Mr. Rodowsky drove me home. I checked my watch the moment I got in. It was 9:38.

“Mom?” I called.

“In the kitchen,” she replied.

Mom was unloading the dishwasher. “Hi, sweetie,” she said. “How are you?”

It was the first time I’d seen her since that morning. She wasn’t home when I returned from school because she works at Bellair’s department store as a buyer, selecting items for the store to sell.

“I’m fine,” I replied. “Did Ethan call?”

“No.”

Good. I hadn’t missed him. I was eager to talk to him. I hoped that this time the strange, awkward thing between us would be gone.

The phone rang. I lunged for the cordless on the kitchen wall. “Hello?”

“Hi, Stace, it’s me,” Ethan said, recognizing my voice right away, just as I knew his.

“Hi. What’s happening?” I asked, wandering out into the dining room.

“Nothing much. I just got in from the gallery. It was really busy. People ask about the paintings and I have to keep finding out all sorts of information, including the prices. Then they leave and don’t buy anything.”

“I’m not surprised,” I commented. The artwork at Ethan’s gallery costs hundreds, even thousands of dollars.

“Then why do they ask?” he complained.

“Maybe they’re just hoping they can afford it,” I suggested.

He sighed. “Maybe.”

I waited for him to say something more. I suppose he was waiting for me, because neither of us spoke.

“I can’t wait to see you Saturday,” I said finally.

He didn’t say anything. Warning bells rang in my head.

“You’re coming, aren’t you?” I asked.

“I need to talk to you about that.”

“What?”

“Tonight someone I work with asked me to cover for him this Saturday,” Ethan told me. “I had to say okay.”

“Why?” I demanded angrily.

“Because he’s covered for me twice already.” “I couldn’t tell him no.”

“But you can tell me no? His feelings are more important than mine?”

“No way. But it wouldn’t have been right for me not to help him when he’s already helped me twice,” Ethan replied, his voice rising.

“I knew it,” I said. I’d wanted to believe he was coming, but, deep down, I hadn’t believed it would really happen. I was disappointed and angry, but not shocked.

I was suddenly struck with a terrible thought. Ethan and I sounded just like my mother and father before they divorced. My father was always saying the three of us would do something on the weekend, and then he would cancel because of work. His job was always more important to him.

What a depressing thought. Was I living a version of my parents’ relationship? It seemed like a silly thing for someone my age to feel. Should I be worrying about this kind of stuff at thirteen? I didn’t think so.

Deflated, I asked, “What’s going on with us?”

“I’m not sure,” Ethan answered.

I sunk a notch lower. I’d wanted him to assure me that my worries were silly, that everything was fine.

“It’s not going to be easy to see each other this semester,” he went on. “I have a heavy course load, I have to work at the gallery, and now this Sunday class.”

“So, what are you saying?” I asked slowly.

“Maybe we should cool things down.”

Suddenly, my chest felt tight.

“Maybe we should,” I replied.

I gasped sharply, in a small burst. Had I really meant to say that? Well, I’d said it, hadn’t I?

Tears pooled in my eyes.

We both hung on the phone, neither one of us speaking.

“Okay, then,” he said sadly after a moment. “I’ll be talking to you.”

“Wait!” I cried. “Wait. Did we just break up?”

“No,” he said quickly. “No. We’re just … changing things.”

A tear rolled down my cheek. I didn’t believe his answer. This was a breakup. In my heart I knew it.

“We’ll still see each other,” he said.

“Okay,” I agreed in a choked voice.

“Okay, ’bye,” he said.

“ ’Bye.”

I clicked off and sat just at the table. Mom came in. “Honey!” she said, seeing my eyes. “What happened?”

“Ethan and I broke up,” I told her, wiping away another tear. “At least, I’m pretty sure we did.”

She sat beside me and took hold of my hand. I wiped my eyes again but no more tears came.

“The horrible part,” I began, “is that I don’t think this would have happened if we lived closer to each other. I still care about Ethan a lot. And I think he cares about me too. It’s just too hard to get together.”

Mom looked worried.

“I’ll be okay,” I told her.

“I think you’ll be okay too,” she said, giving my hand a squeeze. “You should get to bed. Will you be able to sleep?”

“Yeah,” I said, standing up. “Good night.”

But I did have a hard time falling asleep. People’s faces and their words kept swimming through my mind. I pictured Claudia talking to Jeremy. I saw Rachel. And I heard Ethan’s voice on the phone.

But mostly I thought about Jeremy.
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If it hadn’t been so late, I would have called Claudia to tell her about Ethan. Instead, I hurried to her locker first thing Wednesday morning.

She wasn’t there.

I sat on the floor in front of her locker and tore a piece of paper from my spiral notebook. I wrote:

Hi, Claud —

Guess what? Ethan and I broke up last night. Are you shocked? I was. Sort of. Abby was right about long-distance romances. It’s just too hard. I was bummed last night, but I’m better today. Sort of. Write back. S.

I folded the note, stood, and tried to slide it into her locker. Then I pulled it out again. She wouldn’t get it until after lunch and I didn’t want to wait that long.

This was big news and I wanted to share it with my best friend as soon as possible.

I stuffed the note into my jeans pocket and waited until we saw each other in the hall between homeroom and first period. I passed it to her then.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Read it and you’ll see.”

She stopped right then and there — in the middle of all the kids rushing past us — and unfolded it.

“Oh, no!” she cried as she read. “Are you all right?”

“I think so,” I said.

The hall had quickly become empty as kids disappeared into their classrooms. We couldn’t stand there any longer. “I’ll write you back,” she promised, hurrying down the hall. “Are you really okay?”

I nodded. She was a great friend.

Then Claudia turned and ran back to me. “I almost forgot. I already did write you.” She pulled a folded note from inside a book. “Here,” she said, handing it to me. “But I’ll write you another note about your note.”

She ran off again.

I ducked into my classroom and slid into my desk just as our teacher was shutting the front door. The first thing I did was unfold Claudia’s note. Then I sank low into my seat to read it.

Claudia is the most horrible speller on earth. But, since I’ve read a million of her notes, I can understand what she means.

Dear Stacey,

I just now left Jermy at his loker. I like him so much. You were write! Were purfect for each other. Do you think he likes me to? Say yes! Pleeeeeeeese! I hope so. I cant tell tho. Wat do you think? Your hopelesly in love friend, Claudia.

Slowly, I refolded the note.

Claudia liking Jeremy wasn’t a surprise.

What did surprise me was that her note annoyed me so much.

When was she going to learn to spell, anyway? It suddenly bugged me incredibly that she couldn’t spell. How could an eighth-grader still spell like a six-year-old?

What was going on? I’d never cared how she spelled before. I was probably feeling crabby because of Ethan. After all, who wants to hear about a friend being in love when you’ve just broken up with your boyfriend?

I wanted to talk to her before lunch, but my last class ran long. I didn’t get to the lunchroom until all my friends were seated.

And Jeremy was with them.

It’s funny how sometimes a thought just pops into your head all at once.

That’s what happened to me as I stood on the lunch line, looking over at my friends and Jeremy.

It came to me suddenly.

I had a major crush on Jeremy.

That was why Claudia’s note had bothered me. It wasn’t her spelling. It was the fact that she liked Jeremy … and so did I.

I realized I had lost my appetite. If I hadn’t had to eat, I’d have left the line and forgotten about lunch. Instead, I moved along in a kind of trance, barely noticing what I was choosing.

If I didn’t sit with my friends, everyone would know something was wrong. I had no choice but to join them.

When I reached their table, Claudia smiled at me. “Hi, how are you?” she asked. All my friends looked at me with concern. Claudia had obviously told them about Ethan.

“I’m okay,” I said.

“What’s wrong?” Jeremy asked. (Clearly, he’d been kept out of the loop.)

“Oh, nothing important,” I told him.

“Those long-distance things don’t work,” Kristy commented. She directed her next remark to Jeremy. “You don’t have a girlfriend back in Washington, do you?”

I could have died! She can be so direct — too direct — sometimes.

But he didn’t seem to mind the question. “Not anymore,” he replied. “We broke up when I found out I had to move.”

“See? That was smart,” Kristy went on.

“Sometimes things don’t work out even when two people live close to each other,” Mary Anne added.

“Yeah, but they never work out long distance,” Kristy insisted.

“I think if you’re older and you can drive and take planes and all, you might have a chance,” Abby spoke up.

“Maybe,” said Kristy. “But not at our age.”

This conversation went on for another five minutes but I tuned out. Once again I couldn’t take my eyes off Jeremy.

I noticed that he ran his hand through his hair and narrowed those beautiful eyes when someone said something I didn’t agree with. I thought that meant he didn’t agree either. It proved we were on the same wavelength.

The scraping sound of moving chairs snapped me from my daze. Lunch was ending.

“See you all later,” Jeremy said as he stood up, taking his tray with him. Mary Anne, Kristy, and Abby left too.

As I got up from the table, Claudia clutched my arm.

“Stacey, you have to help me,” she said, sounding desperate.

