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For my niece Madeline, whose mother always fell for the invisibility trick


AUTUMN


	“It’s fun to be almost grown up in some ways, but it’s not the kind of fun I expected, Marilla. There’s so much to learn and do and think….”


	—L. M. Montgomery, Anne of Green Gables
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“Well, this is a pretty kettle of fish.”

—Anne of Green Gables

“What are you girls up to out there?”

I swear all mothers have radar that doesn’t quit.

“Nothing, mom!” Jess calls back, motioning frantically to Emma and me.

Giggling, the two of us scoop up the evidence—garlic powder, cinnamon, peppermint extract, and blue food coloring—and hastily stuff it back into the spice cupboard.

“Doesn’t sound like nothing to me.” We hear Mrs. Delaney’s chair scrape on the dining room floor as she pushes back from the table and comes to the kitchen to investigate.

Emma and I quickly wipe the grins off our faces. Jess leans back casually against the counter, blocking our concoction from view.

“Hmmm,” says Mrs. Delaney, scanning the kitchen suspiciously. She spots the open spice cupboard and lifts an eyebrow.

“Uh, we were thinking of baking cookies,” Jess explains, which isn’t technically a lie even though we decided not to because the kitchen is sweltering.

Normally, any of our mothers would have seen through this in a flash, but Mrs. Delaney seems kind of distracted today. She shakes her head and sighs. “Please don’t bake anything, girls, it’s hot enough in here already without turning the oven on. We’ve got peppermint ice cream—you can have some of that if you want a snack.” She opens the freezer and sticks her head inside. “A day like today kind of makes you wish it was winter, doesn’t it?”

“Or that we had air conditioning,” says Jess mournfully.

Mrs. Delaney pulls her head out again and gives her a sympathetic smile. “Maybe someday, honey. Right now we have other priorities.” She looks over at Emma. The smile disappears. “Emma hawthorne, you must be roasting in that turtleneck! didn’t you offer her a T-shirt, Jess?”

Jess looks uncomfortable. “Uh—”

“I forgot to bring something to change into after school, and nothing of Jess’s fits me, Mrs. Delaney,” Emma replies matter-of-factly, patting her stomach. Emma is a little on the plump side, and Jess is really petite.

“Well for Pete’s sake, you should have said something,” Mrs. Delaney tells her. “We have plenty of things around here that will work for you. Hang on a sec.”

She trots upstairs. As soon as her mother is out of sight, Jess grabs the jar of blue liquid from the counter behind her and sticks it in her T-shirt pocket. I glance over at Emma. Emma is one of my best friends, but she’s not exactly the fashion queen of Concord, Massachusetts. I mean, I like to dress up for the first day of school too, but a turtleneck on a day like this? You’d think she’d know by now that the beginning of September is pretty much still summer everywhere, except maybe Alaska. At least she picked a good color. Purple goes well with her brown eyes and curly brown hair. And it matches her new lavender glasses, too.

Mrs. Delaney reappears and tosses Emma a white T-shirt with a HeartBeats logo on it. “Try this,” she says.

HeartBeats is the soap opera that Mrs. Delaney was on last year. You’d never guess by looking at her now that she’s an actress. When we visited her in New York this past summer, she was all glamorous. Now—well, now she looks the way she always did. Today, for instance, she’s wearing jeans and a faded Red Sox T-shirt. She’s still pretty and everything—really pretty, just like Jess, with the same sparkly blue eyes, though Mrs. Delaney’s hair is dark, not blond like Jess’s—but she looks ordinary, too. Like a mom. I wonder if she misses all the makeup and clothes and stuff from her acting job. I sure would. But Mrs. Delaney seems really happy to be back home at Half Moon Farm.

“How’s your mom doing, Megan?” she asks me. “We missed her yesterday at yoga class.”

“She just got elected to the board of the Concord Riverkeepers,” I tell her. “Yesterday was their first meeting.” my mother’s kind of a nature freak. If something on the planet needs saving or protecting, you can bet Lily Wong is there on the front lines to make sure it gets done.

