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Everybody who had Miss MacBeth for English last year warned us that The Assignment was coming up, but still we thought we could bring Miss MacBeth around. We’ll read an extra Shakespeare play, we promised, we’ll read Moby Dick, we’ll read War and Peace, we’ll read any book with 800 pages, but please, please, please don’t make us keep diaries!

Miss MacBeth just passed out spiral notebooks with green pages, like the ones secretaries use for shorthand. “You’ll find these easy to fill,” she said.

There are sixteen of us in advanced junior English. Sixteen moans rose up like a chorus of dogs at the pound.

“Fill?” we said, horrified. “Miss MacBeth, you expect us to fill these books? What are we going to say?”

“Whatever comes to mind,” said Miss MacBeth. “We’ll keep them for three months. You’ll be surprised at what happens in your lives over three months.” She smiled, but her smile landed, of course, on Jennie.

I looked at Jennie too, but I didn’t smile.

Once there was an Awesome Threesome.

Jennie and Hillary and me.

You come across a lot of best friends, but we were the only trio in school history. If only The Awesome Threesome still existed! Jennie would first of all talk Miss MacBeth around and get us a better assignment. Teachers try to please Jennie, instead of the other way around. And if Jennie lost, and we did have to keep diaries, Jennie would make it such fun! We’d read each other’s entries, and laugh around the clock. Or else Jennie would think up some crazy diary-writing technique to make everybody else in the room wish they could be part of The Awesome Threesome, too.

Today was like old times for a minute. Jennie and Hillary and I stood there in the hall after English class staring at our blank notebooks, leaning against each other to make a tepee: Jennie always said three made a perfect support.

Like third grade. I still remember the day Jennie said we were going to learn to jump rope or die trying. She made us stand in the road with that piece of clothesline all day, and we even missed lunch; we lied to our mothers and said we’d eaten at each other’s houses. But by the time it was dark, we could each jump into the rope and do any pattern we’d ever seen done.

Today we straightened up from the tepee and Jennie said, “Let’s play ‘This Hallway Is Ours.’ ”

She invented that game on the first day of high school, when we were scrawny little ninth graders and everybody else was lost in the maze of halls or struggling to remember new locker combinations. We were scared of the seniors because they seemed so old and sophisticated, so tall and well dressed. But we linked arms, because Jennie said that if we’d been The Awesome Threesome in junior high, we’d really be The Awesome Threesome in high school. We marched down those unfamiliar halls like the Salvation Army taking over a street corner, and even the seniors got out of our way.

We haven’t done that in ages.

For a while I thought the change in The Awesome Threesome was from summer. After all, I had a job at McDonald’s and Hillary’s grandmother took her to Europe and Jennie—I don’t even know what Jennie did all summer. It was the first time The Awesome Threesome went separate ways. And somehow it’s not going back together. Or rather, Hill and I go together, but Jennie—Jennie’s “busy.” That’s Jennie’s word for when she’s being a success and we’re just going shopping.

Sometimes before class, we find that I’ve studied two hours a day all week for the test—and Jennie forgot about it. But I’ll get an 83 and Jennie will get 96 without trying.

When I’ve wept over my hair, I go to school and see Jennie all fluffy and sparkly, and I know that the most she’s ever done is run a brush through her hair once.

When you’re little kids, jumping rope together, you don’t know you’re going to be dull. You think you’re going to be exciting and popular and gaudy and bright. And Jennie is!

Whereas I’m just Emily.

Jennie is racing on ahead; her speed in life is twice mine. I’m slogging along back here, choking on her dust.

I’m jealous.

Terrible, terrible word.

Jealousy is a little ball inside me, like a malignant tumor. As long as it stays a little ball, I’ll be okay, I can control it. But what if the ball bursts? What if it spreads through me like some dreadful stain?

I can’t tell my mother, who would be ashamed of me. I can’t tell Hillary, because she doesn’t seem to have bad feelings toward Jennie. I can’t tell Jennie, because it’s not Jennie’s fault she’s terrrific and I’m ordinary.

Look at that. I even put three “r” ’s in terrific. Jennie’s terrrific deserves more than the usual number.

All autumn this jealousy has been building. Now I’m choking on it.

So I guess I’m lucky to have a diary. Somebody to tell.

Oh, how weird! I’m calling the diary somebody, as if it’s a person who understands, not a bunch of wired-together green pages!
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I don’t know about this. A person could be sorry she wrote things down. I like Miss MacBeth, and I like her assignments, although sometimes it tires me out that no matter how clever I am, Jennie is cleverer. Miss MacBeth has this huge piece of purple paper on the board and in the center of it she puts the week’s best composition of any of her classes. I swear I am not exaggerating when I say that Jennie Quint has been there every single week for two years. A person should know when to back off. Jennie only knows when to surge on ahead.

In physics, of course, she’s the one with the laser experiment that makes all the rest of us look like third graders learning the four tables.

In English, of course, she’s written some fabulous short story, which is now up on the purple paper.

In German, of course, she sits next to Paul Classified and they flirt in foreign languages.

And now we hear from the Drama/Music Department that the Christmas production is an original pageant, music, costumes, and choreography by Miss Jennie Dunstan Quint.

I can’t stand it.

And the worst thing of all is, her complexion is always perfect. That girl has never known what it is to face the mirror in the morning and see yet another horrid spot bursting out on the tip of her nose.

Miss MacBeth gave us her solemn promise that these diaries would be guarded with her life and nobody else would read them and they would not be posted or excerpted from. Miss MacBeth, I don’t know whether to have faith in you or not.

I wonder what these journals will accomplish. Paul has so many secrets we could probably auction off his journal at the end of three months and pay for our whole junior prom. But I know Paul; he won’t give away a thing. Probably record the daily temperature instead of his thoughts. I still have my crush on Paul Classified. It’s funny how tantalizing he is just because he never responds! I think Paul Classified is so good-looking. Paul has a silent presence. You’re always aware of him: strong, tall, unbelievably quiet. Paul doesn’t fidget, or tap pencils. He doesn’t adjust his jacket or tell jokes. Before he talks there’s a slight pause: Paul planning ahead so that each sentence will reveal as little as possible. I want Paul Classified to love me.

Jennie’s all bright-eyed and starry about something. At first I thought it was Paul Classified, but no. “Oh, it’s this project I’m doing,” she said vaguely, as if I wouldn’t be able to understand the project.

Jennie and Emily and I were little girls again during passing period. It was fun, and it worked, just like it used to, but it doesn’t fit anymore. The Awesome Threesome. That used to be the pivot of my entire life: the trio of us. It’s different now. I still want to be friends, but I don’t want to be The Awesome Threesome.

I’m sick of Awesome.

I want Jennie to be ordinary again.
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You transfer into another high school and people are curious. They know your name; the teacher puts it on the blackboard. But you’re anonymous in blue jeans and sweater. So they ask questions, as in, “Hi, Paul. I’m Jennie. Where are you from?”

Okay, she’s Jennie. Cute, sparkly. But I’m not going to tell anybody anything. They learn one thing, they’re going to want to know another. I’ve practiced my new smile in front of the mirror, and it’s a good one, stretches my lips back, and everything. I say to Jennie, “I move a lot.”

Right off, from the first day, I mean to stay away from Jennie, because she’s the type who will win: if she wants to know me bad enough, eventually she will. But I stay around her because she’s exciting. She’s my first genius. I might never meet another one.

In physics lab Jennie is assigned to be my partner. Jennie flirts like mad, and I start liking her, but I keep a grip on myself.

Jennie says, “What do your parents do for a living that they have to move so often?”

The whole lab is listening, so I say pleasantly, “Oh, this and that. They blow hot and cold on lots of stuff.”

Next time we have lab Jennie says, “Paul R. Smith? That’s your name? My middle name is Dunstan. What does ‘R’ stand for?”

Again the whole lab is listening. Even the teacher. I manage to smile. I say, “Why should it stand for anything?”

Jennie laughs. She asks another question and it’s one I can’t answer with a crafty little quip. I wipe the grin off my face and pay attention to the lab. Jennie’s getting a little close for comfort. Things are bad for me and I can’t risk it.

Funny: I’ve moved four times and it takes months to find your slot and make friends. This time I swear off friends and overnight I’ve got status. I’m popular because I’m a mystery.

One day we’re filling out forms that request your middle name. “Oh, good! At least we can find out one thing about Paul,” cries Ansley. “His middle name!”

I can’t stand Ansley. First of all, that’s not a real name. Second, you can’t tell from the name she’s a girl. Third, Ansley is preppy. I don’t like preppy. Reminds me of my—

No.

This may be a journal, but that doesn’t mean I have to reveal any secrets.

The teacher looks at my paper. I’ve written the letter “R” where it says middle name. “So, Paul?” he teases. “Even your middle name is classified information, huh?”

Instantly The Awesome Threesome starts calling me Paul Classified. The nickname circulates through the entire high school in like six minutes flat. The gym teacher, the kid with the locker next to me, the freshmen in my woodworking class, everybody in English—they’re all calling me Paul Classified.

At first I was going to put up a fight.

Then I think, it’s like armor. Whenever they get a little too close—Jennie is always a fraction too close, it’s her nature, I guess, closeness—I can say, “Classified,” and they laugh.

Jennie is part of The Awesome Threesome. I don’t know if I’ve ever come across three best friends before. Jennie is the plainest of the bunch when she’s quiet: average height, weight, coloring. But Jennie is hardly ever quiet. She’s got enough sparkle to dim new-fallen snow on a sunny morning. Hillary is the prettiest: strawberry blond hair, green eyes, great legs. The third is Emily, with thin black hair, big soft dark eyes, and a back-of-the-room sort of personality.

Don’t notice me! her posture says.

I wish my posture said that. People in this school notice me no matter what.

The Awesome Threesome likes to flirt with me. “Okay, Paul. So you won’t go out with one girl. Go out with three instead. Want to go skiing with us in Vermont this weekend? Don’t worry, Hill’s mother is chaperoning.”

“Thanks,” I tell them. “My family has plans.”

That happens to be the truth. We always have plans. Not plans I like, but plans I can’t do much about.