“Help you do what?” I asked. (I knew the answer, but I didn’t want to hear it.)

“Help make him like me. I can’t think of anything else but him.”

“But what do you want me to do?”

“Talk to him. Find out what he thinks of me.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Yes, you can. Oh, please, Stacey. You’re my best friend. You’ve got to do this for me. I’m losing my mind.”

This was horrible. I couldn’t do what she was asking. I was not going to do it.

“What do you say?” she asked.

“All right,” I agreed.

What else could I say?
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By Thursday morning I’d made an important decision. I’d worried all Wednesday night and I finally knew what I had to do.

I had to choose Claudia over Jeremy.

Claudia had been my best friend for a long while. I’d just met Jeremy. Besides, I had no reason to think Jeremy even liked me. Just because I had a crush on him didn’t mean he had one on me.

“Okay, Claudia,” I said that morning before class. “You have to get away from your locker now.”

“Why?” she asked.

“Doesn’t Jeremy come by to talk to you in the morning?”

“Not every morning. And I don’t know if he actually comes to see me, or if he’s just passing by and I’m here so he stops to be friendly.”

“Here’s my plan,” I told her. “If I’m standing here and you’re not, Jeremy and I can both wait for you. That will give me a chance to talk to him about you.”

She thought about this for a moment. “Should I show up after awhile?”

“No. Because you might arrive before I have a chance to learn anything.”

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll grab my books and go.” She pulled what she needed from her locker. “I’ll be at Mary Anne’s locker if you have anything important to tell me.”

“I’ll pass you a note if I don’t get the chance to come to Mary Anne’s —” I cut myself short. I’d spotted Jeremy at the other end of the hall. “Quick, get out of here! Go.”

Claudia hurried away from her locker. I leaned against it, trying to appear casual as Jeremy approached.

He noticed me and smiled. (There was that dimple again.)

“Hi, I’m waiting for Claudia,” I lied.

He seemed confused. “Didn’t I just see her leave her locker?”

Oops. Time to think fast. “Oh, yeah, uh … She went to get a book from Mary Anne. She’ll be right back.”

“I’ll wait, then,” he said. “I wanted to ask her something.”

Did he want to ask her out?

“How do you like Stoneybrook so far?” I asked.

“It’s all right. It’s kind of strange when you don’t even know where the mall is, but I’m used to moving.”

“Why have you moved so much?”

“Mom’s job. She opens new offices for this big corporation, and they keep sending her all over the country.”

“How long will you be in Stoneybrook?”

“Who knows? They told her this would be her last transfer. From now on they’ll let her fly from one city to another and then come home again. But they’ve said that before.”

I suddenly had a brilliant idea. “If you want to know where the mall is, Claudia and I can show you.”

“That would be great,” he said. “When?”

“How about tomorrow night? The three of us can be mall rats. We could eat there and see a movie.”

“Excellent,” he agreed. “I haven’t done anything fun since we got here.”

“I’ll give you Claudia’s phone number,” I said, ripping a sheet of paper from my notebook. “You can call her and —”

“But I thought she was coming right back.”

Double oops.

“I forgot. That’s right.”

He gazed around at the thinning crowd in the hallway. “It’s getting late, though,” he observed. “I’d better get to class. We can set it up at lunch, okay?”

“Perfect,” I said. “See you then.”

The moment he was out of sight, I dashed down the hall to Mary Anne’s locker. “IdiditIdiditIdidit!” I squealed to Claud and Mary Anne.

“Did what?” Claudia asked eagerly.

“I got you a date with Jeremy!”

The few kids left in the hall stared at Claudia as she let out a scream.

“What happened?” Mary Anne asked.

As I explained it, Claudia’s face fell. “But that’s not a date,” she objected. “You don’t have three people on a date.”

“I’m not going to be there,” I told her. “At the very last minute I’ll feel sick and cancel.”

“Ooooooohhhh,” Mary Anne and Claudia said in unison.

I didn’t see how it could fail.

Claudia pressed her lips together thoughtfully.

“What?” I asked.

“I wish he’d asked me out on his own. Then I’d know if he liked me or not,” she said.

“After you go to the mall together it will be settled,” I assured her. “Besides, he said he had something to ask you. Maybe he planned to ask you out anyway.”

“Or maybe he wanted to borrow a pen,” Claudia said with a sigh.

“Oh, don’t be silly. You’ve got a date with a guy you really like.”

“You’re right.” She was smiling again. “Thanks, Stacey.”

“No problem.” That, of course, was a lie. This was a big problem. Talking to Jeremy this morning reminded me how much I liked him. But I was proud of the way I was handling it. It made me feel noble and mature.

I turned to Mary Anne. “I won’t see Kristy or Abby before lunch,” I told her. “Would you tell them what’s going on so they don’t jump in and offer to come along too?”

Mary Anne giggled. “I can just picture them doing that and spoiling the whole plan.”

“So can I. That’s why you have to talk to them ahead of time.”

“Okay.”

Sure enough, at lunch Jeremy invited everyone else to go to the movies with us. But Mary Anne had done her job. She and Kristy and Abby thanked him but claimed to be busy. Jeremy, Claudia, and I arranged to meet at Claudia’s house.

So far, so good.

Claudia phoned me at six-thirty the next night, using the phone in her room. “He just got here; he’s downstairs,” she said in an urgent whisper, even though he couldn’t possibly have heard her. “Do you remember our other number?”

“Of course,” I assured her. “Go downstairs and I’ll call.”

I dialed the Kishis’ family line and Claudia picked up. “Hello?”

“It’s me,” I said. “You know … I’m sick … I have a terrible headache … blah blah blah blah.”

“Oh, that’s terrible, Stacey,” she replied in a voice that sounded phony to me. I hoped Jeremy hadn’t noticed. “Are you sure you can’t come? Maybe you’ll feel better if you take an aspirin or something.”

“No, I definitely can’t come … and so on and so on,” I answered.

Claud moved away from the phone. “It’s Stacey,” I heard her say. “She’s not feeling well and can’t come.”

“Oh, that’s too bad,” Jeremy replied.

Claudia returned to the line. “I hope you feel better, Stacey. I’ll call you when I get home to see how you’re feeling.”

“You’d better,” I told her. “Have fun.”

“Thanks. ’Bye.”

So … there it was. I’d done my good deed. I’d been the best of best friends. I’d been unselfish and helpful.

How did I feel?

Great!

(I’m lying.)

I felt as if a dead fish were lying in my stomach. Or maybe I felt as if I were a dead fish, all droopy and glassy-eyed.

I stood there replaying Jeremy’s words — Oh, that’s too bad. I tried to remember exactly how he’d sounded. Had he been truly disappointed? Or was he only being polite?

Maybe he was surprised, as in, ‘Oh, that’s too bad.’ Or maybe he didn’t believe it. Did his words have a sarcastic edge? ‘Oh, that’s too bad.’ Did he suspect he’d been tricked? If he did, what would he think of me?

I worried about that as I wandered into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, searching for a snack. I tried to hear his voice again in my mind. Maybe he was just being nice. He was thrilled that I wasn’t coming.

Then an exciting thought came to me. What if he called later to see how I was feeling?

I’d say I felt much better, and we would go on to talk for hours.

But wait … I wasn’t supposed to want that. Even if Jeremy called, I was supposed to encourage him to like Claudia.

If that’s what I had to do, then I didn’t want him to call.

Being the best best friend in the world wasn’t making me feel nearly as great as I’d expected.
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Claudia didn’t call me on Friday night. And I didn’t have it in me to call her.

By Saturday morning, though, I was dying to know how the evening had gone.

I phoned Claud at nine-thirty, even though I knew she liked to sleep until ten on the weekends. “Hello?” she answered groggily.

“How was it?” I got right to the point.

“Oh, Stacey, hi,” she replied, struggling to come fully awake. “It was great.”

Disappointment swept over me, but I fought it back. “Oh, good!” I said cheerily. “Tell me everything.”

“Oh, Stacey, he’s so wonderful. We ate at Friendly’s. I can hardly remember what I ate because we were so busy talking. He’s really interesting. Did you know he can speak Spanish and knows Navajo? He lived in New Mexico for a while. He knows all about the Native American cultures there. He’s been to ceremonies and ritual dances and everything.”

He certainly did sound interesting. I wished I’d been there.

“What movie did you see?” I asked.

“The new one about the guy and girl who get separated in outer space and have to go through ten dimensions of space and time to find each other again. It was really romantic.”

I knew the one she meant. “Did Jeremy like it?” It was an artistic, romantic film, not exactly a guy kind of movie.

“He loved it,” she replied.

I should have known that Jeremy would appreciate something sensitive and imaginative — and not be embarrassed to admit it.

Next came the question I really didn’t want to ask. But Claudia would know something was wrong if I didn’t ask it.

“And …” I began. “Did he?”

“What?”

“You know.”

“No, he didn’t kiss me,” she admitted.

I grinned.

“But I think next time he will.”

“Did he ask you out again?”

