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CHAPTER ONE
Some days everything goes wrong. Today was that kind of a day. Robbie, my creepy brother, didn't bother to make his lunch last night so he grabbed mine out of the fridge this morning when he left for track training. Like being on the team gives him special privileges. Anyway, since he took my lunch - stole it, to be honest - I had to make another one for myself. And that meant I was late leaving the house and missed walking to school with my very best friend, Jennifer Wilson.
Jennifer lives at the other end of our block. Her family moved in a little over a year ago, but it seems like we've been friends forever. I felt sorry for her at first, moving into a new neighborhood and starting a new school. It's hard to meet new people. At least, it is for me. My other friends and I have been together ever since kindergarten, so when we started Grade Eight last September, it was just a continuation of the way things had always been. But Jennifer fit in so well, it was like she grew up here too. In no time at all, she knew everyone and was into everything.
Of course, she's had lots of practice at starting new schools and making new friends. I remember when she told me Riverside was the fifth school she'd gone to.
"How come?" I asked.
"My dad travels a lot," she said.
Her dad is a special kind of photographer who works with archaeologists and paleontologists, taking pictures of fossils and what Jennifer calls 'antiquities' in places no one has ever heard of. I sort of knew what archaeologists and paleontologists were - like they studied old stuff - but Jennifer said those words like it was the kind of language she used every day. Anyway, most of her dad's work is with university research teams. Jennifer says he's known around the globe, and that's where he does his work - anywhere in the world. But every time he starts a new project he moves to be closer to whichever university he's working with.
That's why Jennifer is always having to change schools and make new friends.
Jennifer's mother is famous too. She used to be a psychologist, but she wrote a book about being happy and feeling good and ever since then she's travelled all over the country giving lectures and classes about it. Once in a while Jennifer goes with her father on one or his trips, or with her mother to a conference, but mostly she stays home with their housekeeper, Mrs. Simmons, who's been part of their family ever since Jennifer was born.
I can't imagine living like that. It's certainly different from my life and I guess that's why Jennifer is so different from me.
To begin with, she doesn't have any brothers or sisters. I can only dream about how peaceful my life would be without Robbie. Another thing about Jennifer is, she always looks perfect. Everything fits perfectly, everything goes together perfectly, everything looks like it came straight out of a fashion magazine. She's the first one to wear something new and it goes without saying that she can eat the goopiest of hamburgers and nothing dares dribble on her shirt. My tee shirts are a mosaic of stains from past disasters.
Jenn's hair is sleek and smooth - that gold color that's made up of a dozen different shades, so you know it's real. Sometimes little strands float around her face in soft curls. I could live with my hair in rollers for ten years and never, ever have hair that looks like that. Even if mine was thick, blond and curly instead of dull, brown and lanky
Today, though, I'm not walking with Jennifer. I'm trying to get to school on time and talking to myself all the way. Mostly I'm telling myself how much I hate Robbie and what I'd like to do to him if I had my hands on him. By the time I reach school I'm in a pretty foul mood, so it isn't surprising that I ram my finger against my locker door, rushing to get the lock open. Of course, I break my fingernail. What else would happen on a day like this? And of course, it leaves a ragged edge that's going to bug me all day. When I check to see if I've got an emery board in my bag, not only do I not have one, but all the stuff in my bag spills out while I'm looking so I'm even later because I have to stop and pick everything up off the floor. With a great start like that I can just tell this day isn't going to get any better.
Of course, I'm right.
I get into my Socials class just as Mr. Ferguson is handing out quizzes.
"How nice that you could join us," he says, when he sees me sliding into my seat. He waves a paper at me. "What luck! I have one for you too."
Why do teachers think they're comedians? Ferguson is always saying things like that. I walk up to the front of the room to get my paper. Even though I'm furious, I remember to say 'thank you' when he hands it to me. Once of the guys just took a paper one day without saying 'thank you' and Ferguson was so sarcastic it was unbelievable. I mean, big deal. How grateful do we have to be for an exam paper. What makes him think we wanted it in the first place?
When I look at the quiz, I feel like handing it right back. Just for starters, I don't think surprise quizzes are fair. We should have a chance to study for tests. And this one is full of dates. I hate memorizing dates. It's such a totally useless thing to do. If I need to know when something happened I can look it up in the library or check it out on the internet. But Ferguson says, "What if there isn't a library nearby? Or you don't have a computer?" Like no one has a cell phone? Or maybe Ferguson hasn't heard of them yet. He's such a loser it wouldn't surprise me.
My dad agrees with him. My dad always agrees with my teachers. "When I was a boy," he says, like nothing in the world has changed since then, "we had to memorize all sorts of things - mathematical formulae, famous dates in history, verses and verses of poetry, and lots of other things. It was all good training."
He never says what it was good training for, just that, somehow, it was good for you so I should load my brain up with all sorts of stuff that I'll probably never need to know. Sometimes I feel like I've got a 1gb memory that people (mostly teachers keep trying to load with the latest edition of Windows and Photoshop and six other programs. One of these days my eyes will glaze over and my forehead will light up to spell out GENERAL FAILURE READING DEVICE or CANNOT LOAD COMMAND, SYSTEM HALTED.
Everyone will be sorry when my brain burns out but meantime, they just keep loading in more and more.
The rest of the day continues to go downhill.
Spanish class is the pits. I don't even know why I'm taking it. It isn't like I need to speak Spanish for anything. My family isn't planning to go to Spain or Mexico or Chile or anywhere else where Spanish is spoken The only time I even see anything Spanish is on the backs of cereal boxes and if I want to know what it means, all I have to do is turn the package around.
Mom says learning another language is good for me. That's one of those things parents say when they want you to do something but they don't have any good reason for it. Dad says it 'opens your mind'. When I ask him what language he learned to open his mind he just tells me not to get smart. Neither of them speaks Spanish, or any other language for that matter, so they don't have the first clue about whether I'm learning anything or not. And of course, that means neither one can ever, ever check my homework, which to me is the only plus in the whole situation.