Just before sixth period, I’m going down the hallway, focusing on physics, which doesn’t come as easily to me as it does to Jennie (not that I’d tell her that) and The Awesome Threesome appears at the far end of the corridor. They have braided their hair together: Jennie’s brown, Hillary’s red, and Emily’s black, into one fat tricolor braid, and Emily’s got the braid in her fist. The Awesome Threesome staggers down the middle of the hallway, six legs under one head of hair, taking up so much room everybody has to flatten against the walls to let them by. First Ansley, who’s thin as a bookmark anyway, and couldn’t get any flatter if you stuck her under a truck. Then her boyfriend Jared, who is so preppy I’m always surprised when he talks—up till then I’ve figured he’s a store window mannequin for ski togs. Then our history teacher, Miss Marcello, who probably weighs the same as the QE II, with a prow equally large. Miss Marcello can suck in her lungs all year, and she’s not going to get flat against the wall. The Awesome Threesome is laughing like crazy, their laughs braiding together like their hair: Jennie’s all breath, Em’s a high giggle, Hill’s a deep chuckle.

Jennie winks at me. I try to stop myself, but I wink back.

I can’t help it.

Her wink is all mine, all special.

And then I slip by fast.

If Jennie touches me, I’m gone, and I can’t afford it.
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I, Ansley Augusta Morgan, begin my journal in the autumn of my junior year at Westerly High. I would prefer to be at Choate Rosemary Hall or Miss Porter’s, like my friends, but my parents believe that the public school system is good for me. They are mistaken.

Look at the retards with whom I am forced to share the halls.

Jennie and her little buddies sashayed down the halls hanging onto each other’s hair, staggering like drunks attached at the roots, pushing everybody out of their way. Naturally they seized this chance to flirt with Paul Classified.

Everybody thinks Paul is so fascinating. Trust me. The only fascinating thing about Paul is that he has managed to convince the school he is fascinating. Underneath all that so-called mystery there’s just another jock with nothing to say.

And I swear every girl in this school has a crush on him, just the way every boy gets a crush on Jennie. It drives me crazy when all a person does is stand there showing off—and other people fall in love with them.

Thank goodness for Jared. Another seven weeks and Jared and I will have been officially going together for one year. A January anniversary. I’ll call it our Janiversary. Jared has been saying for weeks now that this winter he’s going camping in the mountains in the snow. I’m going to call his bluff and get him equipment for it.

After school Mother and Aunt Isabelle and I went to Lord & Taylor’s to get a few things for winter. Mother would like to ski in Italy this year. Jared wants me to stay at his family’s condo in Colorado instead. At least whatever clothes I buy will be right for either one. I’m so glad that bright rich colors are in this season; I look my best in strong colors.
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For purposes of organization, each day will be divided into categories.

1. Car: Another week, I’ll have ten thousand miles on it. Remember to phone for mechanical check. First really cold day this year—heater works well. Funny jokes on morning radio.

2. School: Physics dull, lunch disgusting, English this assignment, Spanish B plus in quiz, did lay-ups all gym period, I hate basketball.

3. Girls: Ansley wore her new outfit, which looked exactly the same as what she wore yesterday, but luckily I didn’t say that. Ansley always looks good to me. Jennie, too. Jennie was being crazy in the halls again today—lurching around with her old Awesome Threesome like they were still in the third grade. At first I thought they were showing off for Paul Smith, who annoys me, but Jennie gave me her special grin when they passed me. She’s got a way of making you feel like God when she smiles at you. There are guys in this school who work hard to get one of Jennie’s smiles and she doesn’t even know.

The girls all know it, though. And boy, do they keep track of who has a crush on Jennie now! If I want Ansley to stay my girlfriend, Rule Number One is—don’t refer to Jennie.

Jennie has written a musical; they were talking about it in the band room. The drummers were working on a percussion duet she wrote just for them. Think they don’t worship her! Miss Clinton, the band director, has been helping her. Miss Clinton said, “You know, in eleven years of teaching I’ve never had a Jennie. It’s just plain exciting to be around her.”

My mother thinks that one day we will point across the street and tell people that Jennie Quint grew up there, and they will gasp and say, “You know Jennie Quint?!?”

Unwise to say this to Ansley.

Very, very unwise to say this to Emily or Hillary.

4. Home: Dad’s still in Los Angeles. Mom’s still waiting for the construction crew to begin the addition.

5. Weather: Autumn turning fast to winter: high winds, trees bare, the yard men took the last of the leaves while I was at school.
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A diary.

Scary. I don’t want to do it. Once it’s on paper, it’s public. As long as your thoughts are hidden inside, you’re okay. But diaries—Miss MacBeth is going to read them. A lot of assignments I don’t feel like doing, but I’ve never had an assignment before that makes me want to run. The thoughts I’m having now are bad ones. I can’t even think them, let alone write them!… And yet … I have this intense desire to write the best diary of all.

I like to be good.

Wrong.

I like to be terrific.

Wrong.

I have to be terrific.

And that’s wrong. I can feel that I am going to pay. Some awful price is waiting for me, like a monster in the dark.
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Just for the hell of it, I followed Paul R. Smith home today. I used to think it was funny how he won’t tell anybody anything, up to and including his real name, but it’s getting next to me. Especially the way every girl in Westerly High is falling under his spell. Most of the guys don’t tease him—I guess it helps to weigh in at 170 and be built like a wrestler.

Coach asked Paul why he doesn’t go out for sports, because they could really use him. Paul said he was needed at home. That kind of answer stops a teacher short. Says nothing, closes subject. You’ve got to admire Paul. He’s got this technique down.

Wendy thinks Paul might have a parent in prison, and doesn’t want to admit it. Keith thinks Paul’s family might be in drugs—either selling or using. Hillary Lang thinks anybody named Paul Smith is definitely a fake, and the mother and father are in the CIA. Or else, in another country’s secret service, here under false passports! Now, I ask you—is this ridiculous or what?

We were talking about it in the locker room, and Billy Torello says he heard that Paul is just very poor and has all these little brothers and sisters he has to go home to after school and take care of, like Abe Lincoln or something. I didn’t remember Abe Lincoln having a lot of little brothers and sisters, and Billy Torello punched me and said that wasn’t the point. So now I have a cracked rib all because Paul Classified won’t tell anybody why he goes straight home every day.

One thing. He’s not too poor to have his own car. He doesn’t take the school bus. After all, it would have to stop near his house, and that would give things away. We might—oh, gasp!—find out something about him.

So I followed him.

I think I have a lot to learn about the undercover business.

First, I probably shouldn’t be driving a new red Porsche. Conspicuous, you know?

Anyway, Paul R. Smith spotted me, waved, parked in a municipal lot and strolled into the department store. The guy’s crafty. Tomorrow in English, I can’t exactly say, “Listen, I was following you, and you outfoxed me; give me another chance today, huh?” Anyway, it’s always possible his mother made him stop to buy towels, right?

Categories, forgot my categories.

School: No change.

Family: No change.

Car: Too red.

Weather: Who cares?

[image: ]

Thank God for school. Seven hours a day of freedom.

Bet I’m the only kid writing that in my journal.

She’s worse.

They fired her.

I don’t blame them.

I would never have hired her to start with.

She’s sort of stuck between the bedroom and the kitchen. She wanders back and forth trying to think of something to do, someplace to be.

Aaaaah, change the subject. You think about this all day, don’t put it in the diary, too.

I have physics and English with The Awesome Threesome, but only Jennie is in German with me. I signed up for German figuring the only questions would be grammar and vocabulary. Wrong. I didn’t know there would be a Jennie in the class. A Jennie who can ask me about my past and my present just as easily in one language as another.

Today in German I tease Jennie. “You really think you can learn something without Hill and Em?”

That trio has been together since all three of them went to the finest nursery school. Learned to ski and play soccer, learned piano and jazz dancing, learned pottery and diving and Chinese cookery.

Jennie’s always ready for a chance to flirt. “Guess you’ll just have to help me,” she says, and all of her is teasing me: her eyes, her smile, her shoulders twisted toward me. “Every night, Paul Classified. Without fail. My place or yours?” Jennie laughs. She has this terrific laugh, very airy, using up so much breath that afterwards she gasps to fill her lungs again. I always have this crazy desire to hold her up when she laughs so her lungs won’t collapse.

I never do.

One thing might lead to another.

For sure, we can’t study at my place.

“Come on,” I tell her, looking at her earrings instead of her eyes: she’s wearing tiny delicate gold hearts. “You learn by osmosis. You just look at the page and it’s part of you.”

Jennie is incredibly smart. I don’t mean your ordinary high marks, good tests kind of smart. I mean genius smart.

People like to be near her brilliance. As if the glitter of her star might shower on them.

Emily and Hillary are just there for the ride. They don’t know that. I’m not sure Jennie knows that. One day they’ll wake up and find that the Awesome Threesome has only one awesome member, and what happens then?

The Awesome Threesome is a little civilization all its own. There are girls who would sell their souls to be part of The Awesome Threesome. But there aren’t any vacancies. Jennie told me that in seventh grade she and Hill and Em used to be really cruel to girls who tagged after them. “We were crude, too,” she said. “It makes me quiver to think of us now. You know what we used to say to those girls?”

“No. What?”

“Here comes toilet paper, wiping up the rear.”

It was so mean you had to laugh. “At least you know you’ve outgrown being mean, Jennie,” I said.

In a queer frightened voice, Jennie said, “I don’t know that.” She looked at me so intensely, with those brown eyes that focus so much harder than other people’s, and see so much more. “Paul?” she whispered. “Are you ever afraid of what you are?” As if she could see into a future she didn’t want.

“Not to worry,” I said, which was a joke. Worry is my profession.

Another time, she showed me a notebook full of ideas for a musical she wants to write: book, lyrics, music, costumes—the whole works. I felt as if I were reading an English lit. assignment, it was so professional. “Jennie, you’re going places, aren’t you?” I said, leafing through the notebook.

“Yes, I’m going places.” Jennie fastened her eyes on me till I looked back, hypnotized. Softly, analyzing me, waiting for answers, she breathed. “But you’ve already been places, haven’t you, Paul Classified?”

I’m on an iceberg, where the edge breaks off and falls into the sea. The ice will crash and float away—but I, I will drown.

If I had just one problem, I could face it. But there are so many, and they hurt so much that I have to turn my back on them.

So I abandon Jennie. I don’t even answer her. Rude—and yet I can get away with it, because they all call it “mysterious” instead.

So I go home and pick up the pieces nobody else wants and apply a little more glue that never holds.
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Today I know I am a very fortunate person. I have all that I want. I am rich and thin and beautiful and I have Jared. I am also the only happy person in this auditorium.

I’m taking a risk, writing my journal in the dark during the dress rehearsal, but there’s so much happening and I want to get it all down. The auditorium is not yet dark. A dozen teachers, half as many parents, perhaps twenty kids are sprinkled among the five hundred seats. Jennie stands in front of the pit orchestra tapping the baton against the palm of her hand. If she is nervous, you can’t tell. Jennie has incredible poise.