“Not yet. But you know how you can just tell that things went well,” she said. “Thank you so much for setting this up, Stacey. You’re a genius.”

“Of course. I knew that,” I joked. “I’m glad you had such a great time.”

“We really did,” she agreed dreamily.

“You might as well go back to sleep,” I said. “Call me when you wake up again.”

“Okay.”

The front doorbell rang. I clicked off with Claudia and ran to answer it, figuring it was Mom. She goes out jogging on Saturday morning and always forgets to bring her keys with her.

But it was Jeremy.

“Hi!” I said.

He smiled sheepishly. “I was nowhere near the neighborhood, so I thought I’d drop by.”

I smiled.

“No … really. You were the only McGill in the phone book. And I was wondering how you were feeling,” he added.

“Much better,” I said — which was suddenly true. “Come on in.”

He stepped into the hallway and I led him to the kitchen. Mom’s rule is that I can invite a boy in when she’s not here if we stay in the kitchen.

Words can’t describe how excited I was at that moment. I felt as if I were having a great big happy dream and any minute I might wake up. Until I did, though, I planned to enjoy every second.

Jeremy had come to see how I was feeling.

How sweet was that?!

“Want something to eat or drink?” I offered. “Some soda or juice?”

“No, thanks. I felt bad that you couldn’t come last night.”

He did?

Wham! My heart slammed into my chest.

“Me too. How’d the date go?”

He wrinkled his brow. “Date?”

Another oops. “I meant … you know … whatever,” I said uneasily.

“It wasn’t a date,” he said. “Claudia’s real nice, but …”

Now my heart was racing. What was he trying to say?

“I mean …” he struggled on. Whatever he was trying to say wasn’t coming to him easily. “You know, don’t you?”

I shook my head.

“Claudia’s great,” he said.

“She is,” I agreed.

He looked at me helplessly. I felt that he wanted me to come to his aid in some way, but I was clueless.

“But I was hoping that … that … you’d be there.”

Was he really saying what I thought he was saying? What I hoped he was saying?

He took a deep breath before he spoke again. “Stacey, would you like to go out sometime — just you and me?”

“What about Claudia?”

“Oh, Claudia’s great, but … you know …”

Now — finally — I got it!

But I didn’t know what to do with it.

“What do you say?” he asked.

Good question.

Did he realize how Claudia felt about him? If he didn’t, should I tell him?

And would Claudia want to kill me if I went out with him?

I could answer that one. Yes. Definitely.

But he was so cute and I liked him so much. And now I knew he liked me too.

It wasn’t fair!

“If you don’t want to go out I understand,” he said as he began backing up toward the kitchen door.

I panicked.

He thought I wasn’t answering because I didn’t want to go out.

“I do want to go!”

“Great,” he said, his face lighting up.

“But I’m not sure I can,” I added.

“What’s the problem?”

“Well … it’s not you. And it’s not another boyfriend either. But I can’t say more than that … except I would really love to — if I could. But I don’t know.”

“Okay, that really clears things up,” he joked.

“I’m sorry. Could I call you tomorrow night with an answer?”

“Sure. I didn’t mean to upset you or anything.”

“No, you haven’t. Really. Actually, I’m very glad you asked.”

Jeremy smiled and said good-bye, letting himself out the back door.

I sank onto a kitchen chair, still staring at the place where he’d stood.

He liked me. Me!

It was too wonderful to believe.

But it was true. He’d stood right here in this very kitchen and said it. Out loud!

I had no idea what I was going to do.
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It seemed strange to me that I’d ever thought of myself as the best best friend in the world. Because now I thought of myself as the worst friend anyone could have.

Not that I’d done anything wrong.

Yet.

I was sure considering it, though. If Jeremy wasn’t interested in Claudia, anyway … then what did it matter if I went out with him?

He wasn’t going to ask Claudia for a date.

There was no sense in both of us losing out. Was there?

But would Claudia see it that way?

That was the problem.

I spent the rest of Saturday thinking about this. Worrying. Agonizing.

A true best friend would say, “No way. This is a guy my friend likes. I can’t even think about it.”

Or would she?

“Stacey, what’s wrong?” Mom asked over dinner. “Your head is somewhere else. Is it Ethan?”

Wow! I hadn’t even thought about him in two days. Maybe I really was the most fickle, heartless person on earth.

“No,” I admitted. I decided to tell her everything. “Claudia and I both like the same boy, only he likes me and not her.”

“Uh-oh. What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. What should I do?”

She thought a moment before speaking. “How much do you like this boy?”

“A lot?”

“And Claudia?”

“A lot.”

“Oh, dear.”

“Tell me what to do,” I pleaded.

“Sorry, hon. I can’t. Because I don’t know. You should talk to Claudia, though.”

I groaned. I couldn’t picture telling any of this to Claudia. She’d be so mad at me. I knew she would.

Mom shook her head. “You’re in a tough situation.”

Like she had to tell me that!

I tried not to think about Claud that night. But in the morning, as soon as I opened my eyes, all my anxious thoughts flooded back. Normally, I would have talked to Claudia about a problem. Or I might have discussed it with Ethan over the weekend. Neither was a choice.

From downstairs I heard the front door close. I knew Mom had gone for her morning run. She says that although she runs for the exercise, it also clears her head and helps her think better.

That’s what I needed. Something to clear my head.

I dressed in navy-blue sweats, hurried downstairs, had a muffin and some juice, then went outside.

It was cool, which was nice for jogging. Since it was early on Sunday, not many people were out. I began to run at an easy pace.

I discovered that Mom was right. After about a block I stopped worrying about Claudia. I simply looked at the houses and plants as I passed. I let my mind go blank.

When I turned the corner, I spotted another jogger heading toward me. It was Rachel Griffin. “Hi,” she called, slowing down as we neared each other. “I see you’re a jogger too.”

“I just started this morning,” I confessed, stopping.

She jogged lightly in place. “It’s not good to stop because your muscles tighten up. Why don’t we jog together? I’ll turn around and go your way.”

“Okay,” I agreed. We began jogging side by side. It was nice to have someone to keep pace with.

“Is something the matter?” she asked after half a block.

I turned toward her, surprised. “How did you know?”

She shrugged as she ran. “When kids our age jog, they’re either overweight, training, or worried. You’re not overweight. Are you training for something?” I shook my head. “Then you’re worried.”

I slowed to a walk and she did too. “Could we talk?”

“Sure.”

I was happy to have someone to discuss this with, someone totally uninvolved. I told her everything.

“Even if you don’t go out with him, he’s not asking Claudia out. Right?” Rachel asked.

“Right.”

“It would be sleazy for you to go out with him without talking to her, though,” she said thoughtfully.

“But I can’t talk to her!”

“I think you have to. If she’s really a friend, she’ll understand. She won’t be happy. Her feelings will be hurt. But that’s how it goes sometimes.”

“She’ll think I stole him from her,” I objected.

“But you didn’t. That’s part of what you have to point out to her. Do you think this guy is worth the trouble?”

“I like him a lot,” I replied.

“Then if he’s worth it … he’s worth it. If he’s not interested in Claudia, and then you turn him down eventually he’s going to ask out someone else. Hey, maybe I should go out with him.”

“Rachel!” I cried.

She laughed. “Just kidding. But see what I mean? How would you feel if some third person came along and got him?”

“Stupid, I suppose,” I answered. “You’re good at sorting things out. You’re right. If this were a movie, that’s how the story would end if my character turned down the Jeremy character.”

“I suppose I think in terms of plots, since I’m such a play and movie fan,” she said.

“Me too!” I cried. “A total fanatic.”

“I want to be an actress. I studied acting in London. Even got a small role in a BBC drama.”

I knew, from watching public TV, that BBC meant British Broadcasting Corporation. “You were on TV? How cool!”

“It was really exciting,” she said. “I played the daughter of a woman who was murdered. In the story they thought I did it until a private detective proved I was innocent. All I had to do was keep saying, ‘I didn’t do it. I didn’t.’ But it was great.”

When she said “I didn’t do it!” she slipped into a convincing British accent.

“I believed you were a true Brit just then,” I commented.

“I wasn’t in London long enough to pick up the accent for real, but I’ve heard it enough to put it on. I wish I had picked it up. A British accent would be so cool.”

“It would,” I agreed.

We walked back to the block where we’d met. I was feeling pretty good. Talking to Rachel had cheered me up.

“It’s easy to talk to you,” I told her.

“You too!” she said. Then she gazed up the block. “I’d better get back. Mom wanted me to go with her to the airport. Friends from England are arriving.”

“Thanks for listening,” I said.

“Anytime,” she called over her shoulder as she jogged off. “I mean it.”

Unfortunately, my good mood faded quickly after Rachel left.

When I got home, Mom was still out jogging. The message light on our answering machine blinked, so I checked it.

Hi, it’s Ethan. Just calling to see how you are. I’ll be at my class from noon till two. After that you can reach me at the gallery or at home tonight after eight. Call me, okay? ’Bye.

I wasn’t excited to hear from him. Why should I call him? What was the point anymore?