“Oh, that’s right, she told us about that,” Mrs. Delaney replies. “I guess I forgot.” She spots the pile of mail on the counter where Jess left it. “Bills, bills, nothing but bills,” she grumbles, flipping through the envelopes. Shaking her head, she disappears back into the dining room.

Jess gets three bowls from the cupboard and dishes up some ice cream for us. Crossing the kitchen, she beckons Emma and me to follow. One of her chickens—Johnny cash or elvis or something, I can’t keep their names straight—darts in the minute she opens the screen door. Jess nabs it and it lets out a big squawk.

“You know the rules, Loretta,” Jess tells it firmly. “No chickens in the house!”

Sometimes I still can’t believe I’m friends with somebody who talks to chickens. Or somebody who even has chickens.

Emma and I follow Jess to the barn. Mr. Delaney let us fix up an old storage room in the hayloft for a secret hangout. Not that it’s much of a secret, what with Jess’s little brothers always sneaking around.

Right now, there’s no sign of them. We scared them off after we caught them spying on us in Jess’s room when we were changing out of our school clothes. They’ll turn up eventually, though—they always turn up—and when they do we’ll be ready for them, thanks to the concoction that’s safely in Jess’s pocket.

“I wish it could stay summer forever,” sighs Emma, climbing up the hayloft ladder behind me.

“Me too,” echoes Jess.

Not me, I think, but I don’t say anything. I’ve always liked the first day of school. Mostly because I get to wear one of the new outfits that I spend all summer picking out. I can’t help it—I like clothes. I want to be a fashion designer when I grow up.

“Hey, did you guys see Zach Norton at assembly this morning?” I ask them. “He’s so tall! he must have grown about a foot over the summer.” I take a bite of ice cream and give Emma a sidelong glance. “He’s cuter than ever too.”

Emma shrugs, but her cheeks turn as pink as her ice cream. Lately she’s been telling us that she doesn’t have a crush on Zach anymore. Jess and Cassidy and I are pretty sure she still does, though. Not that I’d mind if she didn’t—the way I see it, the fewer girls lined up hoping Zach Norton will notice them, the better my chances are.

The fact that we both like Zach is one of the only things Emma and I have in common, when you come right down to it. Well, that and the Mother-Daughter Book Club our moms cooked up last year. We look different, for starters. I’m asian american—Emma’s not. She’s a bookworm—I’m not. I love fashion and clothes—she couldn’t care less. And although she’s not off-the-charts smart like Jess, she’s a good student. Me, I just scrape by, which drives my parents nuts. Somehow, despite our differences we’re still good friends.

Emma sticks out her lower lip and puffs at her bangs, which are sticking to her forehead. It’s even hotter out here in the barn than it was in the delaneys’ kitchen. Jess turns on the table fan and aims it straight at the old sofa where the three of us are sitting.

“Can you believe we’re in seventh grade now?” she says. “Just think—two more years and we’ll be in high school.”

We eat our ice cream for a while as we think this over.

“We’re going to be teenagers this year,” Emma adds. “We’re practically grown-ups!”

Sometimes I feel like I’ve been looking forward to being a teenager forever. I can’t wait until I’m old enough to drive. And have a summer job. And I especially can’t wait until I’m old enough to date.

“So do either of you have any classes with Zach this year?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

“Zach! Zach! Ooooo, Zach Norton!” squeal a pair of voices behind us.

We whirl around to see Dylan and Ryan, Jess’s twin brothers, emerge from under a pile of old horse blankets in the corner.

“I TOLD YOU TO QUIT SPYING ON US!” hollers Jess.

She launches off the sofa toward them, but they’re too fast for her. Shrieking in alarm, they duck past her out the door. The three of us are close on their heels. The boys fling themselves over the edge of the loft and tumble into the pile of hay below. Jess dives after them. So does Emma. I hesitate. My friends all love doing this, but it always seems like a long way down to me.