A head peers between the curtains. “Another five, Jennie,” calls the stage manager. “We have two more kings to dress.”

Jennie nods. She turns slowly, like a model on a runway showing off to the audience, sets her baton on the rim of her music stand and walks around the rows of seats toward Emily and Hillary. Everybody is watching. Jared and I are sitting in the row behind Em and Hill, and Paul Classified is about five seats to Jared’s right. Emily and Hill are doing their algebra. They know perfectly well Jennie is about to join them, but they don’t look up.

“I always wonder what sex they are, don’t you?” says Hillary.

“What sex they are?” Emily is laughing. She and Hill have dressed alike: deep blue turtlenecks under huge white sweaters, tons of jewelry, immense earrings. Hill’s red hair gleams and she looks excellent, but it’s too much for Em, you can hardly even see her. I’d love to take Emily shopping. Here, Emily, I’d say sternly, stop wearing yellow, stop wearing blue, throw that jewelry away and cut your hair. You have potential, but who ever wanted potential? A person should look good right now.

Anyway, Hill and Em are leaning so close their noses are almost touching, doing their math on the same clipboard with the same calculator. If Jennie wants to sit down, she’ll have to ask permission.

The Awesome Threesome. The only known trio in high school history. Rapidly becoming a duet.

“Yeah, you know. Just why are A and B driving separately to Chicago?” says Hillary, waving her algebra problems in the air. She and Emily click pencils like swords. They don’t move an inch apart to let Jennie in. “If they’re both boys,” Hillary goes on, “then maybe it’s a car race and they’ve got a bet on who finishes first. But if they’re both girls, the whole thing is impossible. Girls would drive together, talking the whole way. It wouldn’t matter whether A or B got there first because girls wouldn’t care.”

Jennie, the outsider. Boy, that must be a new experience for her. I mutter this to Jared and he mutters back, “Don’t gloat.” Jared and I kiss in the dark. Jared is wearing a jacket and tie and looks like a future Wall Street wizard. I don’t tell him I love him, I’ve been saying that too much lately and it’s his turn. But I decide that for our Janiversary I’ll get him a shirt that uses cufflinks instead of winter camping junk. If you’re preppy, you should go all the way and really prep their socks off, right?

“But if A is a boy,” Hillary says darkly, “and B is a girl, then I want to know what went wrong between them.”

Emily is giggling. I’ve always liked Emily’s giggle. It’s one of her redeeming features. “It’s probably A’s fault,” said Emily. “He was rotten and rude and she won’t associate with him any more.”

“Then I demand to know why they are headed for Chicago,” says Hillary. “I see no reason to continue with this algebra assignment until I have all the facts.”

It’s funny; we’re all laughing. But it’s horrible, too, because it’s a little skit they’ve made up in order to keep Jennie out. For the first time in our lives I see Jennie scared. Jennie Quint, afraid? And of her two best friends? Nice way to launch a Christmas pageant.

“So, Jennie, what is the answer to this algebra problem?” says Emily. Math is Jennie’s only weakness. Now, when Jennie is shining like a star in the east, her best friends are going to throw her only failure at her.

Jared gets involved. “Now, now, girls. Forty-five minutes since school ended, five minutes before her own dress rehearsal, and you think Jennie’s had time to do her algebra?”

See why I like Jared? He’s not strong on emotion, but he can be a nice guy if he wants. (Yeah, and who’s he being nice to? Jennie Quint, of course. Would he step in for anybody else?)

Paul Classified says softly, “Break a leg, Jennie.”

We’re all startled. Paul Classified doesn’t usually talk unless pressure is applied. But of course, we’re talking Jennie here. A person forgets that Jennie Quint is the exception to every rule.

Jennie tells Miss Clinton she wants to sit in the audience and watch this time instead of directing herself. So it’s Miss Clinton who lifts the baton, and nobody thinks anything of it—except us; we know Jennie is trying to make friends with her friends. Some task.

Slowly, oh so slowly, the first king leads the procession, his gift held high in front of him. His robe of midnight velvet is flecked with silver, and the second king wears crimson satin and glittering brocade.

“Jennie!” I gasp. “Those kings are stupendous! Where on earth did you rent those costumes?”

“I didn’t.” Jennie is bursting with pride. “I designed them this summer and I just finished sewing them last week.” I am mega-impressed. New York, get ready. Jennie Quint is coming to fashion.

“In your spare time, I suppose?” Emily says resentfully.

“We don’t even need a star in the sky for this pageant,” mutters Hill.

“You’re right,” says Emily. “We could just hang Jennie here in the east and let her blaze.”

Jared is laughing. “We get two plays for the price of one,” he whispers in my ear. I’m sort of enjoying it too, but I’m feeling sorry for Jennie. I mean, a person usually has a team she can count on to root for her. Jennie’s team just walked.

“Uh. Wait just a minute here,” says Emily. “Jennie, a fourth king just came on stage.”

Jennie nods.

“And a fifth king!” cries Hill. “Jennie! Don’t you know that—”

“No,” says Jennie. “I looked it up. Matthew doesn’t tell how many wise men there were. He just says there were three gifts. I guess people have always decided there was one king per gift.” A person should never argue with Jennie Quint. Jennie always has more facts than the rest of us.

“So how many kings do you have?” says Hill.

“Seven.”

Emily and Hillary roll their eyes at each other. “Trust Jennie to do something to excess,” says Hill.

“Honestly, those costumes,” mutters Emily. “I’d have to take ten years of sewing classes, rip out each seam twice and still my costumes would look like old sheets. Why seven?”

“I had so much fabric. Plus this way there’s such a great selection of kings. We’ve got our black king, our Laotian King, our Swedish king, our—”

“Three of your kings are queens,” observes Paul Classified, his voice soft in the darkness.

And all seven, like Jennie, are breathtaking.

The orchestra plays a march cold and frightening, full of power and splendor.

I tremble, forgetting the so-called Awesome Threesome.

The kings draw near the stable and now the music becomes fragile. We will break just listening. Jennie, drawn by her own music, takes the baton after all. The music slides into a lullaby that moves us all to tears.

Jennie, Jennie, how do you do it?
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Christmas means presents.

Listing, buying, wrapping, giving.

My mother is not going to make it.

Scarlet stockings and a tree, twinkling lights and letters to Santa? History. This year I’ll get her a box of Kleenex and we’ll listen to carols on the radio.

I wonder if I’ll hear from Dad.

Does he think about us?

And Candy, does she think at all, let alone about us? Does she know that Mom hurts so much it’s going to kill her?

I am sitting in this auditorium for the peace of it, the quiet, hoping the pageant will make me feel better. And it does. I don’t know if it’s the idea of Christmas, or the sound of Jennie’s music, or just not going straight home. But I could sit here for hours in the dark, not thinking.

Jennie is like a candle; she lights a room all by herself. Listen to Jennie’s music. Stare at Jennie’s costumes.

I touch the cuff of my wool shirt, and the frayed wrist of the only sweater I have left that fits me. When everybody else was abandoning ship, I was busy growing four inches.

Seven kings.

I wish Jennie had asked me to be a king. In those clothes, you would feel like somebody.

What have I written here?

Nothing I could ever pass in.

I’ll have to keep two journals. Like laundering money. Keeping two sets of books. One for Miss MacBeth, one for me.
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Who could have guessed that at the moment The Awesome Threesome ended, there would also be three truly awesome kings on the stage?

My wrist was lifted to bring in the saxophones, my eyes fixed on the drummers who would join after six bars. But my soul watched my best friends, leaving without a word.

The hand that held the baton trembled.

Mary sang the lullaby I worked on all of August. Sad, sad music, because Mary knew her baby was born to die in agony.

When I composed the lullaby, I was only guessing. Now I’ve tasted it.

Agony is being alone: agony is the death of a friendship.

I was actually crying when the lullaby finished. The first violin, a nice boy whose only friendship appears to be with his instrument, touched me with the bow. “Good music,” he said softly. “You aren’t the only one crying.”

I don’t want some violin player to poke me with his bow! I want Hillary and Emily! I want them to be celebrating with me. Weeping with me. But to the violinist, I said, “Thank you.”

(I should learn to be silent, like Paul Classified. Then Em and Hill wouldn’t be mad at me.)

How little I share with Hill and Emily now!

They don’t know how lyrics come: in the night, with a jolt that wakes me up gasping. I have a booklight with batteries that I pull under the covers with me, and write in the tent of my sheets: my rhyming dictionary on one side and my stage notes on the other. I get cramps in my elbows from leaning so long on them.

They don’t know how the music comes either: rushing in my skull: fierce, pounding, demanding to be played. How I have to stumble away from other things—class or supper—find the piano and quick, quick, play it out loud, get it out from behind the barrier of my bones, past my fingers and onto the keys. The relief of hearing the chords the way I heard them in my head, and then the frantic effort to write them on staff paper before they’re lost.

Emily and Hill don’t know about Paul Classified, either.

A crush on Paul Classified is mandatory for junior girls, but I don’t do the things everyone else does and they would not expect me to have a crush on Paul. But I do, and it’s strong, and it rules more of my life than even music, or my parents. I have written six love songs. I turned one into the shepherds’ ballad for the Christ Child, but it was really for Paul Classified. The other ones are tucked away in my music notebooks. I’ve never used his name, although “Paul” rhymes with a thousand words and dances in my head all the day long.

(So many secrets. I will not die of disease, but of the weight of my secrets.)

I conducted the pageant while Emily and Hillary walked away.

The star in the eastern sky lowered.

My star isn’t going to come softly.

My star won’t creep across a quiet sky.

It’ll come with a crash.

Truth hits you. Truth isn’t a chorus or a carol. If you ever understand at all, it will be to a drum roll.

The pageant ended.

My pageant.

My drum roll.

And the audience sighed, all together, as if their lungs were one.

And they stood up to applaud.

The stage crew, the light crew, the costume crew, the teacher advisers. The orchestra, Miss Clinton, who taught me how to orchestrate, Mr. Grant, who helped with the lyrics—they gave me a standing ovation.

Beauty.

Not a star in the sky nor a babe in the manger. Beauty is applause.

“Awesome,” whispered someone.

Awesome: a slang word for anything from a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich to the Grand Canyon.

But this pageant was mine and it really and truly was awesome.

Oh, applause, applause! Is it sick, to adore applause so much? To love so dearly being the center of attention?

It stopped. It rang in my ears, carrying me, but the ringing faded, the applause was over.