We could say we hadn’t completely broken up, but we had. Maybe it had been coming for a while. We hadn’t made much time to see each other over the summer. Back then I’d thought it was just bad luck. Now I was starting to realize that when you really care about another person, you make the time for him.

Our relationship had probably started fading months ago and I just hadn’t seen it.

I wandered into the living room and threw myself onto the couch.

I’d promised Jeremy an answer by tonight. I couldn’t call him, though — not until I talked to Claudia.
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Monday morning came way too soon. After a night of tossing and worrying, I woke up with scratchy, dry eyes. I was dreading what I was about to do.

I pulled off my nightgown and began to get dressed. Then I stopped, remembering something important. I swept a pack of lined index cards from my dresser and put them in the front pocket of my backpack. I had actually written down what I planned to say to Claudia. I figured I might be so nervous that I’d forget.

I felt I’d put together an argument so convincing that Claudia had to see things my way. I was actually pretty proud of myself.

On the first card I’d written:

Claudia, you know that I value your friendship more than anything on earth. I would never do something to hurt you. Your feelings are completely important to me. In this case, though, I’m afraid you will soon learn some disappointing news. This has nothing to do with me.

On card two, I revealed the bad news, that Jeremy didn’t like her in that way. I used the most gentle words I could think of:

Although he thinks you are a really great person — which is totally true — he doesn’t have that romantic feeling. I’m sure he hopes you and he can be close friends.

The third card went on to list her great qualities. I also mentioned that a lot of boys would notice these things about her and would be interested. Jeremy wasn’t the only guy in the world, after all.

I knew card three was really just a stall. I felt I’d need that time to work up the nerve for the fourth card.

As you may have guessed, on card four I asked if she’d mind if I went out with Jeremy. Here I took a risk.

I said that if she minded, I wouldn’t do it.

I was, of course, counting on her to say she didn’t mind. I’d been very concerned about her feelings. I hoped she’d care about my feelings just as much. She wouldn’t want me to be miserable over Jeremy. Would she?

Armed with my well-thought-out, logical cards, I headed for school. I went directly to Claudia’s locker.

She was there, putting her books into her locker.

I froze.

Was this really the time and place to have this talk — in the middle of the hallway, with kids all around us?

Probably not.

I’d have the chance to speak with her privately after lunch. It was still warm enough to go outside. We’d find a spot alone out there.

I backed down the hall. When I turned, I was face-to-face with Jeremy. “Oh … hi,” I said, startled to see him. (Was it possible that he’d grown cuter over the weekend?)

“Hi,” he said, seeming uncomfortable. “I went out for a little while last night, so I wasn’t sure if you called or not.”

“Ummmm … no … I didn’t,” I admitted. “I’m going to talk to Claudia and see what she says.”

“Okay. Whatever you decide. You know … But I hope you decide to … you know.”

“I hope so too,” I said.

His entire face lit up. “Okay, see you.” He turned and hurried down the hall.

It wasn’t fair to keep him hanging like this. I had to talk to Claudia after lunch.

But at lunch, as I walked toward our table, carrying my tray, I saw that Claudia wasn’t there.

Neither was Jeremy.

I had a moment of true panic. Had Jeremy decided to talk to Claudia himself?

My heard pounding, I scanned the lunchroom, searching for them.

Then I spotted Jeremy sitting with some guys.

What a relief!

“What’s wrong?” Mary Anne asked from behind me.

“Oh, nothing. I was looking for Claudia.”

“She went to the art room to finish a sculpture model. I think she’s working on a clay model of Jeremy’s head.”

“Of Jeremy’s head?” I gasped.

Mary Anne giggled. “Yeah. He’s all she thinks about lately.” I followed Mary Anne to our lunch table, feeling sick. Claud was making a sculpture of Jeremy!

After lunch, I worked up my nerve to go to the art room. Claudia wasn’t there. But the clay model of Jeremy’s head was.

As I stood looking at it, she came in.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“It’s great,” I replied honestly.

“It does look like him, doesn’t it?” she said, tweaking a clay curl. “It’s like his face is burned into my brain.”

I had to talk to her. I plunged my hand into my sweater pocket. Empty.

The index cards were in my locker.

To be honest, I was relieved. How could I talk to her with this clay face of Jeremy staring at us?

“It’s really good,” I said. I felt so hypocritical, standing there admiring her artwork — and all the while preparing to smash her dreams. I needed to get out of there.

“I have to use the girls’ room,” I lied. “ ’Bye.” I dashed out as fast as I could.

I really did go into the girls’ room, just so I could stand in a stall and be alone. Why did Claudia have to like Jeremy so much? They’d had only one date — and it hadn’t even been a date!

When I finally came out of the stall, Rachel was in front of the mirror, fixing her hair. “Hi,” she said. “You okay? You look a little freaked.”

Either she was very observant, or I really looked bad.

I checked to make sure no one else was in the bathroom. “I tried to talk to Claudia, but she was sculpting a bust of Jeremy. I couldn’t,” I told her.

“Oh, wow! That would be hard.”

“But Jeremy is waiting for my answer. I can’t leave him hanging forever.”

“You definitely have to tell her. When will you see her again?”

“We have a BSC meeting this afternoon. I could go early and talk to her.”

Rachel nodded. “That’s what you should do.”

“I will,” I said, filled with new determination.

The bell rang, signaling the end of lunch. As she left the bathroom Rachel wished me good luck.

I’d need it.

* * *

That afternoon, I had a special Math Club meeting. A big tournament was coming up and we were planning to enter.

The meeting ended at four-thirty. To my surprise, Claudia came to the classroom just as we were leaving.

“What are you doing here so late?” I asked her.

“I wanted to finish the sculpture. Anything we need baked in the next kiln firing has to be done by tomorrow morning.”

“What are you going to do with it?” I asked as we walked down the hall together.

“Keep it for now. Once I know Jeremy better, maybe I’ll give it to him.” A frown creased her forehead. “Did Jeremy seem odd to you today?”

“I didn’t see much of him,” I said. “Why?”

“I saw him in the hall a couple of times and he didn’t even stop. He waved, but he just kept going.”

“I guess he was in a hurry.” I felt like a real rat. I couldn’t just come out and say why he was avoiding her, even though I knew perfectly well.

Claudia sighed. “I guess.”

She followed me to my locker, where I got my books. I made sure to remember the index cards.

“What are those for?” she asked as I slipped them into my coat pocket.

That might have been the perfect moment to tell her.

“For a vocabulary test,” I lied. Once again, I’d chickened out.

We walked home together. All the while I was trying to work up the nerve to talk about Jeremy.

“You’re quiet today,” Claudia observed when we were almost at her house.

I laughed self-consciously. “Am I?”

“Yeah. Anything the matter?” she asked.

This was it. There would be no better moment than right now.

“Actually … yes. There is,” I began.

“What?”

“It’s about Jeremy.”

She gazed at me wide-eyed.

“You see … uh … It’s kind of hard to say this.”

A worried expression swept across her face.

I began walking faster. I’m not sure why. Part of me probably wanted to run away.

“What is it, Stacey? Is something wrong with him?”

“You could say that,” I replied. “Listen, Claud, we have a problem. Maybe it’s a big problem, maybe it’s not. It all depends on how you feel about it. I hope it won’t be a big problem.”

“Just tell me!”

“Okay.” I stopped on the sidewalk in front of her house. “Jeremy likes me and wants to go out with me.”

There. I’d said it.

Claudia gazed at me blankly, as if she were still waiting for me to tell her my news. As if she hadn’t heard what I’d said.

“He likes you as a friend,” I went on. “But he asked me on a date. I’d like to go, so I was hoping you wouldn’t mind.”

I looked at her for a reaction.

Still none.

I remembered the index cards in my coat pocket. If I used those, maybe she’d understand better what I was saying.

With a shaking hand, I reached in. But I was so nervous, I dropped them and they spilled to the ground.

“Oops,” I said, laughing nervously as I stooped to pick them up.

“How can you laugh?” Claudia cried.

I jerked up to look at her. “Claudia, I …”

It was scary. I’d never seen her look so mad.

“Are you serious about this?” she asked angrily.

“Sort of … yeah. Definitely.” I couldn’t back down now.

She turned away from me, then whirled back. “Did he actually ask you out?”

I nodded.

“How can you do this to me, Stacey?”

“I didn’t do anything,” I insisted. “I can’t help it if he doesn’t like you in that way.”

“You’re lying. I don’t believe you.”

“He told me.”

“He was lying to you, then,” Claudia insisted. “We had a great time on our date. It doesn’t make sense.”

“He didn’t think of it as a date,” I told her. “He really likes you, but as a friend. So that’s why it doesn’t matter whether I go out with him or someone else does.”

This may not have been the best way to say this, but it’s what came out.

“I do mind if you go out with Jeremy,” Claudia informed me. “I totally mind. I can’t believe you would betray me like this.”