Miss Green is our Spanish teacher. We're supposed to call her 'Maestra Verde'; or 'Senora Verde' only you pronounced the 'V' like a 'B' and sound the last 'e;' as though it was spelled Berday. Anyway, La Senora says it is just as important to learn how to listen in Spanish as it is to speak in Spanish, so she makes us listen to Mexican songs and try to figure out the words. The music is already playing when we walk into the room, so we're supposed to sit right down at our desks and start listening.
One day, while I was listening to the music, I took out my dictionary - pardon - mi diccionarrio -to look up something. After I found what I was looking for, I flipped over to the entry for 'teacher' to find out why there were two ways to say it. Maestra means a female teacher. That's understandable. But Senora means 'Mrs." and she's 'Miss' Green, which confused me. I had an inkling Spanish wasn't going to be as easy as I thought when she explained that Senora didn't always mean a married woman but was also use to show respect. Teachers, for example, were always referred to as Senora, whether they were married or not, unless you knew them personally, in which case an unmarried female teacher could be called Senorita - but not by her pupils. And after a 'certain age' all women were called Senora, whether they were married or not, But Maestra Verde couldn't - or wouldn't,- tell me what a 'certain age' was. She said people just knew.
Now that's a big help and I'm sure it will be very useful when the exams come.
I should have quit right then, but I knew Mom and Dad wouldn't let me drop the course. We're more than half way through Spanish 1 but I couldn't hold a conversation in that language with anyone over the age of two. Every period, we practice conversation with a partner and that's what I'm doing now.
"Como se llama?" Amanda says, asking what my name is. In Spanish there is, like, an upside down question in front of a sentence, as well as at the end, but we're strictly doing oral work, so I don't have to worry about that.
"Me llamo Merribeth," I reply. "Y como se llama?" "Me llamo Amanda," she replies, like I have no idea what her name is.
Then I ask where she is from. "De donde usted?"
Amanda giggles before she replies. We both know where she's from and it feels silly asking each other such totally dumb questions. We go back and forth for a while and pretty quick we run out of things to say. Then Amanda asks me "Como est tu hermano?"
She keeps her voice low, in hopes that Senora Verde won't notice she isn't still repeating questions from the text.
"Mi hermano est bueno. Como est tu hermano?" I reply, telling her my brother is fine and asking how her brother is.
Then she switches to English and starts in about Robbie and the track team. She keeps watching out for Miss Green so she doesn't get caught using English. She might as well be speaking Martian for all I care. I don't want to talk about Robbie or the track team.
Amanda's one of the cheerleaders and I think she's got a crush on Robbie. Or maybe like on the whole track team.
Sometimes Robbie gets mysterious phone calls from girls. If I answer the phone and say he's not there, they just say they'll call back later. I'm pretty sure Amanda is one of them because one of the girls on the phone giggles just like her. None of the callers leaves a message, so they can't be calling about anything important. Nor do they leave their names - as if anyone cared who wanted to talk to Robbie. When he is there to take the call he gets all embarrassed and says almost nothing but 'un-huh' or 'no way' and tries to get off the phone as quick as he can.
I keep trying to get our conversation back into Spanish, but Amanda isn't interested. A few minutes later Senora Verde breaks up the conversation groups and we get ready for spelling and dictation.
The thing that really bugs me about Spanish is that every noun has an article in front of it and the articles are either masculine or feminine, so I have to remember the sex of every single noun I want to use. When I ask Senora Verde how you figure out the sex of a table, or a bucket, or whatever, she just laughs and says you don't. You simply learn the article when you learn the noun, like the noun and article were all one word.
"But what happens when someone invents something new - like an I-Pod? Who decides if it's masculine or feminine?"
"There isn't a rule," she says. "It just follows custom."
This doesn't make any sense to me because there isn't any custom to follow when you invent something new. I guess it's one of the things teachers say when they can't answer a question. Just once I wish they'd say they didn't know and admit they were ordinary mortals. But that's never happened yet and I don't intend to hold my breath until it does.
Eventually the bell rings for the final class. It's about the first good thing that's happened all day.
After school I walk over to the pool for swim training. Our club works out every day after school from 3:30 to 5 pm., Monday through Friday. Saturday we train from 9 a.m. till noon unless there's a meet. I used to race with a summer swim club but a couple of years ago I switched over to a winter club. There's more competition in winter swimming and it's a lot tougher than summer swimming, but I like it.
It isn't until I'm unloading my stuff into the locker at the pool that I remember I didn't put a clean towel in my bag this morning. I meant to get one out of the dryer but forgot about it in the rush of making my lunch. Thanks, Robbie! I'll remember to add that to the long list of complaints I have about my brother.
Top of the list is the fact that he's selfish and taking my lunch this morning was typical. What really ticks me off is that no one ever does anything about it. Last time he took my lunch, Mom sort of simpered and said, "Well, I'd take that as a compliment. If you didn't make such great lunches he wouldn't take them."
That's not true. He'll eat almost anything that's more appetizing than dog barf. He just never bothers to think ahead and when he runs into a problem he bails himself out any way he can.
I check around but no one has an extra towel. Of course not. Why did I expect anything different? I won't even mention this when I get home because I know just what my parents will say. Mom will comment about not being organized enough to pack my swim bag the night before instead of waiting to do it first thing in the morning, and then Dad will ask why I don't carry an extra towel - just in case someone else has a problem.
The fact that the whole thing is Robbie's fault won't occur to either one of them.
Logan, our swim coach, seems to be tuned in to what kind of day I'm having. He finds something really repulsive for us to do that matches just about everything else that's been going on today. He sets our warm-up at 500m - 100m freestyle, 100m each of backstroke, breaststroke and butterfly, then another 100m of freestyle.
After warm-up we do IM spins in threes on 75. Dad gets really owly when I say things like that.
"You're using jargon again," he says. "If you're going to talk about something, talk about it so a normal person can understand what you're saying."