The infant’s hay was stuffed back into the manger. The saxophones went back into their cases. The costumes went into the drama room closets. And quickly, oh so quickly, everybody was gone. Gone to other things: supper, homework, girlfriends, home.

The auditorium was empty.

I was alone.

Applause takes a crowd. And joy—joy takes a friend.

I want to be Awesome! I want to be the Awesomest of all!

But I don’t want to be awesome alone.
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I never even knew she was making those costumes.

She had to go into New York for that material. There’s no fabric shop around here that would carry that stuff.

Jennie—going into the city without us?

Jennie—finding those kings, rehearsing that sax trio, without us?

Jennie—never phoning to say, “Come look at what I’m sewing”?

Emily and I just abandoned the dress rehearsal. We walked slowly to the parking lot. I’m the one with a car. Emily’s not quite sixteen yet and Jennie’s mother will never let her have a car, because having to drive Jennie places means Mrs. Quint can be in on all Jennie’s action. If Jennie gets a car, Mrs. Quint stays home. I don’t like Mrs. Quint.

I had never driven off without Jennie before. Abandoned her without a ride. It was unthinkable.

“Give me a break,” said Emily. “There’s no such thing as Jennie being stranded. Her personality wouldn’t allow it.”

“The way Paul was looking at her, he won’t allow it either,” I said.

Every girl in school cherishes a daydream that one day Paul Classified will start dating and it will be with her. All mysteries of Paul will be known to one girl, but she’ll keep those secrets, and become mysterious herself. And that, too—that, too, Jennie would have.

“She wrote the music and designed those costumes over the summer,” I said finally. “I was in Europe, you were working. That’s why we didn’t know about it.”

“Hillary. It’s December. She could have tossed it into the conversation sometime in all these weeks.”

We got into my car and drove away. I didn’t feel like adding up all the weeks we three had been sliding apart.

“Do you think that Jennie—” I began.

“Don’t let’s talk about Jennie,” said Emily fiercely. “I feel like her satellite. She isn’t even here and we can’t have a conversation without her.”

We drove under the Christmas decorations strung across the main streets, past the windows glittering with Christmas gifts, Christmas lights, and Christmas colors. The radio played Christmas carols. “I’m even jealous of Christmas,” cried Emily suddenly. “Jennie gets Christmas. I have to pretend it isn’t here and that I don’t care and I never wanted it anyhow.”

I never think of Em being Jewish any more than she ever thinks of me being Christian, because it has nothing to do with anything. I stared at her. She burst out, “I want January, when there’s nothing Jewish and nothing Christian and nobody talks about anything except skiing.”

“Oh, Emily,” I said desperately, “none of that matters.”

“It matters terribly. I—” She broke off with a queer little gasp, and I thought, this is Jennie again. Every time Jennie is involved, Emily and I get hurt.

Winter Friday afternoons my mother packs the station wagon and we head for Vermont. The Awesome Threesome always goes to Killington. “Only a few more weeks ’til skiing weather,” I said. “Maybe we should give Jennie another chance. Maybe it’s only this pageant. Maybe we have a bad attitude. Maybe in January …”

I got on the highway, drove two exits and got off. Drove seven miles north into the country, where Lost Pond Lane creeps up the crest of a rocky hillside, and the houses look past immense oaks and thick glossy rhododendrons down into the lost pond where deer and foxes wander over the frozen marsh. Each house is unique—architect designed, featured in important magazines. Important people don’t live there anymore: just rich ones.

Jennie’s house was first (of course) and we drove past the Quints’ and up two more to Em’s. Emily gathered her junk. Emily is always burdened by objects: her purse is huge and bulging and her book bag, torn at the seams from the weight of her books, overflows. Sometimes she carries a second bag, too. What a contrast to Jennie. Jennie takes a tiny purse that holds precisely one short comb, one teensy make-up kit, a single Kleenex, a single aspirin, one pencil, one pen, and a miniature change holder into which she stuffs lunch money. Jennie knows she can handle any catastrophe that comes up, whereas Emily worries so much she has to carry her whole life-support system with her.

How come Jennie can’t be ordinary? Sometimes I yearn for Jennie almost passionately—the way we were; the trio of us, silly, giggly, ordinary little girls who—

But Jennie will never be ordinary again. And no matter how hard Emily and I work, we will never catch up to her.

“You watch,” said Emily. “Come New Year’s Eve, we’ll have yet another all-girls slumber party and Jennie will go into New York for some fabulous evening with Paul Classified.”

“A person like that deserves to be shot,” I agreed.

Emily managed to get out of the car without dropping anything, and none of the seams of the book bag ripped as she staggered in her door. Our idea of success—getting home without collapse.
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The whole pageant had a strange breathless quality to it.

It was us down in the auditorium trying to control our jealousy.

I took my eyes off Jennie’s spectacle on stage and closed my ears to Jennie’s music floating through the dark room. I studied Paul Classified’s profile. The semidarkness suited him: it was the real Paul. He’s not good-looking. It’s his mysterious aura that’s so attractive. Like Jennie. Jennie isn’t beautiful; it’s her brilliance and poise that draw admirers to her: people who would perform for her, work for her, literally sing for their suppers if Jennie Quint asked them to do it.

Paul was watching Jennie.

It’s not enough Jennie has the whole school at her feet. Now she’s going to have Paul.

Paul’s worn the same shirt and sweater for days now. I have this overpowering desire to buy him a new shirt. I have even chosen the shirt: chamois cloth, one of those beautiful dark teal shirts we saw in the Ski Shoppe. I keep dreaming of using a tape measure for an excuse to get close to him. He’d probably ask Jennie if I measured right.

When Jennie returned to the podium she directed the orchestra as if she had held the baton from infancy, the way other babies hold pacifiers.

If the kings in their velvet were soaked with sweat, I was soaked with jealousy.

Jennie is really a medium sort of person to look at. Medium tall, medium weight, medium brown hair, medium brown eyes, medium everything! And yet she sparkles, she glows, she isn’t medium at all! She is spectacular! How can that be?

Our three families moved onto Lost Pond Lane within a few years of each other, and all the photographs of birthdays and excursions in my albums include Jennie and Hill. But you didn’t know, when you were learning to skate backward or reading out loud the first sexy passages you ever came upon in a book—you didn’t know you were going to be ordinary.

There is nothing ordinary about Jennie. Nothing. Ever.

And me—I’m like a rug. Wall-to-wall dull, blends in anywhere.

A lot of things this junior year have hurt me. I thought I would date boys. I even thought I would date Paul Classified. I thought high grades would come more easily to me and I’d have more poise. But none of it has come true for me, and all of it has come true for Jennie.

Jennie’s music changed. Shepherds lifted their crooks and were progressing toward the stable. Instead of the thin reedy oboe you usually hear for shepherds, Jennie had chosen three saxophones. The music was wild and jazzy. The auditorium pulsed with the rhythm of finding the babe.

It was so good. And sitting there, being mean to Jennie, I admitted something to myself—I had been hoping her music would be lousy.
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Went shopping at Lord & Taylor’s. Nothing, absolutely nothing. Went to Bloomingdale’s, to four boutiques, to the Ski Shoppe. Nothing.

Shopping is my favorite activity but I get sick of looking. I like to buy.

Miss MacBeth had us fill out a questionnaire about our journals.

Here is the first question:

In writing your diary, do you write down

1. intimate thoughts

2. a chronology of what happened during your day

3. description of weather and news headlines

Nobody wanted to fill out the questionnaire.

Already the diaries are too private to talk about!

Emily put her hand over her diary to keep it hidden. So now I know she carries it with her. I carry mine, too. You can’t tell if Jennie Quint carries her diary—she has so many notebooks, you know: the musical she’s writing, the play she’s writing. Then—along with everybody else in the class—I glanced at Paul Classified. We all want to know what Paul’s writing down. I’m putting my money on the weather. In my opinion he’s a room-temperature personality.

[image: ]

She phoned. I couldn’t believe she could talk in such an ordinary voice. Like an ordinary person. She even sounds the way she dresses: classic preppy. I can see the collar of her white oxford shirt peeking up under her lovely sweater, and the single gold chain proclaiming her success.

Less than a year ago she destroyed my mother just by walking up to the door, as if she’d tossed a grenade through the window, and here she can call up and want to chat as if we were old buddies.

After a while I hung up the phone. It was in the middle of one of her sentences. I didn’t slam it down, it just sort of fell back out of my fingers.

Mom knew who it was. She looked at the phone as if expecting her to crawl out of it. Mom never talks about her. Only about Candy.

As if Candy disappeared by herself.

Mom stood by the phone, shivering—you would have thought that we were standing outside in the sleet—but she had already cranked the furnace up to seventy—and what happens when the oil bill comes? What then? “But I tucked Candy in,” whispered Mom. “I read Candy bedtime stories. I pushed her on the swing. I baked cookies with her.”

I tried to comfort Mom, but the thing is, I don’t know how to comfort somebody. All I can do is stand there. I ice up, even with Mom. What are we going to do? Every day there’s less of me, and every day Mom needs more.

Plus, we’re out of money.

Mom can’t seem to hang onto a job.

I got a job after school. The cardboard box factory off Selleck Street needed a second-shift janitor. I actually enjoyed it. Being busy helps. Even emptying garbage and sweeping floors is good—too bad I can’t empty my life so easily.

Came home at ten p.m. to find Mom hysterical.

“I told you I was going to work the afternoon shift, Mom, to earn some money.” But she couldn’t remember that we talked about it. She was absolutely insane with fear that I, too, had abandoned her. She waits for me after school. Stands at the door, staring down the road for my car. She expects me about twenty minutes after school’s out, and today it was seven hours later than that.

It took me two hours to calm her down enough so we could both go to bed. I never did my homework. Had to wing it on both tests the next day.

I stared at Jennie during the tests. What is it like to have two parents who

A) think you’re perfect,

B) are perfect themselves, and

C) have enough money to maintain all this perfection in style?

Jennie wrote the answers to the test questions as if she were writing a letter to her grandmother: her pencil just flowed along, like her brain, never slowing down, never forgetting.

I’m not as smart as Jennie. (But then, who is?) But it’s not her brains I envy; it’s her family.

I think of that Yuppie Yard sometimes—Jared and Emily and Hillary and Jennie—with all their wall-to-wall perfection, and I’m jealous. I’m angry at Jennie because her parents love each other, and love her. Jennie flirts with me, and I walk away, because her life is perfect and my life is not.
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I say to Emily, “Okay, Christmas. Spirit of love and all that. Joy. Hope. The whole thing. Got to be nice to Jennie, Star of the East.”