I close my eyes and force myself to jump.

“Ouch!” I cry when I land, wishing I were wearing jeans and not shorts. The hay is stiff and prickly, and it jabs into my bare legs. I scramble off of it as quickly as I can and run after Emma and Jess.

We corner her brothers by the chicken coop.

“Pest control 101,” Jess whispers to Emma and me, taking the small jar from her T-shirt pocket. “Watch and learn.” She holds it up. The blue liquid inside shimmers in the September sunlight. “Gee,” she says, “too bad you guys are such little weasels—I was going to share some of this with you.”

“What is it?” one of them asks cautiously. Like the chickens, I can’t tell Dylan and Ryan apart.

Jess glances around, like maybe somebody is listening, and her voice drops to a whisper. “It’s an invisibility potion”.

Her brothers’ eyes widen.

“Really?” says one of them.

Jess nods. “If you drink it, you’ll disappear just like that.” She snaps her fingers and looks over at Emma and me. “Isn’t that right?”

Emma nods. “Yup. You’ll vanish right into thin air.”

“Vaporize,” I tell them.

“Dematerialize,” adds Jess for good measure.

The three of us are smothering grins. Emma’s family invented this thing called the synonym game. I used to think it was dumb—actually, I still do—but it’s kind of addictive.

“Please, can’t we try it?” one of the twins begs.

“C’mon, Jess!” says the other.

Jess shakes her head. “No way. You broke your promise. You said you wouldn’t spy on us anymore.”

The boys exchange a glance. With their blond curls and brown puppy-dog eyes, they look like angels, but there’s hardly anything angelic about them. “Double trouble,” Jess calls them. “Pests with a capital P,” and she’s right. I still think they’re kind of cute, though. I wish I had a brother or sister, but my parents decided on just one child. Me. My mother tried to explain it to me once—something about zero population growth. Another one of her schemes to save the world, as usual.

“We’re sorry, Jess. Right, Dylan?”

“Yeah, really sorry,” says Dylan. “We promise never to do it again.”

“Cross your hearts and hope to die?” Jess demands.

They both nod.

“Well, I guess in that case …” Slowly, tantalizingly, she unscrews the lid and passes the jar to Dylan.

He sniffs it cautiously. “P-u!” he cries, and hands it to his brother. “You first.”

Ryan takes a sip and makes a face.

“You have to drink more than that or it won’t work,” Jess tells him.

Grimacing, her brother gulps down half the liquid, then passes the jar to his brother, coughing.

“Yuck! That is gross!” Dylan sputters after he finishes off the rest.

I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing. Beside me, Emma is doing the same. The twins crowd around us. “Is it working?” they demand.

We pretend to examine them.

“You’re fading at the edges,” Emma says.

“It probably takes a minute or two,” I explain.

Suddenly, Jess jumps back, her eyes wide in mock disbelief. “Wow, guys, look! It worked! They’re gone!”

Emma shades her eyes with her hand and scans the backyard. “Where are they? Where did Dylan and Ryan go? do you see them anywhere, Megan?”

I shake my head, still trying not to burst out laughing. Was I this gullible when I was seven?

Dancing around us, Dylan and Ryan chant, “Nyah, nyah! We’re invisible!”

They stop and stare at each other.

“Hey, how come I can see Ryan?” says Dylan.

“Yeah, and how come I can see Dylan?” says Ryan.

“It’s because you’re both invisible,” Jess explains, making it sound perfectly logical. “Invisible people can always see each other. It’s the people who aren’t invisible who can’t see you.”

Just then there’s a crunch of gravel behind us. We turn around to see Cassidy Sloane flying up the driveway on her bike. She skids to a stop right in front of us.

“Hi guys,” she says.

Dylan and Ryan poke their heads out from behind Jess. Dylan sticks out his tongue.

“Hey dude,” says Cassidy. “What’s up?”

His eyes narrow. “How come Cassidy can see me? She’s not invisible.”