“Betray you!” I exclaimed. “Isn’t that a bit dramatic? I didn’t betray you. I —”

“What’s happening?” It was Kristy, arriving in front of Claudia’s house for the BSC meeting. She looked puzzled as she glanced from me to Claudia.

“Nothing,” Claudia snapped. She turned sharply and stomped into the house ahead of us.

Kristy studied me. “Nothing?”

“We were just having a little argument,” I said. There was no sense in dragging everyone else into the mess.

Kristy didn’t seem convinced, but maybe she figured it was none of her business. “All right. If you say so.”

“Hi,” Mary Anne said, joining us. “What’s going on?”

“Claudia and Stacey are fighting,” Kristy told her.

“Not exactly fighting,” I said.

“If you say so,” Kristy repeated.

We went into the house and up to Claudia’s room. She sat on her bed, stuffing a Ring-Ding into her mouth.

“Are you okay?” Mary Anne asked her.

Claudia swallowed and got off her bed. “I’m fine,” she said tensely. She brushed crumbs from the bed so violently that the pillow bounced to the floor.

“Okay, well, since the four of us are here, we might as well start a little early,” Kristy suggested, settling into Claudia’s director’s chair.

Claudia reached under her bed and pulled out a big bag of potato chips. “Here,” she said flatly, yanking open the bag.

Claudia usually gets me something healthy to eat. But today she just plopped back onto the bed, arms folded.

I was hungry. And I couldn’t fool around about that. But how could I ask Claudia for a healthy snack now?

“What about Stacey?” Mary Anne asked helpfully.

“Oh, fine!” Claudia snapped. She got up and left the room, banging shut the door behind her.

“I hate to tell you this, Stacey,” Kristy said, “but she’s more than a little mad. What happened?”

I sighed. There was no sense trying to hide this. Kristy and Mary Anne were bound to find out. “It’s about Jeremy,” I replied, sitting on Claudia’s bed. “It turns out that he likes —”

Claudia returned, holding a paper plate of carrots, some dip splashed messily on top of them. “Here,” she said, thrusting the plate at me.

The carrots flew onto my lap, dip smearing my clothes. I jumped up. “You did that on purpose!” I accused her.

“I did not. Look what you did to my bed! It’s got dip all over it.”

“It’s not my fault you threw food at me!”

“Oh, no, nothing’s your fault. I forgot that. You’re never to blame. You can do whatever you like and it doesn’t matter.”

“It’s just dip,” Kristy said. “It’ll wash out.”

Claudia glared at me as she left the room. She returned with a wet towel and began wiping her bed.

I picked up a carrot stick that hadn’t hit the floor and bit into it.

“Okay,” Kristy said. “Here’s some club business I’d like to discuss. Since there’re only four of us now I think we have to coordinate our weekend activities. We can’t all be unavailable on the weekends at the same time or our clients will stop calling entirely.”

“But what can we do?” Mary Anne asked. “Logan’s already annoyed that I’m not always available on the weekends. Since we’re down to four members it’s really been hard.”

“Maybe we should assign free-time slots,” Kristy suggested. “We could rotate them from week to week and —”

“Stacey can’t do that,” Claudia cut in. “She’ll be needing all her free time since she’s stealing everyone’s boyfriends.”

“That is a lie!” I cried, outraged.

“What is going on?” Kristy demanded.

“She’s trying to take Jeremy from me!” Claudia cried.

“I’m not! You don’t have him anyway!”

“This is bad,” Mary Anne muttered, looking as if she wished she were somewhere else.

“Can we talk about this later?” Kristy asked. “Right now I’d like to talk about a rotating weekend schedule.”

“Who cares about that when everything in my life is falling apart?” Claudia said.

“Oh, come on,” I said. “Your life isn’t falling apart.”

“It isn’t? The boy I’m crazy about couldn’t care less about me, and my best friend turns out to be a two-timing back-stabber!”

“Are you both really that crazy about Jeremy?” Mary Anne asked.

“Yes!” we answered together.

We looked at each other fiercely.

“Stacey, I don’t want you anywhere near Jeremy,” said Claudia.

“Guess what, Claudia,” I came back at her. “After the things you’ve said — I don’t really care what you want anymore.”
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I don’t think I’ve ever felt as rotten as I did after that BSC meeting. Mention any crummy feeling — anger, guilt, embarrassment, loneliness — and I felt it. All rolled into one horrible knot in my stomach.

That night I couldn’t sleep, and I began to cry. Life seemed so hard and unfair. Why should I have to choose between Jeremy and Claudia? Why hadn’t Claudia cared about my feelings as much as I cared about hers?

In the morning, my stomach began hurting almost instantly. What would happen today? I was bound to run into Claudia. What would we say to each other?

Would there be more angry words? I hoped not. I couldn’t take another fight like the one we’d just had.

At the BSC meeting, we’d sat for almost twenty minutes, neither of us speaking. It was torture. I was so grateful every time the phone rang. Setting up sitting jobs was a great distraction.

At school I hurried to my locker, looking straight ahead. I didn’t want to take the chance of turning left or right and seeing Claudia. As I neared my locker, I smiled.

Jeremy was waiting there for me.

“Hi,” I said. “I spoke to Claudia. I told her what you told me.”

“And?” he asked eagerly.

“She wasn’t very happy.”

“So?”

“So … I told her I was going to see you. That is … if you still want to.”

“All right! Definitely I want to.”

“Don’t tell anyone, though,” I added. “Not right away. I wouldn’t want Claudia to hear anything about us from other people. It might make it worse.”

“That makes sense. How about just hanging out together today after school? Not a date at all.”

“That sounds good,” I said. “Now that you’ve seen the mall, would you like to explore downtown Stoneybrook?”

“Sure. Right after school?”

“Okay. Meet me here after last period.”

For the rest of the morning I felt as if I were on a seesaw. I thought about Claudia and felt awful. My thoughts shifted to Jeremy and I was overjoyed. Hanging out with him today was going to be awesome.

Then I’d pass Claudia in the hall. And I’d see the hurt, angry expression on her face. Down crashed the seesaw, dropping me on the ground.

By lunch, I really needed a friend to talk to. And I didn’t feel right putting Kristy or Mary Anne in the middle. I could talk to Abby, but it wasn’t fair to involve her either.

I found myself heading for Rachel’s locker. “Ask me how I am,” I said as she took out her books.

“How are you?”

“Terrible. And great.” I told her everything that had happened since the day before.

“Congratulations,” she said. “You did something hard, but it was the right thing.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.” I needed to hear someone tell me that with complete confidence. Rachel’s words were so welcome.

“Want to eat lunch at our table?” I asked her.

She smiled sadly. “No thanks. I don’t think your friends would be too happy about it.”

“Don’t worry about them. Fifth grade was a long time ago. They need to get to know you all over again.”

“They might be ready, but I’m not,” Rachel said, shutting her locker. “Getting used to living in Stoneybrook again is kind of hard for me. I don’t need to deal with people who don’t like me. Just coping with people I don’t know is hard enough.”

“If you’re sure …” I said reluctantly.

“I’m sure. For now, anyway.” She headed down the hall. “Good luck with … you-know-who … at lunch.”

I sure did-know-who. I was incredibly relieved when she didn’t show up. “In the art room again,” Mary Anne reported.

“Probably smashing her Jeremy head with a hammer,” Kristy added.

I groaned and slid down in my seat.

“She’ll get over it,” Mary Anne said.

“In a hundred or so years,” Abby chimed in. Obviously, they’d filled her in on events.

I shot her a Look.

“No, really,” Abby said. “She’ll be fine by graduation.”

“Oh, thanks a lot,” I replied.

* * *

That afternoon, as promised, Jeremy showed up at my locker right after school.

And so did Claudia.

They headed toward me from opposite directions. For a moment, I seriously considered stepping inside my locker and shutting the door.

I couldn’t, though. They’d both already spotted me.

Jeremy arrived first. Following my horrified gaze, he looked down the hall and saw Claudia. “Hi, Claudia,” he called cheerfully as if everything were fine.

Claudia froze. Her eyes darted from Jeremy to me. Then she turned and walked away in the direction from which she’d come.

“Nice try,” I told Jeremy.

He grimaced. “I feel terrible about hurting her feelings,” he said, and I believed him. That’s the kind of guy he is. Sensitive and caring.

“Me too,” I said. “But I’m mad at her. She didn’t have to make this so hard.”

“She’ll calm down,” he said. “Ready?”

Throwing off my worries about Claudia, I smiled at him. “Ready.”

We walked downtown. It was one of those beautiful, warm September days that make you remember it’s still — technically — summer.

I felt light and happy for the first time in days. “Want to see Bellair’s?” I suggested. “It’s the biggest department store in town. My mom works there.”

“Sure.”

We wandered around Bellair’s, just looking at things. We watched the TVs in the electronics department. A music video was on. We danced to it right there in the aisle.

In the kitchenware department Jeremy told me about taking a home-and-careers course in his old middle school. “I made a bread with baking soda instead of flour. It was so gross.” He laughed. “Mom watched me do it too. She knows less about cooking than I do.”