Emily says, “Luckily I’m Jewish and don’t celebrate Christmas.”

We laugh insanely.

I say, “Spirit of Hanukah?”

Emily says, “Oh, yeah. Okay, let me write down what you said. Spirit of love, joy, and hope.”

I say, “Why write it down? You afraid you’ll forget the answer when the test comes?”

Emily says, “Listen. Just being with Jennie is a test these days.”

And oh, it’s true. We’re talking a girl who no sooner finishes three performances of her own original musical than she gets A plus in all exams and demonstrates an original laser project in physics.

Emily says, “Stay calm, Hillary, two more days ’til Christmas break.”

“Let’s call it a Jennie break,” I tell her.

We laugh: and The Awesome Twosome links arms and walks down the hall.
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Every time a teacher announces that she is truly impressed with me, I lose a friend.

In physics we had to turn in our projects. I’ve been doing that experiment with the laser, and the teacher had me demonstrate it to the class. And Emily said, “A laser? You can’t be a normal person and look up something boring in a library book? You have to come up with some dynamite experiment involving a laser?”

But the teacher says, “Emily, Jennie always reaches for the stars. It’s a joy for a teacher to have a student like Jennie. Nobody else would have come up with this experiment.” Emily’s mouth forms a little o of rage and the teacher, who clearly thinks she has made us all feel better, turns to me, smiles gladly, and says, “Jennie, I’m truly impressed.”

Emily rolled her eyes, yawned, looked out the window, and never glanced my way again.

I remember once when The Awesome Threesome all took clarinet lessons. I don’t know why we picked the clarinet. Anyway, I was good, and Em and Hill were crummy. Hillary quit early on but Em played for years. She was never good, and she never much cared. “I like band,” she would say, shrugging when she sat in the back with the beginners year after year.

“How can you stand it?” I said once. “Being ordinary at it?”

Emily was amazed. “Who cares?” she said.

Oh, why can’t I feel that way? Why can’t I just do something because I like it? Why do I have to be a winner at everything? How I envy the kids who don’t even remember to study! What would it be like to live inside a body that’s careless about things?

So after school today I went home alone because Em and Hill wouldn’t wait for me.

I don’t have much experience at being alone: not after a lifetime of The Awesome Threesome.

Piano practice, horseback riding, copying over my English paper—okay, you can do those alone. But Christmas shopping, alone? And try a phone call alone. There’s another fun activity.

In the evening I had my harmony lesson. Music is like math, but it has more shape on the page. I love harmony. Tomorrow another test, an interview with the paper about being a young composer, jazz dancing class, and an evening rehearsal for The Messiah production.

We’re going to visit Aunt Catherine on Saturday and on Sunday we’re having a party for another set of people. Mother’s theme isn’t even Christmas: she’s using pink. Pink? In December? I can’t stand it when Mother gets trendy. I like tradition, nothing but tradition.

Mrs. Lang came over to lend Mother her large coffeepot. I don’t think she knows that Hillary doesn’t speak to me anymore. I miss Hill so much I was all but clinging to Mrs. Lang.

My mother began to get nervous about all the things I still had to get done that day. “You mustn’t hang about, Dunstan!” she cried. “Here’s your list! Let’s get cracking.”

Mrs. Lang laughed. “There is only one thing you have to do,” she told me, tossing my full-page list aside. “You have to take the garbage out.”

It was my turn to laugh. Only one thing I had to do? There were four hundred things I had to do. And I had to do them all well, too.

“Darling,” said Mrs. Lang. “Spare time is the best time of all.”

I’ve never even seen spare time. There is nothing my mother and father despise more. Starting with nursery school, they packed my life full, and since junior high, I’ve done my own packing.
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In gym we had athletic event tests: 400-yard dash, long jump, that kind of thing. Coach asked me again to go out for sports. God, how I’d like to! I feel so much better when I’m racing, or pulling, or even doing push-ups, or something. I’m all muscle, no thought: I don’t worry, I don’t remember, I don’t even care: I just exist.

I didn’t even answer him.

Someday it’s going to start spilling out of me. I have this terrible fear it’s going to be someplace public, with dozens of kids listening, and I’ll be partly insane, and it’ll pour out of me, every sordid detail, and I’ll be this piece of public property, they’ll all know every ounce of me.

I used to just stay quiet.

Now I try not to look at anybody, either. Meet their eyes and I feel myself starting to go.
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Rumors spread so fast in this school. And somehow in the cafeteria Paul Classified got cornered. Really, it reminded me of animals: it was so primitive! It was exciting, like a hunt—and horrid, horrid. We should all have been shot ourselves.

Jared’s been gossiping with some boys in gym (although Jared claims only girls “gossip”—boys “talk”) and these guys have decided that Paul’s family are spies: CIA, or something, and they cornered Paul and demanded to know what his parents do for a living. I mean, here’s Paul having cream of tomato and a toasted cheese sandwich with four chocolate milks (all the boys drink these unbelievable amounts of milk) and there are six guys hunkering down around him, saying, “So, Paul R. Smith. So what exactly are all these secrets, anyway?”

And everybody is fascinated, and they start to get closer, so they can hear, and the cafeteria turns into a mob, half chanting, “So, Paul R. Smith. So who are you, Paul R. Smith?”

Paul stands up.

There isn’t room for him to stand, so he shoves the whole table forward, catching three of the boys below the belt with the table rim. They yell, and Paul shoves the table harder, turning it over and spilling a bunch of lunches. Instantly we’re all taking sides, shrieking for the side we like to fight, to win.

Even me.

Today I was part of a mob. I loved the wildness of it: the push and shove of it.

This is why the ancient Romans liked gladiators.

Fighting.

Animals. The animals you watch … and the animals you become.

When it was all over, and both the principals were in there, dragging Paul off his attackers, the people who were hardest to control were us—the ones staring and gaping and pushing up closer.

My skin was crawling.

Me. Ansley Augusta. Paul was attacked and I was a cheerleader to keep the violence going. I’m no different from any other creep.

Perhaps it’s worth keeping a diary just to find that out.

Now I have to find Paul R.

And apologize.
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Home: Dad is finally back from L.A. and the addition is started. They’ve decided to go to Colorado for a week over Christmas, but we’ll be home in time for the New Year’s party Ansley and I want to give. Mother isn’t too thrilled about forty guests, but Ansley’s parents agreed to help chaperone. Now I’m the one who isn’t too thrilled. Oh, well.

Car: Got a speeding ticket. Makes it very hard to argue about chaperones at parties. I couldn’t help driving fast. That Porsche engine roars under my foot and I go all crazy. Dad said maybe an old rusted four-cylinder beat-up olive green Plymouth is what I should be driving. Great, I said, I can trade cars with Paul Classified.

Weather: Winter. First snow didn’t last. Second snow turned to rain.

School: Emily got a haircut. Very short. I like it. You see more of her face. Paul Classified got a three-day suspension for fighting. I swear to God Paul jerked up the table at exactly the angle to spill everybody’s soup on my shirt. The whole thing was my fault, and I knew it and Ansley knew it and Paul Classified knew it. Ansley made me telephone him to apologize but thank God the guy has an unlisted phone number and I was saved from that little duty. The things a girl asks of you. Now she wants to celebrate a “Janiversary.”

Paul Classified: Who would believe that some guy I don’t even like would rate an entire diary category? But then who would believe that I am still trying to follow him? Billy Torello found out two facts. One, he has a little sister named Candy. Two, the little sister used to go to Talcott Hill Elementary School but she stopped going. Torello made this sound like a state secret.

“She probably just transferred to Country Day School,” I said. Ansley would kill me if even more gossip got going and the guys had another fight with Paul.

“Party pooper,” Hillary accused me. “I bet his sister Candy was kidnapped. Paul’s parents are CIA agents, and they’re being blackmailed by the KGB, who are holding Candy hostage until Mr. and Mrs. Smith obey their orders.”

Great. That’s the kind of rumor that started the cafeteria fight.

“Taken by the other parent in some vicious custody fight,” guessed Keith, who has been there.

“Eaten by alligators,” I said wearily. Anything to change the subject.

Misc.: Saw Jennie’s pageant closing night. Her parents threw a magnificent party afterward. Everybody was there. Everybody except Paul. Of course Paul never goes anywhere except into hiding. I didn’t see much of Hillary and Emily—they checked in and left. They must have a term paper due or something. But Mrs. Weinstein made the punch, and Hill’s parents were there, and all seven kings and their families, and Miss Clinton, etc., etc., etc. Em’s little brother Trip got a Polaroid camera for his birthday last week—he specialized in catching people chewing. Got a great shot of me choking on a celery stick—cream cheese all over my cheek. Ansley’s going to frame it. I love you, too, I said to her.
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I had my hair cut. It’s very short, and where it used to be limp now it’s soft and wispy. I like it. It made me feel all excited to look in the mirror and see it: fluff instead of draperies. People are saying nice things. Maybe they’re just being polite. But even Paul Classified commented on it, and I know Paul C. well enough by now to know he wouldn’t rouse himself from silence just to lie about somebody’s hair. So it must look good.

Hillary and I went to Jennie’s gala event because it would have been very hard to explain to our parents why we weren’t there. A hundred people all hugging and congratulating Jennie. I took it for about ten minutes and left. It’s a rerun: Jennie’s a hit, Hill and I get jealous, Jennie goes on being a hit, so Hill and I walk out on her.

My little brother Trip’s birthday party was the other day. He had his four best friends over and Mom took them skating and then they came home for cake. This four-layer cake she made herself, which she hasn’t done in years, not since she went back to work, and immediately there is the problem of how do you cut a cake for five kids?

I think that’s what Jennie is.

A birthday cake cut by an unfair mother.

I, Emily, got a sliver of cake and none of the really good icing. Hillary got a reasonable-sized piece, but nothing to write home about. Jennie got all the rest of the cake: the good flowers on top, the icing ribbons on the sides, and the thickest filling.

Oh, it’s so unfair!

And the worst of it is, I’m a worse person. I’m not as nice as I was last year!
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Closing night.

Awesome.

Applause.

Flowers from the cast.

A huge party at our house afterward: cast, orchestra, stagehands, teachers, and all their families and dates. Food, rock music, dancing, Christmas carols, and more food.

Mother bought me a splendid skirt: slippery shiny Christmas plaid to the floor, with a sexy, clingy black top and a wild crazy necklace, like a tree of silver and gold, and my earrings falling down to meet it—stars for me and my tree.

But what good is a perfect dress if Paul Classified doesn’t see me in it?

What good is the best pageant and the greatest party if Emily and Hillary don’t come?