Well, a normal person could understand if they bothered to learn anything about swimming, which he's never done. He knows all about track and field, and basketball, and baseball, and every sport that Robbie plays, but swimming just bores him, I guess. I've explained a hundred times that IM stands for Individual Medley and that means doing all four strokes - backstroke, butterfly, breaststroke and freestyle in one event. It's like being a one-person relay team.
Logan's IM spins are one of his standard drills. When you do spins you use only three of the four strokes, but the strokes change with each set. IM always has to be done in the same order - butterfly, backstroke, breaststroke and freestyle. That's the technical name for the strokes. We just call them fly, back, breast and free. For the spins, we start the first set with a length each of fly, back and breast. The second set is back, breast and free. The third is breast, free and fly, and so on.
Doing a set in 75 means you have 75 seconds to finish each set of three lengths of the pool. Our training pool is 25m long. If you finish in less than 75 seconds you use the extra time to take a rest. Seventy-five seconds sounds like a lot when you start he set, because you usually have about 12 or 15 seconds to rest. By the end of the drill you hardly have time to catch your breath before you have to start again and your arms get heavier and heavier, until it feels like you're trying to get through the water with lead paddles.
One of the really miserable things about IM spins is that you really have to think about what you're doing or you get all mixed up. We don't have a lane all to ourselves - we swim with at least eight people per lane, and sometimes more. If one person goofs up, it messes up the whole line and throws everyone off. Timing is another thing Logan's always ranting about. We have to learn to swim pace lengths - swim them so we know just how fast we do each length even without looking at the clock.
There are six swim clocks at our pool - three down each side. Each of the clocks has four hands on it, set 90 degrees apart and each hand is a different color - red, green, blue or yellow. There's a black hand too, but it's for minutes and we hardly ever use it. The colored hands sweep continuously around the dial showing elapsed seconds. Green is my lucky color, so I pick the green hand. As it comes to the top of the dial I push off from the end of the pool for my first lap of butterfly. All the clocks are synchronized with each other so you can check your progress during a lap and your time at the end of the lap just by glancing at the nearest clock.
I take quick gulps from my water bottle when we finish the IM spins and get ready for the next set, 15/50 backstroke pulls, in sets of four. If you're right-handed, like I am, you do the first three with the left arm only, the fourth with the right arm only. If you're left-handed you switch around and do it the other way.
Logan says it's more important to work on the quality of each set than to concentrate on the quantity of the sets. "You aren't distance swimmers," he chants. "You're sprinters. I don't want to see any nice comfortable paces."
He's as picky about the last lap as he is about the first so we have to think about technique all the way through every set.
Then we move into 10x75 drill combinations. The ten sets of 75m combinations start off with a 25m drill, then a 25m kick, and 25m sprint. Logan likes us to do lots of full-out sprints, even if they're only 25m, which is only one length of the pool. "You can't swim fast if you train slow," is one of his favorite sayings. Our target for the sprint is to get under 15 seconds.
The combinations are fairly easy - we use a paddleboard for the kick section, drop it at the far end and come back using a drill - today it's an interrupted stroke drill, taking a full stroke with one arm, then a full stroke with the other arms, instead of synchronizing them like we usually do. I get through half a dozen combinations before Logan stops me. He isn't happy with my hand entry. I didn't think I was doing anything different, but he thinks I am and he doesn't like it.
"Look," he says. "That hand is supposed to slide into the water, not smack in. Every time you create resistance, you slow yourself down. You're slapping your hand on the water, then starting your pull right away I want that hand to slide in with no resistance and feel the water before you begin your stroke. And watch your vector rings in the water."
You can actually see power rings in the water, both from your hands and your feet. It's one way of measuring the efficiency of your strokes, pulls and kicks. If there's a whole lot of air bubbles, instead of a neat ring, you're doing something wrong.
"You have to be more sensitive to the water flowing over your hand and arm," Logan continues. "Don't start your pull the second your hand enters the water. Stretch it out in front of you. That way you can feel the water and get your hand angled for a more efficient pull."
I'm hanging on the edge of the pool, craning my neck 'way back so I can see him and trying to look like I understand what he's saying, but I'm not really sure what he wants because I thought I was already doing that.
"Try it again," he says, and I set off again. I don't get past the backstroke flags before he's hollering at me to pull over to the side again.
"What did I just tell you?" he asks.
I mumble something about smooth entry into the water.
"But that's not what I'm seeing," he says. "Do two lengths of fisties, and two of sculling - and pay attention to the feel of the water."
I hate fisties. That's when you clench your fist up and swim with the clenched fist. It really makes you feel the water on your forearm, where you don't usually feel it, but mostly it shows you how important your hand position is when you stroke. But two lengths! Fisties are really slow because you lose most of your propulsion. Sculling is almost as bad. It'll take forever to do four lengths and I'm already tired.
It seems like practice is never going to end.
At last we do our cool down and climb out of the pool. I make a super quick trip through the showers. With no towel, I don't even think about washing my hair, which means I reek of chlorine. It isn't my favorite perfume. I blot myself with my tee-shirt, and chuck it in my swim bag. I don't have anything else to put on so I zip my jacket over my bare top, drop my rolled up bathing suit into my swim cap, rinse off my goggles and stove everything away in my bag, along with my water bottle. I usually wrap stuff in my towel so the inside of my bag stays reasonably dry, but I can't do that today. I'll have to remember to hang my bag in the laundry room to dry out overnight. Stuff sitting around in a wet bag smells yucky and the smell never goes away.
At least one good thing happens today: I get as ride home from the pool with one of the other girls. Her mom picks her up after school, drives her to the pool, sits there through every practice, watching, timing and taking notes, then drives her home afterwards.
It would be cool to be spoiled like that. Not much chance of it ever happening in our house. Dad works at the airport so he's got a long commute every day. There's no way he could ever be home in time to pick me up after school or after swimming. And he wouldn't even if he could.
Mom works as a temp, in insurance offices. Her work is usually downtown so her commute isn't quite as long as his, but still takes almost an hour. The difference in their commuting times means she has an extra half hour to start dinner before he gets home.