“What does she make for dinner?” I asked.

“Reservations, mostly.”

The afternoon went so fast that before I knew it, it was time for dinner. “Want to get something to eat?” he asked.

I had to run upstairs to the offices to ask my mom for permission. I caught up with her just as she was about to leave. “I don’t even know this boy,” Mom said.

“He’s right outside, calling his parents on the pay phone,” I said. “You can meet him right now.”

She walked into the hall with me. Jeremy was just getting off the phone. “Dad can pick us up,” he said, turning. He smiled at Mom. “Hi, Mrs. McGill. I’m Jeremy Rudolph.”

I could tell the introduction went over well with Mom. She seemed to like Jeremy instantly. They talked for a little while and seemed very comfortable.

“All right, kids, have fun,” Mom said as she left.

We went to the Rosebud Café. It’s not too fancy, but it’s nice. Talking to Jeremy was so easy. “I’m used to moving all the time,” he said after we ordered. “But I don’t think Dad ever gets used to it.”

“What does he do?” I asked.

“He’s a painter. Abstract stuff.” My mind flashed on Ethan for a second, another painter. “Sometimes he sells his work, but my mom makes the real money, so we go where her career takes her.”

Too soon, Jeremy called his father to pick us up. I spotted him right away. Jeremy and his father looked so alike.

When we arrived at my house, Jeremy walked me to the door. “I had a great time,” he said. My heart leaped. “Want to go out on a real, official date soon?”

“Definitely,” I answered without hesitating. “ ’Bye.”

He backed down the walkway, beaming a smile at me.

I waved and went inside. In the hall, I did a little dance of happiness. Yes! Yes! Yes!

This had been great, worth all the trouble.

I felt wonderful, as if I might float to the ceiling from pure happiness.

“That you, Stacey?” Mom called from upstairs.

“I’ll be right there,” I called back. I couldn’t wait to tell her about my afternoon. I charged up the stairs. I was eight steps up when I noticed the blinking light on the answering machine.

I hoped Claudia had called. Maybe she wanted to talk, to tell me she’d calmed down and everything was all right.

I ran downstairs and played the messages.

Message one: Hi. It’s Ethan. Just wanted to say hi.

Message two: It’s Ethan again. Hey, Stacey, are you mad? I hope not. Call me back.

I still didn’t see the point of calling Ethan back.

Besides, I was disappointed that the messages had been from him … and not from Claudia.
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By Wednesday I was deeply disappointed that Claudia hadn’t called. Was it unfair of me to expect her to take the first step?

Maybe it was.

Enough time had passed. She’d probably calmed down, at least a little.

Our friendship was too important to let this fight go on any longer. That was what I intended to say as I headed for her locker before homeroom.

But as I neared it, I slowed down. Someone else was there talking to Claudia.

Jeremy.

Hmm. That was interesting. Jeremy was probably telling her what a great person he thought she was. That’s what a great guy he was. The best.

I turned and went to my homeroom. Jeremy would make Claudia feel better about things. By the time I spoke to her she’d be ready to hear me. I’d talk to her at lunch.

After homeroom, I hurried to Jeremy’s locker, hoping he’d be there. He was.

“Hi,” I said cheerfully.

He didn’t return the smile. “Hi,” he replied, not meeting my eyes. “I’d better get to class. See ya.” He rushed away.

“What —” I began, astounded. Was this the same person I’d had such fun with the day before?

Then I remembered how great Claudia thought their time together had been. Was that some strange routine with him — act enthusiastic and then lose interest the next day?

For the rest of the morning I felt very uneasy. I couldn’t wait to see Jeremy again, to find out what was going on.

I spotted him at lunchtime, in the hallway outside the cafeteria. This time he hurried to me. “We have to talk,” he said seriously, touching my elbow.

I nodded.

“Not here,” he said. “Somewhere private.”

This was making me nervous. “How about the music room?” I suggested.

“Okay,” he said, heading for it.

The music room was empty. I stopped, folded my arms, and steeled my nerves for whatever it was he was about to say.

“Who’s Ethan?” Jeremy asked.

Ethan! How did he get into this? I’d never mentioned him.

“I thought we were really honest with each other yesterday when we were talking. You told me about your parents’ divorce, about being diabetic,” he said, sounding hurt. “How could you forget to tell me you have a boyfriend? If Claudia hadn’t mentioned it, I’d never have known.”

“Claudia!”

“Yes, she told me you’re dating some guy in New York.”

“Was dating!” I exploded. “She knows perfectly well that Ethan and I agreed to cool things down.”

“Stacey, I don’t just want to be some dating experiment while you’re still seeing Ethan.”

“You’re not!” I protested. “I haven’t even been answering his phone calls.”

“Which means he’s still calling you,” Jeremy replied.

“As far as I’m concerned Ethan and I have broken up. I’ve barely thought of Ethan since I met you.”

“That’s not what Claudia said.”

Claudia again! I could not believe what she’d done. “What exactly did she say?”

“She said she felt pretty sure you two would be patching things up soon.”

“That’s so not true! He’s taking an art class on the weekends, the only time we can see each other. Does that sound like a good relationship to you?”

“It sounds like you’re having a fight over the art class right now. Once the class ends everything will return to the way it was.”

“No! It’s not like that. It’s over.”

“Then why didn’t you mention him to me?”

“Because it’s over, in the past,” I answered.

Jeremy shook his head doubtfully. “I don’t know. It doesn’t sound as ‘over’ as you say. I need to think about it some more.”

“There’s nothing to think about.”

Jeremy edged out the door. “Maybe it’s just me, but … I’ll call you.”

He turned and walked away.

I’ll call you. That sentence echoed through my head. I’ll call you.

Did he mean it? Or had he just dumped me before we ever really got started?

It was strange, but the thought of ending things with Jeremy was much more upsetting than ending things with Ethan had been. Maybe because that had been dying out slowly. But this felt more like a sharp, abrupt break.

And who did I have to thank for it? My former best friend, Ms. Claudia Kishi.

How could she do that? Did she honestly think she’d have a chance with Jeremy if she got me out of the way? Or was this plain old revenge?

I stormed into the lunchroom — on a search-and-destroy mission.

My target?

Claudia Kishi.
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The little witch managed to avoid me for the rest of the day. “Where’s Claudia?” I’d demanded of my friends at our lunch table.

They shrugged.

“What are you so mad about?” Kristy asked.

I sat down and launched into my story.

“Maybe she just mentioned Ethan, and Jeremy took it the wrong way,” Mary Anne suggested.

“Yeah. Right,” I scoffed.

I was too furious to eat more than a few bites of lunch. I headed for the art room, but Claudia wasn’t there. I checked her locker and the girls’ room.

No luck.

Wherever I was, she wasn’t. She had to know that I’d be out to give her a piece of my mind. Obviously, she was hiding.

But there was one place where she couldn’t get away from me. And that was in her very own house, at our BSC meeting.

That afternoon I had a sitting job for the Rodowsky kids. The boys were cute and funny, and usually I like to sit for them. But today my mind wasn’t all there.

All I could do was mentally rehearse the verbal beating I planned to give Claudia.

And, boy, would I ever let her have it.

I had intended to get to Claudia’s early and talk to her before the meeting began. Unfortunately, Mrs. Rodowsky was late coming home. I had just enough time to make it to the meeting by five-thirty.

The moment I laid eyes on Claudia I wanted to tear into her. It wasn’t fair to Mary Anne and Kristy, though. We’d already ruined one meeting with our fight.

Instead, I glared at her viciously during the meeting.

She returned the Look.

I’m sure Kristy and Mary Anne were incredibly uncomfortable. They had to know something was going on. They did their best to ignore it, though.

“I’d like to get back to the idea of assigning free time on the weekends,” Kristy said. “I’ve made a chart here.” She held up a large piece of cardboard with times marked on it.

I was too busy cutting Claudia down with my eyes to pay much attention. As I held her in my gaze, her face seemed to change. I’d once thought she was so pretty. Now it seemed that deceitful small-mindedness was written all over her face, obvious to everyone.

Why hadn’t I seen it before?

The phone rang. Dr. Johanssen called wanting a sitter for Charlotte. Mary Anne offered it to me first since Char and I are so close. It was for Friday night. But I didn’t care. As far as I knew I might be free every weekend night for a long time.

Thanks to big-mouth Claudia.

The phone rang continually from then on. That was good, since it made the meeting go fast. The faster the better. I couldn’t wait to get hold of Claudia.

Finally, six o’clock came. Mary Anne and Kristy left.

But I didn’t.

“Why are you still here?” Claudia asked me.

“Because I have something to say to you. How dare you tell Jeremy about Ethan?”

Claudia glowered at me. “Why? Was it a big secret that you’re stringing along two nice guys? Everyone in school knows you’re just using Jeremy. Why shouldn’t he?”

“You are such a jealous liar!” I shouted.

“Jealous? Of you? That’s a laugh.”

“You know you’re jealous. You can’t accept the fact that Jeremy doesn’t want to go out with you. Well, deal with it, Claudia! Get it through your brainless head that —”

“Brainless!”