You would think that joy could be shared more easily than anything else. After all, joy is the loveliest emotion. But joy is very difficult to hand around. You can’t fling joy into the air like confetti and expect your friends to toss it with you when they don’t have any of their own.

How did Mary the Mother of Jesus manage not to cry?

Or maybe she did cry. The Bible leaves out all the interesting parts. Did Mary cry forever? Did all the brothers and sisters and nieces and nephews of Jesus cry forever? Or did they bury him and get on with it, making supper and being carpenters?

I’m not even religious. I think the whole thing is a bunch of hooey. I have Christmas pageants on the brain.
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I need more money! I’m going to work a few evenings a week at McDonald’s again.

An article about Jennie was in the paper Sunday. A full page of photographs of the pageant. Jennie taking a bow. Quotes from Miss Clinton saying Jennie is the most exciting student to go through Westerly High. The reporter obviously felt Jennie was the most wonderful possible example of young people today. A girl of absolute perfection, he wrote, what we all want our children to strive to be like.

Ugh.

Paul Classified won’t have anything to do with her.

Everybody is getting sort of a kick out of it.

Here’s Jennie, absolutely in love with him, her eyes all wide and starry whenever she sees him—and Paul Classified just stands there looking the other way and looking bored. Paul Classified is thinner. He used to have the perfect body. He doesn’t now.

Catching Paul alone is impossible, he doesn’t do alone.

But there are only a few days of school left before vacation and I’m really worried about him.

So I passed him a note in English class. Dear Paul, I heard about the fight and I’m terribly sorry it happened. Listen, I’m not interfering or anything, but do you have anywhere to go on Christmas? I don’t celebrate Christmas myself, but my mother and my little brother and I always go out for Christmas dinner anyhow, to keep from getting lonely on everybody else’s holiday, and we would be happy to have you come with us. Love, Emily.

He picked up his pen to write an answer but he didn’t.

All through English class he stared down at my note. Jennie was very aware of the note and who it was from. Paul’s face was different from usual: not closed off (Hillary says he has military security measures for his own face) but sad and open.

When class ended he drifted in the halls and let me drift up to him. I said, “We’d love to have you, Paul.”

He said, “Thanks, Emily. It was nice of you to think about me. But my family needs me at home.” He touched me—my cheek—and I looked up at him, but he was already going down the hall full speed. I never really thought about it until now, but I don’t think Paul ever touched anybody before.

Just now, writing my diary, I realized something about that sentence. He didn’t say his family would celebrate Christmas. Just that they needed him.
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I can’t believe that of all the people in the world, I talked to Ansley Morgan. I don’t even like Ansley. I don’t like her world or her attitudes or her figure. But she apologized to me. She walked right up and said she was sorry about the fight, and that it was her fault and Jared’s, and she would go with me to the principal if I wanted and get it straightened out. She said they had been playing games with my secrets and it was wrong.

“Yes,” I said, “it was wrong.”

“My journal for English has turned into a confessional,” said Ansley. “You know what I mostly write down? The things I shouldn’t have done.” She slid her yellow hair out of her eyes and gave me a funny look. “I’ve got a really fat entry for you, Paul.”

I shrugged. But I didn’t walk away from her. It’s funny. Ansley is honest. What you see is what you get. There aren’t that many people in the world you can say that about. All of a sudden I envied Jared.

Ansley changed the subject to school sports, and then to weather, and I said suddenly, “You’re the only one who has never quizzed me, Ansley.”

“Because I will never let anybody quiz me, either,” she said, her eyes sparkling so that for one moment she looked like Jennie. “I’m going to keep my smile and my preppy clothes and my money between me and curiosity. You’ve got a right to your privacy, Paul.”

I almost fell off my chair at that one. Maybe she didn’t know Jared was following me.

Then she leaned way forward, really sparkling now, and said in a very teasing voice, “Although there is one thing I’m truly dying to know, Paul.”

“What’s that?”

“What does the ‘R.’ stand for?”
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He actually told me. But it was sweet, not horrid. “Revere.” He was named by his real mother—that’s the phrase he used—his “real” mother—for Paul Revere. For the midnight ride of Paul Revere. “She was a real mother,” he said. “She wanted her son to have a midnight ride of his own. Cure cancer or bring peace in the Middle East or discover a nuclear deterrent.”

His mother is dead, I thought, absolutely shaken. It’s grief and despair keeping him so solitary and so hidden. And to think we’ve teased him about all this when he just buried his own mother! I said quickly, “I’m sure you’ll do one of those things, Paul.”

He laughed, choking on his own laugh, and looked away from me, and then I realized it’s not his mother who’s the problem—it’s him! He’s got leukemia or something and he won’t do something immortal because he won’t have time! I grabbed his arm and I said, “Paul, you’re not sick, are you? You aren’t dying or something, are you? You’re all right, aren’t you?”

He gave me a sweet smile, and said, “No, thanks, Ansley. I’m fine.”

Of course now I really do want Jared to follow him everywhere and find out what’s going on. Has somebody died? Is somebody dying? What is the midnight ride of this particular Paul Revere supposed to be, anyhow?

O, Ansley Augusta Morgan.

You are bad, bad, bad.

And curious, curious, curious.

And determined, determined, determined.
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All day I have thought about stars: real stars—sky stars.

I am so lonely I am the reverse of a star: I am a black hole in space.

In English today I leaned over to Hillary and Emily and whispered, “I just can’t wait for vacation, can you? I can’t wait to go skiing. I heard on the radio they just got seven more inches of snow at Killington.”

Hill was wearing a new sweatshirt with weird little reindeer running after a disappearing Santa Claus. It was not in Christmas colors, but in yellow and lime green and turquoise. You kept staring at it, wondering whether you loved it or hated it. I remember when the Awesome Threesome did all their shopping together: we were never the same sizes, but we could always exchange tops. Last year I would have said, “Hill! It’s crazy! When do I get to wear it?” This year I didn’t even know what stores she liked. I certainly hadn’t gone with her. Killington, I thought, somehow, some way, we’ll put it back together on the ski slopes.

Hillary examined her fingernails. Mine are bitten to the quick—hers are lovely, long, and polished. Hillary looked at Emily and Emily looked at her desk, and Hillary said, “I think our vacation plans are somewhat different this year, Jennie. Just Emily and I are going.”

She said it out loud.

The whole room heard.

And all the people who usually watch Paul Classified, picking up clues, watched me. I don’t know what they saw. I wasn’t even inside my body again for hours: I was just this thing sitting upright, hanging onto the sobs, waiting for the day to end.

But my days never end.

And I even had to ride home with them. I thought I would crumble, like a stale cookie. We didn’t exchange a single sentence.

I got out, they drove on, Emily got out, and from the doorway Em’s mother said, “Darling. Come give me a hug.”

I went inside and my mother met me at the door, crying, “Dunstan! Dunstan! Tell me what you did today, dear!”

What if I didn’t do anything today?

What if I just existed, like Hillary and Emily?

What would my mother do?

Would she still love me?

I hid my tears. “You can yell Dunstan until your throat is raw, Mother, and I’m going to wait until you say Jennie.”

“But Jennie is so common,” she said fretfully. “How was I to know every third girl in the school system would be named Jennie?”

“Mother, Dunstan sounds like a dead king in Shakespeare.”

“It’s your middle name. It has character.”

“It’ll have to have character without me,” I said. I pushed past her into the house, almost flinging my books at the wall. I could just see myself telling Hillary and Emily they have to call me Dunstan.

“But Dunstan Quint sounds so exciting!” cried my mother. “It’ll look so successful when the pageant is published.” She dragged me into the dining room. The entire room is me: from my kindergarten crayon pictures framed in red to my junior-high piano recital programs framed in a tailored black. She and Daddy had framed the first page of my pageant manuscript. The frame was so massive, so ornate, so gold—you’d think it was Beethoven up there over the fireplace, not my little Christmas piece.

“It’s nice,” I managed.

She told me I was tired and I would feel better after dinner.

I doubted that a hot meal would bring back a friendship.

The dining-room table is always beautifully set. Mother likes a formal meal. Our house was photographed once in House Beautiful. I was ten, and Mother dressed me in a long colonial gown with a starched white apron and a tiny white cap and perched me in the antique chairs like a prop that breathed.

I gave Daddy a kiss, and sat down. We said grace together, as we always do, and as she always does, Mother smiled and said proudly, “Such a nice family.”

As if we were a trophy.

A display case of nice family.

“Jennie, darling, are you upset about something?” My mother was mystified. What on earth would her Jennie have to be upset about?

I took the plunge. “My friendship with Hillary and Emily is sort of petering out,” I said, which was the understatement of the year.

“We all saw it coming, Jennie,” my father said. He took some chicken and passed the gravy. “Hillary and Emily are fine girls, but average. You’re just not going to be associating with that kind of girl as you grow up. I know you feel sad about The Awesome Threesome, but the truth is, Hill and Em would just hold you back.”

Life is good.

No friends to hold me back.

What a treat.

“Emily must be such a disappointment to Margaret,” said my mother. “I mean, Em is a happy child, and of course that’s greatly to be admired, but one always hopes one’s child will be an achiever. Em simply exists.”

“Mrs. Weinstein is very proud of Emily,” I said stiffly.

“I don’t know why. Name one thing Em has accomplished since she started high school.”

Accomplished, I thought.

“See? You can’t think of a thing.” Mother smiled into her crystal goblet as if it foretold our lives. “Emily probably will end up going to the University of Connecticut. Hillary may not even get in there.”

“Mother, UConn is a perfectly good school.”

“Certainly. For ordinary people.”

I pictured Paul Classified throwing the table at those boys. I had a terrible fierce desire to throw the table at my mother. In my lap I clung to my napkin. I forced myself to finish chewing and swallow and have a sip of water. “I was talking to Miss Clinton today about my next musical,” I said. I didn’t want to talk music. I wanted to talk Hillary and Emily, friends and losses. But my parents were glad that I’m losing Hill and Em. They didn’t care if I didn’t have a single friend!

Daddy is lean and gray and tired from the commute to New York. The family rule is to talk about pleasant things. What I do every day is always a pleasant thing to Daddy. I don’t know much about what he does. He dislikes talking about his own work. “Have you written much of the dialogue yet?” he asked.

“I have the title in mind. But I don’t have much experience with dialogue, Daddy.”

“Not a whole lot of dialogue you can throw into a Christmas pageant,” agreed Daddy. “After you’ve said ‘no room at the inn’ you’ve about finished up the speeches.”

I had Thanksgiving in mind.