Even on the days she doesn't work, Mom never comes to the pool. My parents have never seen me race since I switched from summer swimming to a winter club. After a meet, they always ask how I did, but they never come to watch me do it. Dad watches Robbie - he says he likes track and field and basketball, because he used to play himself so he understands the games better. I don't see where there's much to understand about swimming, but who can figure parents?
I think they watch Robbie's basketball games because he plays on week night when they aren't usually doing anything, and watch his track and field events because the weather is nicer then. But my meets are on weekends during the winter and spring and they usually have stuff planned for then. And lots of my meets are out of town.
Supper that night features one of my least favorite meals - liver and onions. Dad loves liver and onions. Mom isn't too keen on it but she cooks it once in a while because he always raves about it when she does. We get into an argument at the dinner table, which seems to be a regular event these days. it isn't even a real argument. It begins when I make a small comment about liver and onions.
That sets Dad off.
"That's enough grumbling from you, Missy. Eat your dinner."
I tell him, "This stuff isn't even good for you." Which is true. It's full of cholesterol and junk.
He doesn't want to know any of that. His response is: "That's enough out of you. if you don't like your dinner you can go to your room."
That's fine by me. Robbie smirks as I pick up my plate and leave the table, but I notice he isn't eating much of his liver and onions either, even though he's poured a ton of ketchup all over his plate.
I go into the kitchen and Buster, our dog, jumps to his feet, watching me, waiting to see what I scrape from my plate into his dish.
Is liver good for dogs? I don't know. Maybe they don't have cholesterol problems. On the other hand, maybe they do. I start to worry about the dog and realize I'm going to feel guilty no matter what I do. Buster stands there, wagging his tail, his tongue lolling out of his mouth and his head tilted to one side, waiting for me to put something in his dish. To heck with it. He can take his chances. I scoop the liver into his owl and dump the onions in the garbage.
Then I go to my room for the next exciting chapter in my life: homework.
It's been a dismal day from start to finish.
CHAPTER TWO
The next morning, Jennifer is waiting for me just like always, standing inside the big old-fashioned porch that wraps around the front of her house. I wish we had a porch like that. We only have a little roof that sticks out over the front door. It's supposed to keep the rain off but most times there's a wind along with the rain and the water blows right up against the door. Anything left on the porch - like the newspaper - gets soaked. Mostly, Mom and Dad don't use the front door. They go in and out through the car port door that opens into the kitchen.
Jennifer's folks don't have a car port. They have a separate garage It's more like a little house than a garage and you could probably live in it if you wanted to. Jennifer showed me the special darkroom he built there. It has two sets of lights - one ordinary and the other red that makes the whole place look spooky. Jenn says film has to be developed in total darkness so the darkroom has a special doorway so no light creeps in from outside. You go in one door and slide it shut behind you, then turn 90 degrees to the right and go through another door, slide that shut behind you, then turn 90 degrees to the left to get into the darkroom. It's like going through a maze and it's really dark when you first go in. The darkroom even has special light switches. They don't glow in the dark like ordinary switches - you just have to know where they are.
"My dad says that some of the big photo companies used to hire blind people to work in the developing rooms because they were so good at doing things in the dark."
Jenn's Dad has all sorts of stuff in the darkroom, so he can do black and white pictures, or colored pictures. Sometimes he lets Jenn help him, so she knows how all the stuff works, but it sounds awfully complicated.
"How come he doesn't just use a digital camera, like everybody else?" I ask her. "Then he wouldn't need all this stuff."
Jenn laughs.
"Dad's a traditionalist. And he's got a reputation for the work he does. Besides, all this stuff costs thousands and thousands of dollars, so I can't see him chucking it out and setting up a whole new system. Maybe next time he's home, you could come over and watch."
She pauses for a minute.
"I think he's coming home next month some time."
It must be strange, not knowing for sure when your father is coming home. You can set your watch by the time my dad walks in the door. You can almost set it by the sound of his car pulling into the car port. The only one who acts surprised is Buster. Every night when he hears Dad's car, he jumps up and runs to the kitchen door barking like crazy, like it's the first time it's ever happened.
Once, when Jenn showed me a postcard from her Dad, somewhere down in a jungle somewhere, I asked if she didn't get lonely sometimes. She looked at me like I'd just landed from another planet.
"You mean just because my parents are away a lot and I don't have any brothers or sisters?"
It sounded pretty awful when you put it that way - awful and rude at the same time.
"That's not exactly what I meant," I stammer.
"Sure it is," she counters. "It's okay. People ask me that all the time. The answer is no, I don't feel lonely. Mrs. Simmons is always here and my parents aren't away all the time - and I do have friends."
Jennifer believes in being direct. My dad says it's calling a spade and spade. And it doesn't seem to bother her to talk about personal things. Or if it does, she doesn't give any sign of it.
Today, as soon as Jenn sees me, she runs down the stairs from the porch to the sidewalk. That's something I can do only in my dreams. With my glasses, running on level ground is enough of a challenge, but Jennifer floats down stairs like they don't even exist.
"Hey, sorry about yesterday," she says, just at the same time that I say, "Hey, sorry about yesterday."
So then I say, "Hey, what is this? Stereophonic apologies? What are you sorry for?"
"Standing you up, of course. I'm sorry. I should have phoned but I never got the chance."
She turns on a smile, like she always does when she wants someone to believe her. Then her eyes open wide and you can almost see her do a double take - like the light bulb going on in a cartoon.
"Hey, wait a minute. What are you sorry for?"
I laugh. "Standing you up. I couldn't help it either."
Suddenly she starts laughing. "No way!"
"No way what?"
"Like, we both stood each other up yesterday?"
"Looks like," I agree.
By this time she's fiddling with the latch on their gate so Corky, their some-weird-kind-of-a-dog, can't get out. Personally, I can't imagine Corky ever wanting to get out even if the gate was standing wide open. Corky is fat, old and spoiled. Every time Jennifer's mother takes Corky for a walk, she dresses him in some kind of coat. He's got a little navy blue raincoat, a bright red sweater, a plaid sweater and I can't remember what all else. Sometimes Jennifer's mother puts bows in his hair to match the sweaters, which I think looks weird. I think Corky does too. He always seems a little embarrassed when anyone sees him dressed like that.