“You heard me! What else would you call someone who can’t even spell, who was held back a grade?”

“I’d call it better than being some stuck-up creep who acts like she’s better than anyone else just because she comes from New York City.”

“I do not!” I cried.

“Face it, Stacey — ten million other people live in the city. It’s not exactly a claim to fame. Get over yourself.”

“I’m not nearly as impressed with myself as you are with yourself. You think you’re such a hot artist that it doesn’t matter if you’re stupid. Well, guess what? Your artwork isn’t that great.”

“How would you know? You wouldn’t recognize a piece of artwork if it hit you over the head.”

“Oh, be quiet, Claudia,” I said, turning away.

“Why should I?” she came back at me. “After the way you’ve treated me I have a perfect right to say what I think of you.”

“I haven’t done anything to you,” I protested.

“You let me talk to you about Jeremy, about how I felt. You even said you’d help me get together with him. And all the while you were planning on taking him for yourself.”

“That’s not how it was. I’ve told you that.”

“But you’re a big liar.”

“I’m not. But you’re a big loser. What are you going to do? Follow Jeremy around forever and try to break up his romances? Even if you do, it won’t matter. He will never want to date you.”

She surprised me by not replying. My last words seemed to have hit their mark. Tears sprang to her eyes.

“Just forget it,” I said. “Let’s stop this before we say things we really regret.”

She laughed bitterly, a tear falling down her cheek. “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?”

She was right.

Way too late.

I walked out of her room feeling numb and empty. The moment I was outside, though, tears gushed from my eyes. I wanted to crawl into a ball and do nothing but cry. I had to get myself home before I could do that.

There weren’t too many people on the street. I tried not to think about them as I rushed home, head down.

Mom was coming down the stairs as I pushed open the front door.

“Stacey!” she cried, alarmed. “What happened?”

“Claudia and I had a fight. That’s what happened.” I pushed past Mom, ran into my room, and slammed the door behind me.
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A fight with your best friend can be more upsetting than a breakup with your boyfriend. I discovered this pretty quickly after my fight with Claudia.

Right away, before school even began, I felt lost. Normally, Claudia would have appeared at my locker. Or I’d have gone to hers.

Of course, I could have gone to see Kristy, Mary Anne, or Abby. I was friendly with other kids at school as well. But they’d know something was weird.

I didn’t want to make anyone feel like a second choice.

Then I thought of Rachel. I knew she had no regular morning routine. And it didn’t feel awkward to look for her. So I did.

“Hi,” she greeted me. I didn’t see any surprise in her expression, just welcome. “How’s the romantic triangle?”

She looked especially pretty, I thought. Her brown hair was pulled back into a French braid and she wore a short denim skirt under a soft bright yellow sweater.

“The triangle is smashed to pieces,” I reported glumly. “Claudia and I aren’t speaking to each other. And Jeremy isn’t sure he wants to go out with me anymore.”

Rachel grimaced. “Wow. Is he going out with Claudia?”

“Not that I know of. But who knows what she’ll pull today.”

“What do you mean?”

I told her what Claudia had done. Then I gave her a replay of my fight with her.

“That sounds pretty ugly. Did you really mean everything you said to her?”

I had to think a minute before answering. “Yes and no,” I replied.

Rachel laughed. “What does that mean?”

“Well, like when I said she was brainless. It does annoy me that she won’t bother to spell correctly. I’m not sure why. It’s her business. But doesn’t it seem to you that by eighth grade a person wouldn’t want to present herself as a nitwit every time she writes a sentence?”

“Does it embarrass you?”

“You know, you’re right. It does,” I said, realizing this for the first time. “Everyone knows we’re best friends. So I guess every time she writes something I think it makes me look stupid too.”

“It would bother me,” Rachel said.

“It would?”

“Yeah.”

“But even though I’m bothered by it, I know Claudia isn’t brainless. She’s actually pretty smart about things she wants to be smart about, like art. That’s why I said yes and no.”

“Claudia and I never got along, so I really shouldn’t say anything,” Rachel began as she shut her locker. “But I think telling Jeremy about Ethan was pretty low.”

I appreciated her opinion. It’s hard to be all alone, wondering if you’re seeing things clearly. “It was low, wasn’t it?” I said.

“Very.”

“And she said some pretty nasty things during our fight. She said I’m stuck-up about being from the city. You don’t think so, do you?”

She smiled. “How would I know? I’m stuck-up about having lived in London.”

I laughed. “No you’re not. You don’t seem so to me.”

“That’s because we’re alike,” Rachel said cheerfully. “Two stuck-up city girls. Hey, we can’t help it if we’ve seen more and done more than some other kids. It’s who we are.”

I began to wonder about Claudia. She didn’t know much about life outside of Stoneybrook. Even Jeremy had lived all around the country.

We began walking down the hall together. “What do you think I should do about Jeremy?” I asked.

“I’m no expert, but I’d give him a little more time, then go talk to him.”

“What’s there to say?”

“It doesn’t matter. If you like him so much, don’t let him go without trying.”

At lunch I faced another dilemma. I didn’t want to have to sit somewhere else. But the idea of sitting with Claudia was sickening.

I dawdled and got to the end of the lunch line so I could observe what was happening. Jeremy was sitting with the same boys he’d sat with the day before. I waited for Claudia to appear.

As I moved along the line, I realized she wasn’t even in the lunchroom.

With that thought, I calmed down. I could eat with my friends after all.

Still, I found that I couldn’t relax.

“Why are you staring at the lunchroom door?” Abby asked.

“Don’t worry. Claudia’s absent today,” Kristy told me.

Had she made herself sick over this? Or did she want to avoid me so thoroughly that she’d convinced her parents to let her stay home?

“You look really stressed,” Mary Anne noted.

“What’s going on?” Abby asked.

“You don’t want to know,” Kristy told her. “You two looked about ready to explode yesterday, Stacey.”

“We did explode, right after you and Mary Anne left.” I told them about the big fight and what had caused it.

Kristy glared at me. “I can’t believe the two of you let a boy come between you. I thought you were smarter than that.”

I shook my head. “I think it’s become more than Jeremy,” I said. “I’m really hurt that she would try to wreck things for me. And I’m hurt that she thinks I’d try to steal him away, that I’d betray her like that. What does she really think of me if she can believe those things?”

My friends were silent.

“See what I mean?” I said.

“It still stinks,” Kristy said. “Stuff like this shouldn’t happen between friends.”

When lunch was nearly finished, I looked across the room at Jeremy. I was tempted to talk to him. But I decided to take Rachel’s advice and give him some time.

That night I stayed close to the phone, hoping Jeremy might call.

He didn’t.

Claudia came to school the next day. I saw her in the hallway talking to one of her seventh-grade friends.

She noticed me. I was sure of it. She looked away and pretended she hadn’t, though.

If that was how she wanted to be — fine.

Only it wasn’t fine. I felt sick. Yesterday I’d been so sure I was right. Now doubts crept in. Was Kristy making sense? Had I started our fight by making Jeremy so important?

Part of me said, definitely not. And the other part said, maybe so. It was tearing me up.

At lunchtime I ate in an empty classroom, reading an article for my paper on westward expansion in America.

I heard a noise in the hallway. Glancing up, I saw Jeremy walk by the open door with the boys he’d been eating with. Our eyes met. He shot me a quick smile but kept going.

Sighing, I shut my book. Why did I have to like him so much?

I gathered up my books. Now that I’d spotted Jeremy, I wouldn’t be able to concentrate. I walked to the door.

And there was Jeremy.

“Hi,” he said. “Can we talk?”

“Sure,” I agreed, sitting down again. “Listen,” I began, “I’m sorry about everything that’s happened. Things between Ethan and me are really over.” I knew this was true although Ethan may not have known it yet. “I’ll respect any decision you make. The thing that’s most important to me, though, is that we come out of this at least as friends, because I think you’re really great. Even if you want to date Claudia —”

“Hold on.” He stopped me. “For once and for all, I don’t want to date Claudia. She’s the one I want to be friends with. Not you.”

“You don’t even want to be friends with me?” I whispered.

“Sorry. What I mean is, I don’t want to be just friends with you. I was wondering if you’d like to go out tomorrow night.”
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“The blue … yes … the blue shirt is perfect,” Rachel said late Saturday afternoon. She’d called to see what I was doing. When I told her I was going out with Jeremy later, she offered to come over and help me get ready.

I gazed down at the shirts I’d spread out on my bed. The blue thermal-knit shirt with the row of small white buttons up the front was a good choice. It was sporty but not sloppy. It was great with jeans. Perfect for a bowling date.

That’s what Jeremy and I had decided to do when he’d called Friday night. We wanted to go mostly to check out the new bowling alley that had opened in Stoneybrook.

At first, I wasn’t sure it was a great idea. I’m not a natural bowler. But he said he wasn’t either. We agreed not to be embarrassed if all our balls rolled down the gutters.