I’d been reading diaries of Puritans and Pilgrims. The sentence that stuck in my head was, “Ye season, it was winter.”

How cold it felt. How on the edge of that terrible wilderness! How hungry and bleak and dark. Ye Season It Was Winter. I could feel them all, in their shabby wraps, huddled around inadequate fires in drafty huts, trying to believe they would survive. Ye Season It Was Winter.

Over the summer, writing the pageant, I was full of enthusiasm. While Hillary was in Switzerland and Emily was making Happy Meals, I was filled with excitement, as if I were a thermos, and all the cups were music.

Now the thermos is empty. Emily and Hillary are just mad at me for not telling them what I was doing on the pageant. But if I had told them, they would have been even madder! Hill would have said, “You can’t sew seven kings’ costumes!” and Emily would have said, “A whole musical? Get out of town. You can’t do all that.”

But I can do it!

And if I can do it once, I can do it twice!

But I can’t get excited over anything without friends.

I guess that’s why I’m clinging to my crush on Paul Classified. I can pretend to this diary that at least he’s my friend.

“Not my favorite meal, dear,” Daddy said to Mother. “I know Jennie likes chicken and biscuits, but why don’t you make that wonderful shrimp-stuffed eggplant you served the Farrells last month?”

“Oh, yes! The New York Times Cookbook. Yes, and perhaps we’ll ask the Benjamins to dinner. I think they could be of considerable assistance in Jennie’s career.”

I hate eggplant. I hate shrimp. I don’t much like the Benjamins, either. And I don’t want a career. I want friends.

Daddy was beaming. “While girls like Hillary and Emily are busy trying on clothes at Bloomingdale’s, you, my dear, are becoming a serious composer.”

Serious composer. It sounds so sober. Full of frowns and silence.

“I can hardly believe your junior year is half over, Jennie,” said my father. “Time to start thinking of colleges. With your record you can go anywhere. Harvard if you want academics. Juilliard if you want music only.”

We sat at the table—another trio—as if they thought the trio of Quints could replace the trio of Emily, Hill, and Jennie. Above us, framed in gold, hung the first page of my pageant orchestration: black notes rushing across the staff, a row of treble clefs where I practiced the shape of them, and margin notes where Miss Clinton helped me.

Neither my mother nor my father looked at me.

Their eyes were glued to the manuscript.

“I feel as if we’ve gone on safari,” my father said, laughing, turning at last to smile at me.

“Safari?” I repeated. My father is the least likely person in Connecticut to go on a safari. He is strictly New York City.

“As if we went to Africa and bagged a great specimen,” he said, beaming. “We bagged a daughter who comes in first.”
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I dedicate myself to having no profile at all and I end up with a profile so high that people follow me when I drive off!

—— —— —— —— Jared followed me again.

I’ll draw lines instead of writing the four-letter words. Saying those words is like any other kind of talking: I’m afraid once I begin, I’ll never stop. How would it be to swear for all eternity?

We got to a red light, and I leaped out of my car and ran back past three other cars and ripped open the driver’s door of his shiny red Porsche. I hung onto the handle so I wouldn’t rip open the shiny blue ski jacket he was wearing. “Where do you get off?” I screamed at him. “I do not exist in order to put excitement into your little yuppie life!” But I didn’t stay for an answer. The light turned green, I raced back to my car, drove off about a hundred miles an hour, and never saw the Porsche again.

I had to quit the factory job. Mom can’t make it without me home after school. I’d like to know how we’re both going to make it unless one of us is earning money.
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Jealousy hurts me, because I’m the one who is bad enough to feel it, but today I saw my own jealousy cutting Jennie.

She actually begged us to be her friends.

We had reached Hillary’s car and were on the way home via Bloomingdale’s, because Hill had some last-minute shopping. She forgot her cousins. We were thinking about scarves, because you can always use a scarf, but scarves are boring—who wants to open a package and find yet another scarf?

And Jennie came running across the parking lot and jumped into the back seat.

We just sat in the front without talking to her.

“May I have a ride home?” she asked.

Hill looked at her in the rearview mirror. “We aren’t going straight home, Jennie.”

Jennie was nervous. She could compose a whole musical, but she couldn’t be our friend, and she knew it. “Oh. Where are you going?”

I knew we were going to be mean. I could feel it, and I didn’t even stop. I wanted to be mean, just the way she wants to show off and be better than anybody else. Hillary said, “What business is it of yours, Jennie? The Awesome Threesome doesn’t exist anymore, you know, and you can’t just go jumping into other people’s cars as if you owned them.”

Even I gasped at that. But I didn’t say anything nice, either.

Jennie screamed, “What do you want of me? Do you want me to be stupid? Okay, I’ll fail a class. Do you want me to be ugly? Okay, I’ll stop washing my hair. Do you want me to be boring? Okay, I’ll never say an interesting sentence again! Will you like me then?”

I was stone.

Hill was ice.

Jennie was raw, bleeding flesh.

But stone and ice don’t respond, and Hill and I didn’t respond to Jennie, and Jennie, sobbing, leaped out of the car and slammed the door and ran back to the high school.

Half of me thought, Good, we hurt her.

And the other half of me thought, Oh my God, we hurt her!
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Now the guys are really fascinated. Anybody who’ll fight back a half dozen of them, and then win a round with Dr. Sykes—it must be some secret he’s protecting.

I want to pound their faces in.

The CIA. Spies.

Give me a break. Do they think I like living like this? Do they think I want secrets in my life? I hate this! I want my life normal and boring and routine like other people’s.

And if I tell them the “secret” (secret? It’s my life, not a secret!) they’d be disappointed. They want it to be romantic.

Romantic’s a funny word. It means adventure, and thrills, and heart-stopping journeys: fast cars and small planes and wild beasts: spies and cold wars, dead bodies and codes.

My life?

Hah.

My life is a sister I could kill.

My life is a mother who has collapsed. I get to be the one who will put her in an institution. That should be romantic, huh?

Okay, okay. Take a deep breath. One more day until vacation.

It won’t be a vacation for me. Just no school. Home all day long? How am I going to make it?
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Lonely has a temperature.

Cold.

Paul Classified doesn’t even look at me now.

It hurts so much!

I feel as if it’s a lesson from God. I thought I could have everything, so God picked out something I can’t have, and every minute of every day, He puts Paul in front of me so I have to gaze at what I can’t have.

The Awesome Threesome is gone. Now there is a twosome. Emily and Hillary. I think it’s still awesome. Friendship itself is awesome. Wonderful—miraculous—to be wanted for your company.

Nobody wants mine, and I’m shedding some pretty awesome tears about it, too. But I have no awesome solutions. I have no solutions at all.
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Don’t tell, Paul begged me.

We’re standing there at the emergency room door and he takes my hand—like he’s my subject, I’m his lord—and pleads with me. “Don’t tell, Emily.” I try to reason with him. I try to explain that people can help, that he’ll do better, feel better, end up better, if people know.

But he’s standing there: his 170 pounds, his six feet, his broad shoulders, his thick dark hair, his fingers twice as wide as mine—and he’s fragile. He could break.

So I promise.

“I won’t tell,” I whisper back.

He leans against the wall, kind of puffing out his breath in little gasps, as if he’d just run a great distance.

I said, “But what will you do? You can’t live alone.”

“Easier than living together,” said Paul shortly.

He looked at me with terrible tension—all the wires in him stretched taut—and I promised again not to tell.

I’m not even writing it down. I just realized that a diary is very exposed. You may think there is privacy in one, but there isn’t, and now it’s not my life I’m talking about—it’s Paul’s.
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If I am admired as one who achieves, Ansley and Jared are admired simply because they exist. To go to their parties is to have a front-row seat in the auditorium of life.

“You’re coming to my New Year’s party, of course,” said Jared. He put his arm around me. I like affection as much as the next girl, but Jared’s embrace never means affection; it’s just part of his stance, as if we’re about to be photographed.

But oh, how glad I was to be invited. I, Jennie Quint, top of the mountain, top of the pile, cream of the crop—I almost wept because someone wanted my company.

“Bring a date,” said Jared. “Who are you going out with right now, Jennie?”

Nobody. But I want to be with Paul Classified. Paul’s arms around me, Paul’s kiss on my lips. I would have to catch him in class. If only there were a time and a place when I could talk privately to Paul. But P.C. is crafty: he can protect his secrets best in a crowd.

Ansley sauntered down the hall toward us. Ansley has a wonderful walk: she never hurries and yet she always gets places faster than anybody else. I’ve tried a hundred times to imitate that walk and can’t. Ansley tossed her hair: thick pale yellow hair. Ansley had it cut so that it would fall over her left eye, and Ansley could fling it back. Slowly, it would slither down over the eye again. Very effective. Sexy.

“Coming to our party, darling?” said Ansley.

You have to live in a certain place and your parents have to have a certain income to be Ansley’s darling. Jared never calls anybody “darling.” Except maybe himself. “You inviting Hill and Emily?” I asked.

“No, I don’t think so. Hill and Em just aren’t very exciting, you know what I mean?”

I came to their defense as if there were still an Awesome Threesome. “So what’s your idea of excitement? All you ever do is buy clothes, Ansley. Is excitement the January sales?”

But Ansley just laughed.

Fifth period, incredibly, I managed to be alone with Paul Classified. He actually agreed to abandon language lab for the library. Sitting in one of the carrels, we were supposedly working on German together. German poets of the nineteenth century. In German. I can only assume I signed up for this course when I was insane. Paul, in fact, was working on his German. I was working on Paul. “Ansley and Jared are giving a party,” I said casually.

Paul Classified’s face moved slightly: not really a smile, but maybe it was meant to be. “I forget sometimes you live in the Yuppie Yard with all that crowd. You’re so different from them, Jennie.” He shook his head, as though the difference were so vast you would have to shade your eyes in the sun to see across the gap.

“I never heard anybody call it the Yuppie Yard before.”

Paul was amazed. “That’s the nickname for all those ritzy little lanes off Talcott Hill,” he said.

“Where do you live, anyhow?”

“Downtown.” He flipped through the index in the German book without looking anything up. “The pageant went well, Jennie. I was impressed.”

I forgave him for not telling where he lived. “What night did you come?”

The pageant ran three nights. Standing ovations all three nights. Talk of Young Composer of the Year Award. Talk of scholarships to a conservatory like Juilliard, or having the music published.

But no talk with Emily or Hillary.

There was a momentary pause. Hardly unusual for Paul. But the answer—oh, the answer! That was unusual. “All three nights,” he said. He was not looking at me. He was staring into the German book index. Paul drew in a deep breath, and his fingers tightened on his pencil. Paul who never fidgeted bit his lips and wet them with his tongue and did not look my way.