Mrs. Simmons never puts coats or bows on Corky when she has to take him for walks.
"So what happened to you yesterday?" I ask.
Jennifer smiles. "Remember I told you I was going for that TV thing?"
The 'thing' she's talking about is an audition for a made-for-TV movie that's being filmed locally. She wanted one of the special parts in the crowd scenes. It's not quite like a cameo, where you have a small but very important role. Cameos are most often done by famous stars who usually get top billing, but because the cameo part is so small they don't, so it's almost like a surprise guest when they come on screen. At least, that's how Jenn explained it. Someday, she says, she'll do cameo roles too.
But that's not what she was trying out for this time. The audition was for a key player. Those are special people who react to things in crowd scenes. They're just extras and they don't usually have speaking parts, but the camera zooms in on them and what they do represents what the whole rest of the crowd is doing. They get their names on the credits, but their characters don't have names. They're listed as "Woman at Checkout Counter" or "Lady in Park:" or something of that sort. Jenn thinks someone important might notice her in one of these key parts and call her for a bigger role in another show.
"It happens all the time," she says. "It's a short cut to stardom."
Jennifer is totally, awesomely stage struck. She's been in school plays, church plays, community theatre plays - if there's an empty spot on a stage somewhere, Jennifer tries to be there. She wants to make a career of acting so she's busy building up her portfolio. That's what she calls it. She has old programs and newspaper clippings and all sorts of other stuff, all pasted in a big book. She showed it to me one day. I thought portfolio was a pretty ambitious name for something that looked a lot like a scrapbook. But whatever.
While she talks, I'm busy shoving my glasses back up where they belong. Every time I move my head they start to slide back down my nose again.
I'm only half listening while she tells me about yesterday, which was some kind of call back that she got after an audition she did a week or so ago.
"There were like twelve of us."
"That's a lot of people for a final tryout," I say. "What did you have to do? Dance? Sing?"
Jennifer giggles. "No way! I can't dance and I can't sing."
"Maybe you should learn," I suggest.
"Maybe. But this didn't have anything to do with dancing or singing. What we had to do was pretend our favorite movei star just walked into the room."
I think for a minute about my favorite star. He's really hot right now. He's in movies and on TV, he's featured in People magazine and there are stories about him in the National Enquirerer - although I'm not sure I believe all of them. It seems like every time you turn around, there he is. I can't imagine what I'd do if I actually saw him. In person.
"They had some guy standing in for the lead in the film," Jenn continues. "Some guy with glasses, dressed in baggy sweats. I guess it was his double or something, because he was sort of built the same and had the same color hair. He even looked a little bit like him, but not exactly. You know? Afterwards, I wondered if maybe it really was him but he looked different because he wasn't dressed up and didn't have his contacts in or his makeup on.
Anyway, he opened the door and walked into the room, like it was the waiting room in a doctor's office or something. And we're sitting there. Not all at the same time, of course. Then the director says 'React!' and we have to do something."
"So, what did you do?"
"Well, I figured everyone would go bananas, so I should do something cool. Like maybe I don't realize who it is. Or maybe I do, but I don't want to let him know that I know who he is. Because he's probably soused to screaming and everything that he wouldn't pay any attention to that."
I nod. sounds like a good idea, but it could be pretty hard to show. I think about asking how she would do that, but when Jennifer's talking about show business she doesn't need any prompting. As long as there's someone standing close enough to listen she just keeps going.
"Anyway, I make like I'm reading a magazine - National Geographic or something intellectual like that - and I sort of glance up when he comes in. A really cool glance, like I don't really see him because ['m thinking about the article I'm reading. He stands there for a minute like he's waiting for me to say something but I just look back to the magazine. Then I take out a package of cigarettes and light up, all the time paying no attention to him. I wait until he moves away from the door and the secretary tells him he can go right in. After he turns away, I drop my magazine and look at him. Real hard. Like this."
She drops her chin and her mouth sages open like someone's just let the air out of her. Her eyes open really wide like she's trying to soak up the sight of him and she grabs her hands together and holds them tight, in front of her chest, and you can tell she wishes it was her hands she was grabbing instead of her own.
Then she shuts her mouth, gets her eyes back to normal and puts her hands back in her jacket pockets.
"Whaddaya think?"
"Awesome. You're sure it's not too subtle?"
"I wondered about that."
Then I suddenly realize what Jenn had just said.
"Since when do you smoke?"
She sort of smirked at that. "I don't, really. But I've been practicing just in case I needed to know how." Then she slipped open the flap on her purse and dug out a package of cigarettes.
"See - I even bought a lighter because book matches look so amateurish."
I can't believe what she's saying. Everyone knows how stupid smoking is. Why would anyone start just because someone might ask them to do it someday.
"Sometimes I think you're nuts. Just don't flip those out around my house or my Mom and Dad will shit bricks."
"Yeah, well, whatever."
Then I give her a long look. "Do your parents know you smoke?"
"Probably not. But they wouldn't care. They know I'm responsible."
I decide this conversation is going nowhere. I guess she thinks so too, because at that point she goes back to the original topic.
"Anyway, I won't have to wonder about the audition very long. They said they'd let us know by Friday."
"Don't call us, we'll call you?" That what they always say when you don't get picked for a part.
She glares at me. "That's not very funny. Anyway, shooting starts next week."
"Next week?"
She nods.
"But what about school? It's not a holiday or anything."
She shrugs. "Big deal about school. It's only for a few days. I can catch up easy."
Jennifer has this strange attitude about school. Or rather, her Mom ad Dad have this strange attitude. It's like school is useful but there are better ways to learn things Ever since I've known her, Jenn gets out of school for all sorts of weird reasons. Sometimes her parents take her trips - not to places like Disneyland, which she desperately wants to visit but which her parents refuse to even consider in their holiday plans. No, her family goes to places no one has ever heard of.