“Do you have boots?” Rachel asked. “You won’t be in bowling shoes the whole time. Wait, though. How tall is Jeremy?”

I knew what she was thinking, because the same thought had crossed my mind. “Boots won’t make me taller than he is,” I said, digging out a pair of black ankle boots from my closet.

“Good,” she said. “Then I think that’s what the outfit needs.”

It was odd. I would never have had this conversation with Claudia. She wouldn’t have worried about how tall or short a person was. And I’d have been too self-conscious to bring it up, knowing she’d think it was silly.

But Rachel and I seemed to think the same way. Thoughts occurred to us at almost the same moment. I felt very comfortable with her.

I felt uncomfortable too. Rachel wasn’t Claudia. It seemed to me that Claudia was the one who should have been helping me get ready for a big date, not a friend I’d just met.

“Does Claudia know you’re going out with Jeremy tonight?” Rachel asked.

I nodded. “I mentioned it at the BSC meeting yesterday. I had to turn down a sitting job for tonight, so it came up.”

“And?”

“You know the saying if looks could kill?” I remembered the angry expression on Claudia’s face. “Well, if they could kill, I wouldn’t be standing here right now.”

“But she didn’t say anything?”

“No. Then she’d have had to talk to me, which she refuses to do.” It hurt just to say these things. But by this point I’d decided it wasn’t all my fault. So I wasn’t going to back down.

“It’s too bad she has to feel that way about it,” Rachel commented, picking up a hairbrush from my dresser. She studied me a moment. “What do you think — French braid or loose?”

“French braid,” I decided. “Only I can’t do it myself.”

“Sit down, I’m practically a pro French braider.”

Rachel pulled back my hair and began to braid. I loved the result. I finished off with a touch of mascara and some berry-colored lipstick.

“You look awesome,” Rachel said.

“Thanks for your help,” I replied.

She glanced at my clock. It was four-fifteen. “I’d better get home. A friend is calling me from London. I don’t want to miss his call.”

“His?” I teased.

“Yes, but he’s just a friend,” she told me, grabbing her jacket from the end of my bed. “Boys can be super pains, but they can also make the best friends. Call me tomorrow and tell me how it goes.”

“I will. ’Bye,” I said as Rachel left.

There I was — all ready, and still an hour to wait before Jeremy came by. To kill time, I took out my math homework, stretched across my bed, and got started on it.

Only five minutes had passed when the bell rang. Mom was out at a baby shower, so I had to answer it.

Had Rachel forgotten something? Was Jeremy early?

I froze in mid-step. Had Claudia come over to tell me off before my date?

If she had, I’d deal with it. After all, I hadn’t done anything I felt guilty about.

I swung open the door, ready to face Claudia if I had to.

“Surprise!”

“Ethan!” I gasped. He stood there looking as gorgeous as ever, with a bouquet of yellow daisies in his hand.

It was terrible.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

His smile faded. The horrified expression on my face probably wasn’t what he’d expected. “I came to see you,” he said, stepping into the house. “To surprise you. Can we talk?”

“Yeah, of course,” I said, still stunned. Of all the things that might go wrong this evening, this was one I hadn’t even thought of. But it could be a total disaster. I checked the hall clock. There was still time before Ethan — I mean Jeremy — arrived.

We sat down at the kitchen table. “Stacey, I’m so sorry about what’s happened between us,” he began. His words sounded a bit rehearsed. I looked for his cue cards. “It’s totally my fault. I was just feeling tired and stressed out when I said we should cool things down. It was the stupidest thing I’ve ever suggested in my life and it’s not what I want to …”

His voice trailed off and he frowned. “Were you going somewhere?” he asked. I nodded. “A date?”

Again, I nodded. “I figured we could date other people,” I reminded him.

“Can you get out of it?”

I shook my head. I didn’t want to get out of it.

We sat there looking at each other, neither of us knowing what to say. I felt terrible that Ethan had come all this way for nothing. But Jeremy was the one I wanted to see.

The doorbell rang, breaking the silence.

I panicked. What if it was Jeremy?

“Stay here,” I told Ethan sharply.

I ran for the door.

It was Rachel. She held out a pair of dangly blue-and-silver earrings. “I can’t stay, but I wanted to lend you these,” she said.

I heard Ethan come out of the kitchen. “Stacey, I’m not hiding in here,” he said crossly. He stopped when he saw Rachel. I guess he’d been ready to meet my date. The steam seemed to go out of him. “Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” Rachel replied as her eyes darted to mine. “I’d better go,” she said. “Remember, Stacey, you have a five o’clock appointment.”

“I know. Thanks for the earrings.”

She left, mouthing the words good luck.

Rachel was barely out the door when Mom came in. “Hello, Ethan,” she said. “Stacey, you didn’t tell me Ethan was coming.”

“She didn’t know,” Ethan explained glumly. “It was sort of a surprise.”

But Mom knew I had a date with Jeremy. “Can I speak to you a moment?” she asked me. “Excuse us, Ethan.”

We went to the kitchen. “Mom, what am I going to do?” I said urgently.

“I don’t know. Which one do you want to see?”

“Jeremy,” I answered without a moment’s thought.

“Then you’d better talk to Ethan right away. I’ll be here in the kitchen if you need me.”

I knew she was right. I hurried back to Ethan.

“I’m sorry, Stacey,” he said. “This is so my fault. I feel like a jerk.”

“Don’t feel that way. I’m sorry I haven’t been calling you back. I didn’t know what to say. I think the problem between us is the miles.”

“It’s harder than I thought it would be,” he agreed. “But I don’t want to break up.”

“I don’t see how we can go on.”

“You mean, you don’t want to see me anymore? At all?”

“It’s just not working. Would it be all right if we saw each other as friends?”

He turned away from me. “No,” he said in a choked voice. Then he turned back. “Maybe. I’m not sure. Can I think about it?”

“Sure,” I said. Tears welled up in my eyes but I fought them back. Ethan had meant so much to me. But that deep feeling was gone and there was no sense in pretending.

“I’d better go,” he said.

“Do you need a ride to the train station?” I asked.

“No. That’s okay.”

“All right. If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure.” He stepped toward me and we hugged, squeezing each other tightly. Once he let go, he was out the door in a flash.

I felt both sorrow and relief. It’s hard to break off something that had once been so meaningful. But I was glad we weren’t on that foggy middle ground anymore. Now we knew for sure where we stood.

I went up the stairs to my room. In the mirror I saw that my tears had caused my mascara to smudge under my eyes. As I blotted it with a tissue, the doorbell rang again.

Stepping into the hallway, I heard Mom open the door.
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“Stacey, it’s Jeremy,” Mom called up the stairs.

He was early, but who cared? I ran back to my room for a last mascara blot. I’d slipped Rachel’s earrings into my jeans pocket. I fished them out and put them on. She’d been right. They were perfect.

As I ran down the stairs, I saw Jeremy standing at the bottom. He wore an open-collared blue denim shirt over a bright white T-shirt. His black jeans were neat. His hair was slightly fluffier than usual, like he’d just washed it for our date. Adorable.

“Sorry I’m early,” he said.

“No problem,” I replied brightly.

“My neighbor told me that if you get to Bowled Over early you’re more likely to get a lane right away,” he explained.

“You’re talking about the new bowling alley?” Mom asked as she walked in from the kitchen.

“Yeah. I’ve heard it’s great,” Jeremy replied. “There’s a restaurant there that actually serves decent food.”

“Sounds fun,” Mom said. “Want a ride?”

“We can walk,” I replied as I pulled on my jacket.

When we were outside, I smiled at Jeremy. “I’m really looking forward to this,” I said.

“Me too,” he replied. He took my hand and we set off together.

* * *

That night I bowled terribly. So did Jeremy. I think we had a combined score of sixty on our first game.

But I’ve never laughed so much in my life. We were both so awful it was funny. By the time we sat down in the Bowled Over restaurant, my sides hurt from laughing.

The food was great. And we talked together so easily. Just as Claudia had told me, he knew a lot about Native American rituals because he’d lived out West. He talked to me about how he admired the oneness with nature that they had built into their culture.

He said lots of things that interested me and made me think. I suppose you didn’t have to go to New York City to discover new and interesting people and things.

Maybe Claudia had been right (at least a little) about my being a New York snob. I’d try to be more aware of it.

Jeremy’s father drove us home. When we reached my front door. Jeremy put his arm around me and we kissed.

When the kiss ended, I smiled at him. “I had a great time,” I said.

“So did I.”

“Do you feel like doing something tomorrow?”

“Sure. Call me in the morning.”

I went inside feeling light and happy. Much too excited to go to bed. I did a half twirl into the living room and picked up the phone. I had to tell Claudia all about the evening.

I couldn’t, though.

And somehow I didn’t feel like telling anyone else.

When would I be able to confide in Claudia again? Would I even speak to her again?

I hoped so. But I wasn’t sure.

I guess I’d been right about all the changes in the air. So much was different now. My relationships with Claudia, with Ethan, now with Jeremy.

I suppose that’s how life is. It’s a good thing we can’t see around corners.
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