All three nights? Paul Classified, who did not play sports, did not go to assemblies, did not attend concerts, did not go to parties—Paul went all three nights to my Christmas pageant? Plus the dress rehearsal?

My heart was pounding harder than language lab could ever make it do. I wanted to take a break from flirting with him and race through the halls and find Emily and Hill and tell them all the details.

And then I remembered. The last thing Emily and Hillary wanted to know was that I had triumphed yet again.

Paul and I went back to the German. We translated another paragraph. When we flipped to the back of the book to check an unknown word, my hand brushed against Paul Classified’s.

I took a deep breath. I had not known how scary it would be actually to ask the question. “Would you like to go with me to Jared and Ansley’s party, Paul?”

His eyes stayed on the index. His hand lay flat on the pages. His face went back to its shuttered look: the one where I no longer know if he’s handsome or plain, interesting or dull. “I’m sorry, Jennie,” he said. “My family has plans. I can’t make it. But thank you for asking me.”

How do you know they have plans? I didn’t tell you what day the party is.

Paul Classified went on translating, as if it mattered.

How could he have turned me down?

How could he have wanted to hear my pageant three times but not want to go out with me?

The pounding in my heart got worse because I wanted to run away. But I had to sit there, being exactly like Paul R. Smith. Being nothing important to anyone.

I can’t tell Em and Hill about the good things in my life. I have too many. They’re jealous. But I can share the bad things. They’d like that. I can tell them Paul Classified turned me down, and that will make them happy.

But what a price to pay!

Is that what life requires?

You can have two friends again, kid, as long as you agree not to get Paul.
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McDonald’s.

Now if that isn’t a normal everyday unthreatening place, what is? You wouldn’t think your life could collapse at a McDonald’s. I even chose the one in Stamford so we wouldn’t run into anyone we knew.

Wrong. Emily has a job there. Emily got our order.

Of course Mom could not have looked worse. She went to her new job today, but she didn’t dress right, and there are terrible circles under her eyes, and I couldn’t talk her into putting on makeup or brushing her hair. I wanted to tell Emily—Mom didn’t used to look like this! She used to be pretty and she used to laugh.

Emily was all bright and cheerful, of course: partly McDonald’s behavior to customers, and partly Emily. She beamed at us. Her hair was pretty: soft, cloudy. I thought that after I paid for the hamburgers I would tell her that. Emily said, “Hi, Paul. Is this your Mom? Hi, Mrs. Smith.”

My mother started crying.

Right there at the McDonald’s.

Patrons six deep at five lines, and my mother is sobbing on the counter.

Emily looked at my mother in horror, and then at me.

I closed my eyes for a minute to get strength. I didn’t get any. “Mom, pull yourself together,” I whispered. Please God, please let her stop crying. I can’t even take this at home, how can I take it in front of fifty people at McDonald’s?

My mother just shook her head and kept on sobbing. She didn’t make a whole lot of noise, but she went limp, as if she planned to take a nap on top of the brown tray where Emily had put a Christmas placemat.

We had to get out of there. “Mom, let’s go back to the car,” I said, trying not to scream, because if Mom panicked it would just get worse.

People were staring at us. “Is she having a fit or something?” demanded a fat woman next to us, pulling away in case it was catching. The line we were in dissolved. Customers moved to other registers. People who were afraid of fits looked away, and people who weren’t stared as hard as they could.

The manager came scurrying out. “Can I help you, ma’am?” My mother just lay there. By now nobody was talking, not the customers, not the McDonald’s crew, and most of all not me. The manager was about eighteen years old and terrified of women collapsing on his counters.

By now I knew that if I was going to move my mother, I’d have to pick her up. I’m trying to stay in control, right? I’m trying not to yell at her or at the strangers around us, I’m trying to get her out of there. She’s not doing anything but sobbing. All of a sudden I know I’m going to fall apart, too. I can’t think or move.

Emily said to the manager, “Steve, take my register.” She came around, put an arm under my mother, and said to me, “Let’s get her into the ladies’ room, Paul.” All I could think of was that Emily would have to go into the ladies’ room with her—for a whole minute, maybe two, I would not have to be responsible. We got out of line and staggered to a table back by the restrooms, folding my mother into one of those plastic chairs. I held Mom up by the shoulders while Emily knelt on the other side and rubbed Mom’s hands. All I wanted to do was go home forever.

“Do you want me to call an ambulance?” asked Emily quietly.

An ambulance? It wasn’t like Mom was bleeding or anything.

Emily kept supporting my mother, but she put her hand on mine. It was warm, and large, and her fingers were fingers that work hard: not elegant, not pretty, but strong. “My father used to be drunk all the time,” she said. Her voice was very calm, as if she had done this for years. After her next sentence I knew she had. “We used to have to go to the railroad station and scrape him up off the parking lot into the back seat.”

“She’s not drunk,” I managed to say. “She’s having a nervous breakdown.”

“Oh, Paul,” said Emily, and her eyes filled with tears. Tears for me. I picked up the saltshaker with my free hand and felt the hard edges of it. “Listen, Paul, with my father the only thing that worked was to get him into an institution. You can’t be responsible. It’ll kill you.”

“I have to be responsible,” I said. “There isn’t anyone else.” I tried to crush the saltshaker in my hand but I couldn’t quite do it. If my father had been around I would have crushed him, but I couldn’t do that, either.

Emily blew out her breath hard. “Well, I guess I have some of the answers, Paul Classified. I know why you’re thinner. I know why you’re always clamming up. But what they taught us in Al-Anon is, the first step is talking about it.”

“I told you, she isn’t drunk.”

“Paul, I believe you. Anyway, I remember the smell too well. But she looks half dead. You do, too. And I’m serious about the ambulance. Maybe she needs to be in the psychiatric ward at the hospital.”

My mother wasn’t even listening. She could have been a very large rag doll.

“If you get her home like this, then what’ll you do?” said Emily practically.

Her hand was still on mine. It was comforting. But I changed the subject. “What happened to your father, Emily?”

She shrugged. “Mom divorced him, he’s remarried twice, he’s very handsome, you know, very dashing when he’s not on a binge. He really isn’t part of our lives any more. It’s terrible, it still hurts us all. But there you are, these things happen and you have to get past them.”

I couldn’t believe she talked about it. I can’t stand talking about it.

“Is that all?” Emily said then. “Is that the secret, Paul? Your mother fell apart?”

I ended up telling her the whole thing. My real mother, my real sister, my real father. Three people abandoning us was too much. “Mom couldn’t take it,” I finished. “Something in her snapped.”

Emily listened, keeping her hand where it was, like a lifeline. “When you say Mom, you mean your stepmother?”

I shrugged. “Only mother I had. Biological doesn’t count.”

But oh, it counted for Candy! She wrote off her whole childhood and walked out the door with a strange person who said, oh by the way, I’m your mother. And Mom, Mom died inside when Candy abandoned us.

I didn’t say that to Emily. But maybe she knew. She told the kid manager to call the ambulance. She went with me to the hospital. She gave me lots of advice I didn’t listen to. She promised not to talk, but what is a promise? Nobody I know ever kept one.

I went home to an empty house. I’d forgotten to get the hamburgers. I was starving. What a great guy you are, I thought. You just checked your mother into the psychiatric ward, and all you can think of is a Big Mac.

That was yesterday.

Today I avoided Emily like the plague.

I couldn’t stand to look at her or think about her.

So I ended up closeted with Jennie Quint.

It was so crazy. Jennie’s flirting, I’m trying to survive; Jennie’s asking me to a New Year’s party, I’m wondering if there will be a New Year.

[image: ]

I am, after all, the girl who knows Paul’s secrets.

But it’s just your typical sad sordid suburban secret, and if he’d talked about it all along, it wouldn’t hurt so much and he wouldn’t be so alone.

But what do I do now? It’s Christmas vacation, and we’re off to Killington and Paul is alone. I tried to telephone him. It’s been disconnected. I phoned the hospital to ask after Mrs. Smith, but they wouldn’t give me any information at all. I have to help Paul, and I have to help Mrs. Smith—but I promised I wouldn’t tell.

What is a promise?

How much does it count?

How bad are you if you keep the promise and how bad are you if you break it?

[image: ]

It’s noisy out. Isn’t that odd? Ice clinging to every twig has cracked, dropping through the crust of snow. Shutters tap, branches rasp together, and the wind whistles out of tune behind the shed.

Mrs. Quint was over talking to Jared’s mother. It seems that her dear brilliant special Jennie had a hard holiday. Mrs. Quint is angry at Emily and Hillary for abandoning Jennie, even though Mrs. Quint has never liked Em and Hill. Mrs. Quint feels the world should revolve around her precious Jennie and she is absolutely frosted about this mediocre Christmas.

Jared and I had a perfect holiday. Everybody should spend a winter vacation in Colorado. Got home December 30, threw our bags down and went into New York for the day. We got tickets to Amahl and the Night Visitors. It’s kind of sentimental but I like that musical: crippled boy receives miracle when he gives his only possession—his crutch—to the infant King.

I was thinking, though.

You feel sorry for Amahl because he’s pitiful.

If Amahl were perfect—like Jennie—then you wouldn’t care.

Perfect people are on their own.

[image: ]

Two weeks ago I told Dad about Ye Season, It Was Winter. Already he wants to see what I’ve gotten accomplished. Sometimes I feel as if I’m under attack.

But I keep producing, I keep working, I keep doing my best. I love doing my best. It makes me feel shiny inside, and breathless.

And I want to talk about it.

I want to call Hillary up and shriek, “Hill! I did it again! And it’s good!” I want to call Emily up and yell, “Em! Wait ’til you read this! I’m brilliant!”

Can you imagine? They’d hang up on me. Then they’d call each other up. “Do you believe that conceited arrogant blankety blank Jennie Quint?”

But it hardly matters.

They went to Killington the day after Christmas.

Jared and Ansley went to Colorado to ski.

Nobody knows what Paul Classified did. I guess he likes being alone. He certainly has the choice of friends and parties. I can’t imagine that. Why ever on earth would a person choose to be alone? I hate being alone!

Daddy and Mother got worried about me because I was depressed, so we flew out to Chicago to visit Daddy’s college friends for a weekend. Chicago was fun. It looks the way a city should look. Daddy brought tapes of the musical and his old college roommate thinks we can get it published. Mother went wild with excitement and got right to work on the leads he provided.

I would love it—and yet—how could I tell anybody?

They don’t want me to do more, they want me to do less.
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