They don't usually stay in hotels and sometimes there isn't even running water or electricity. One time they went on a special expedition to the world's largest salt water lagoon, on an atoll in French Polynesia, north of Tahiti. According to Jennifer there were more different kinds of sharks there than anywhere else in the world. Swimming in a lagoon full of sharks didn't sound wonderful to me. Nor did staying in grass huts with no electricity, no air conditioning and no television.
Another time her dad took her to an archaeological dig site - they slept out in tents and water was carried to the site by mules. That meant you could hardly use any to wash your hair or anything.
Sometimes I think it would be fun to go on a trip like that, just to see what it was like, but I really like the holidays our family takes - even if it does mean going with Robbie.
I guess you could say Jennifer's life was unpredictable.
Mine, on the other hand, never changes. I go to school every single day unless I['m practically at death's door. if you listen to my parents, missing even a single day is going to wreck the whole rest of my life.
"Everything builds on something," my mother says. "What you learn one day is the foundation for what they teach the next day. if you don't have all the blocks in the foundation, then you weaken the final structure."
Like if I miss one day of algebra, the rest of it will be incomprehensible forever? I think things like this in my head, but I know better than to say them out loud.
Jenn, with her take-it-or-leave-it attitude, does brilliantly in school. She gets almost straight As and if she only gets a B+ now and then it's no big deal. The mark goes upon her next report. She doesn't even work at it. And I know she doesn't always do her homework. i mean, okay, she skims through it but she doesn't sit down and do it, unless it's something she knows she's going to have to turn in. I spend hours on my homework, writing down every little thing. Even with all those hours of studying I'm lucky to get C+s. Once in a while I might get a B but it's nothing to count on.
We have to take a language option and we both picked Spanish. Jenn already chatters away in French like it was nothing at all and is way ahead of the rest of the class in Spanish. She seems to inhale verbs and know instinctively which case and tense to use. Of course, it helps that she's visited places where they actually speak French and Spanish.
I've never been anywhere where anyone spoke anything but English and it's probably given me a mental block so it isn't really my fault that I have to spend hours memorizing verbs and vocabulary. Even then I'm not sure which cases or tenses or other parts of the language I should be using. Some schools have immersion classes where you spend your whole day learning another language and doing everything regular classes do, but in another language. Our school doesn't, thank goodness, or my parents would probably have wanted me to take that just to 'open up my mind' a little more.
Anyway it's not surprising that her parents would think she could learn more from being in a movie than from spending time in scho9ol like everyone else. Sometimes I wish my parents were more like hers, but other times I'm glad they're not.
We get to school just a few minutes ahead of the bell and park our stuff in our lockers. I transfer a clean t-shirt from my backpack to my gym bag and check that the combination lock for the pool is still in the bag. Then I look at my timetable and stack my Socials text on my loose leaf binder. I don't know why I eve look. Socials always comes after gym.
"Good luck in the audition," I tell Jenn, shoving my hip against the locker door so I can get it closed. One of these days I'll clean out my locker.
I don't even have to look at Jenn's locker to know it's nice and neat with everything tucked in its proper place. She gets more stuff in her locker than anyone else I know - but it's all organized on little snap-in shelves and hangers so there's lots of room for everything.
"Thanks," she smiles.
While I struggle with my lock, she takes a last minute check in a mirror glued to the inside of her locker door. As usual, everything is perfect. As we head for our home room class and Jenn is smiling and nodding at kids in the hall, I'm busy trying to figure out what's going to go wrong today.
CHAPTER THREE
I'll swear Miss Smitherton has it in for me. Smitty is sour gym teacher. Everyone else thinks she's cool, but she gives me nothing but trouble. You know how to spell 'pain in the neck'? It's spelled S-M-I-T-H-E-R-T-O-N. We're playing basketball right now. Or rather, we're learning how to play basketball. Mostly we're just doing drills and hardly ever play a real game. Just dumb drills over and over. Like bouncing the ball with alternate hands while we charge around the room, running forward, running backward and even loping along sideways. Sometimes she pairs us up and we play 'Keep Away'. One girl has the ball, the other tries to get it from her. The girl with the ball has to switch hands, turn circles and try to keep away from the other girl. When she loses the ball, they change places. There's a ton of rules, of course. You can't move unless you're bouncing the ball. If you take a step without bouncing, or run to get away from the other girl, that's called 'travelling' and there's a penalty for it. If you get too close to the girl with the ball, that's called 'crowding and there's a penalty for that too. It seems there's a penalty for almost everything in basketball. It's not one of my favorite games.
I don't know if Smitty invented 'Keep away' or if she learned it in gym teacher school. It's just one of a whole list of miserable drills and that's what we're doing today.
As luck would have it, we have an odd number of girls today.
"Merribeth, you can be my partner," she says, bouncing a basketball up and down with one hand, not even looking at what she's doing. The dumb ball just keeps bounding up and down, boink, boink, boink, like it's on automatic pilot, while she looks around the room and matches up the other girls.
"Okay, Merribeth. Let's see you take it away from me," she grins.
I wonder if she realizes how hateful she is. The other girls are watching and laugh while I lunge left, then right, and or course, I foul her right off the bat.
I shove my glasses back in place while she natters on and on.
"No, Merribeth. That's not the way to do it. Remember the drills we did last week? Remember how you had to anticipate and come around to get the ball? Here - you be defense and I'll try to get it away from you."
I manage to catch the ball when she tosses it to me and start bouncing it as I shuffle along. Naturally, it goes crooked, hits my foot and shoots off into a far corner of the gym.
"Merribeth, we're not playing soccer. Kicking the ball isn't allowed."
"I wasn't kicking it," I mutter. "It hit my foot by accident."
She gives me that look. All teachers do it. It's the look that says, "Oh sure, you expect me to believe that?"
Eventually she changes places with one of the other girls and Lorna becomes my new partner. Lorna just started at our school a month ago and hasn't made any real friends yet. She's sort of shy, and just about as awkward as I am. When the class picks teams, Lorna and I are the left-overs that balance the two sides.
We lurch and jerk our way around the gym, shuffling the basketball between us and trying to keep out of Smitty's line of sight. Every so often we trade off, regardless of whether we've managed to take the ball away from the other one or not. I'll be glad when Basketball season is over. Except that next in line is volleyball and after that comes soccer. It's a prospect that doesn't fill me with joy.
I wish we had swimming instead of gym. I'll bet Smitty can't even swim the length of the pool. That's wishful thinking. With my luck she'd probably turn out to be a former Olympic champion. But at least I wouldn't be such a hopeless klutz if gym class was held in the pool.
I get to the next class, expecting to commiserate with Jennifer - but she isn't there. Lisa is busy telling everyone all about it.
"Mr. Wilson took one look at Jennifer's top and told her to go home and put on something decent. Jenn didn't say anything, just got up and walked out of the room. Twenty minutes later she came back in and sat down.
"That's when Wilson really blew up. She'd taken off her black top and put on the exact same thing in red. Wilson marched her down to the office and by the time he got back the period was just about over. He didn't say anything, but I heard she got expelled."
I could just picture Jennifer doing something like that - and probably thinking of herself as Joan of Arc while she did it.
The day grinds along with new rumors in every class. Eventually school ends. I go to the pool, get through my workout and head for home. First thing I do is hop on the phone and call Jennifer. Mrs. Simmons answers the phone, which is a surprise. She makes me identify myself first, before she calls Jennifer.
"Is it true?" I ask Jenn, when she picks up the phone in her bedroom.
"Pretty much," Jenn says.
":How come Mrs. Simmons is answer the phone? Are you grounded or something?"
Jenn laughs at that. "No way. There's just been so many media calls. All the TV stations want to do an interview, but Simmons wouldn't let them talk to me until she'd called my parents. Mom really flew off the handle when she heard about it."
I could just picture what my folks would do. I'd be confined to my room forever and have to wear something totally geeky to school if I was ever allowed back.
I try to sympathize with her, but before I get through, Jenn starts to giggle. I had it all wrong. Her mother isn't mad at Jennifer, she's mad at Mr. Wilson and the school for violating Jenn's civil liberties. Jenn's mom called a lawyer, the lawyer threatened to launch a suit against the school and now Jenn's some kind of hero.
"I'll be back at school tomorrow," Jenn says. "What do you think - should I wear the same top tomorrow?"
Before I can think of anything to say, she starts to laugh again.
"What would really blow Wilson away is if I wore some Victorian kind of outfit, covered from head to toe."
That's just what she does the next day. A long sleeved blouse done up to the neck and a down-to-the-ground skirt. She's happy as anything when she spots the TV cameras outside the school. She smiles and waves but she doesn't talk to any of them, much as shed like to. Her mom and the lawyer told her she absolutely couldn't. The TV people tried to get some of the other kids to talk about it, but the principal came out and asked all the camera to move off school property.
There was a bit of an argument until the principal pointed out that all the kids were minors and the TV people would have to get permission from their parents or guardians before they could use any footage. When they turned the cameras on him, he just stopped talking. He wouldn't even say that he wouldn't discuss it- just stood there smiling. Some of the media guys were really getting frustrated but he wasn't about to budge, no matter how much the reporters tried to provoke him. It was a pretty cool tactic.
Then the bell went and all the kids went inside. I don't know if anyone talked to Wilson but according to Lisa he didn't make any reference to Jenn's clothing at all. In fact, she might as well not have been in the room because he didn't say a single word to her during the whole period.
The rest of the day was pretty uneventful after that.
After dinner, I debate whether or not I should paint my toe-nails while I watch TV. It really grosses Robbie out when I do that, so I probably have the best decorated toe-nails on the block. Robbie's still in his room doing homework, or whatever it is he does up there, so there's no point starting on my toe-nails until he comes downstairs.
Just then Jenn drops in and plops down next to me on the sofa. She thinks it's funny that we only have one television set. At her house there's one in the family room, one in the kitchen, one in her parents' bedroom, one in her bedroom, and Mrs. Simmons has one in her room too.
Right now, though, she doesn't want to watch TV. She wants to talk. Luckily we have the room to ourselves for a few minutes. Dad's in the basement and Mom's doing something int he kitchen.
I expect her to talk about what happened in Wilson's class, but that's not what's on her mind at all. It's as though none of it ever happened.
Instead, she asks me a question.
"Have you ever thought about laser surgery?"
I'll never figure out how Jenn's mind works. What made her think about laser surgery? And where does she think I need it?
"Seriously. I mean it. I'll be half your trouble comes from those nerdy glasses you have to wear. Like, anything you do anything where you have to move around, you get all sweaty and your glasses steam up. And they bobble up and down on your nose so it throws your depth perception off and slows down your reaction times. You suck at gym - and I'll bet you're never going to be able to dance either. That's going to be a problem when prom time comes.
"I think you need to lose those glasses and laser surgery is the only way to go."
Jennifer does that sometimes. Out of nowhere she comes out with something truly remarkable with lots of good reasons to back up her statement. I'd never thought about my glasses as being part of my problem. I just thought I was naturally awkward and clumsy. A clunk. I start nodding my head, but she keeps on with her argument like she has to talk me into something, when I'm already convinced. Sometimes it's hard to get Jennifer to stop once she gets going.
"It isn't that you aren't athletic. You are. Look at all the medals and ribbons you've won in swimming. That takes lots of stamina and coordination. More than I've got."
It's true. Jen runs circles around me on dry land but I could beat her anytime in the water. That is, if she ever came out to the pool. But she's probably right. I don't have to wear my glasses in the water. In fact, I wear special corrective goggles that are just like my glasses but they have rubber straps that keep them tight against my face so they don't wobble around or slide down my nose like my regular glasses. I can probably see better in the pool than anywhere else.
But surgery?
"You mean get my eyes operated on, like for cataracts?"
"Not cataracts, silly. All they do is cut a flap in the front of your eye and level out the parts that aren't quite even. Then they sew it up again. There's nothing to it."
"Cut a flap in the front of my eye? That's all they do? Are you nuts?"
Now Jennifer sounds hurt.
"Thousands of people get it done every day. I've read lots of stories about it. People who can hardly see zip in, get their operation and drive home with no glasses."
I know what she's talking about. I've read about it too, but I don't believe it's quite as easy as she makes it sound. Eye surgery is a major undertaking and I've only got one pair of eyes. Jennifer might think it's a neat thing, but my stomach lurches at the thought.
"I really don't think I want someone to cut chunks out of my eyes. And besides, it's probably not covered on my Dad's medical plan and it's gotta cost big bucks."
Jenn laughs when I say that.
"Well, at least it something to think about. Meanwhile, why don't you see if your folks will let you get contacts? They're not quite as good, but it would be better than wearing glasses all the time."
"I've never thought about it," I tell her. "I'll ask my Dad and see what he says."
"Ask your Mom," she says. "Tell her you don't want to look like a geek."
"She'll just tell me to ask my Dad."
"Yeah, I know. That's what they say. But talk to her first. Then she can put in a good word for you. Believe me - it's the chain of command."
Jennifer always says things like that - as though the universe ran on some sort of plan like an army does, where everyone has a rank and knows who they have to report to. As far as our house goes, Mom and Dad are co-Generals. Sometimes they do an 'ask your Mother'; or 'ask your Father' routine, like one took orders from the other, but that's mostly when they don't want to make a decision and try to pass it off on the other one.
Anyway, Jennifer thinks asking my mother first is a good idea and the more I think about it, the more I realize she's right - but not for the reason she's thinking about. My father's glasses are very much like mine - and he's still wearing glasses. So he probably wouldn't be all that sympathetic about me getting rid of mine unless I have a really good reason - and I'm not sure he'd consider not looking like a nerd a good enough reason.
The next day, while I'm at the pool, I start thinking about how cool it would be to have contacts, and trying to picture what I'd look like without my glasses. I'm not paying attention and I goof up on one of the drills. Naturally, Logan is watching and right away he starts yelling at me.
"Listen up, MacDonald," he says. "If you're going to race with this club you're going to have to start paying attention. There's no excuse for messing up - all the drills are right up there on the chalk board. When you don't follow the routine you wreck it for the other kids. I don't want to have to tell you again."
Like I did it on purpose or something. But I know better than to argue.
"Sorry, Coach," I mumble, and shove off from the end of the lane.
I shower real fast after practice and practically sprint outside to make sure I don't keep Hinny and her mom waiting. Her name isn't really Hinny. It's Henrietta. But her little brother couldn't say Henrietta and called her Hinny instead and pretty soon everyone else was doing it too. Myself, I think it's probably her good luck that he couldn't say Henrietta. I mean, who'd want to go through life with a name like that?
I'd hoped to beat Mom home and do something awesome like starting to get dinner ready, but her car was already in the driveway when I got there. Well, if I can't get on her good side one way, I'll have to do it another.
"Hi, Mom. How was traffic?"
"Pretty terrible - but that's nothing new," she smiles. "How did practice go?"
"Same as always," I say, I try smiling too. "Coach says I'm getting lazy about finishing my stroke - that's another way of saying I should be working harder."
"That makes sense. If you want to go faster, I guess you have to do everything faster, don't you?"
I try not to let my eyes roll up. I don't know what planet my folks are from but they've got this weird idea that if you want to swim faster, you have to churn your arms around faster in the water, like the paddles on a sternwheeler. It doesn't do any good to explain that the person who takes the least strokes is usually the one who winds the race. They just don't get the concept of power strokes and streamlining. As far as they're concerned, you just thrash faster if you want to get there quicker.
Anyway, there's no point in trying to explain it to my Mom, so I don't even try.
"Want me to set the table?" I ask.
Mom stops and puts her hands on her hips and makes like she's bawling me out. "Alright, young lady. What have you been up to?" Then she laughs. She's a pretty great Mom and I really love her - most of the time. "Sure. That would be fine. But I haven't unloaded the dishwasher yet."
"No prob," I say and lurch over to it, bumping my hip on the fridge as I cross the room. If I'm ever found dead floating in the river with a bag over my head, it'll be easy to identify my body. It will have blotches and bruises all over the elbows and hips from bumping into things. If there was an Oscar for being clumsy, I'd win every time.
Luckily I don't drop anything while I'm unloading the dishwasher and I manage to get the necessary plates, glasses and utensils on the table without any major disasters.
"Oh - I meant to fill the salt shaker. Could you do that please?" Mom says, while she's stirring something on the stove.
"Sure," I say and grab the salt shaker. I turn i upside down to take the little rubber disc out of the bottom, only it turns out it isn't really empty yet, so salt pours out of the top and spreads all over the floor.
:"Oh, Merribeth," Mom goes. "How many times have I told you to cup your palm over he top of the shaker before you turn it upside down?"
"Sorry," I mumble. It's the most-used word in my vocabulary. "I thought it was empty."
"Well it isn't," she says. "It was just getting a little low and I thought you could top it off."
I pry the little rubber disk out of the bottom of the shaker and head over toward the cupboard to get the box of salt. As I move, my feet scuffle around in the stuff that's all over the floor.
"Merribeth, please don't track salt all over the kitchen. Put the shaker down and get the broom so you can sweep it up."
I don't say anything this time. A few minutes later, the floor is cleaned up, the salt shaker is filled and the table is set. I decide this is a good time to broach the subject of contacts.
"Mom - have you ever thought about getting me contacts? I mean, they'd be so cool. Everyone says they're a whole lot better than ordinary glasses."
She turns and looks at me. "Exactly what makes them so much better than ordinary glasses?: she asks.
"Well, they don't fall off when you're playing sports. And they don't get all fogged up and sweaty. And it would be pure bliss not to have these things balanced on my nose all the time."
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