“Uh, it’s because she has special powers,” Jess replies. “Right, Cassidy?”

“I guess so,” mutters Cassidy, not really paying attention. She must have ridden over straight from baseball, because she’s still wearing her practice jersey. It’s the same one she had on at school today. No back-to-school outfits for Cassidy Sloane. She cares even less about fashion than Emma does. Cassidy is a jock and proud of the fact that she’s the only girl at Walden middle School good enough to make the boys’ fall baseball team. I notice that her face is streaked with dirt and sweat.

“You tricked us!” shrieks Ryan. “I’m going to tell mom!”

The boys head for the house, howling for Mrs. Delaney. A minute later Jess’s mother sticks her head out the dining room window. “Jessica delaney! You are too old to be teasing your brothers!”

“But they’ve been spying on us again!” Jess protests.

“I don’t care what they’ve been doing! You quit it this instant, do you hear?”

“Yes, mom,” Jess calls back meekly.

Beside me, Emma is staring at Cassidy. “Are you okay?”

Cassidy wipes her nose on the sleeve of her jersey. I look at her face more closely. What I thought were streaks of sweat in the dirt are actually tears. I stare at her, dumbfounded. Cassidy Sloane is crying.

“Emergency session of the Mother-Daughter Book Club,” Emma announces crisply. “Well, the daughter half.” She tugs Cassidy toward the barn.

“Hurry, before my brothers spot us,” Jess urges.

We pick up our pace to a trot. Once safely inside and out of sight, Jess leads the way back to the hayloft, then pulls the ladder up behind us so the boys can’t follow this time.

“What’s going on?” Emma asks, as Cassidy flings herself face-first into the pile of blankets.

“Nothing.” Cassidy’s voice is muffled.

“Doesn’t sound like nothing,” says Emma.

She and Jess sit down beside her. Jess reaches out and pats Cassidy on the back, the way I’ve seen her do with Sugar and Spice, the delaneys’ Shetland sheepdogs. “C’mon, Cassidy,” she coaxes. “You can tell us.”

I sit down too. The blankets smell good. In fact, the whole barn smells good—like hay and horses and leather and old wood and other stuff all mixed together. Eau de Barn. I make a mental note to jot it down in my sketchbook later. It might make an interesting men’s cologne.

“It’s my mom,” Cassidy says finally in a low voice.

Emma and Jess and I exchange a worried glance. Cassidy’s dad died a couple of years ago. What if something’s wrong with her mother?

“Is she okay?” asks Emma gently. “She’s not sick or anything, is she?”

Cassidy sits up. “No, it’s not that,” she says. She draws her legs in close to her chest and rests her chin on her knees. “She’s not sick,” she repeats, plucking at the blankets. “It’s just that she.. she …” her sentence trails off.

“She what?” I prod.

Cassidy looks up, and tears start to spill from her eyes again. She swipes at them angrily. “My mother’s started dating again.”
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“We can’t have things perfect in this imperfect world, as Mrs. Lynde says.”

—Anne of Green Gables

I slam my locker door shut, startling Kevin mullins, who lets out a terrified squeak.

“Sorry,” I say gruffly. I hadn’t even noticed him standing there. He’s hardly taller than Jess’s little brothers. Kevin’s kind of a twerp, but he’s okay, even though he’s only, like, nine or something. Emma says he skipped a lot of grades. He and Jess are total brainiacs. Emma’s pretty smart too—well, except for math—but Kevin and Jess are light-years beyond all the other kids at Walden middle School, including the eighth graders.

“There you are!” Jess flies up behind us and grabs Kevin by one of his toothpick arms. “Hurry up, we’re going to miss the bus! hey, Cassidy!” she calls back over her shoulder as she drags Kevin down the hall behind her, her long blond braid bouncing against her backpack.

I jerk my chin in greeting and head down the hall toward math class. Kevin and Jess take the bus to alcott high every morning for math—geometry for geniuses or something like that. Me? I stink at math. I don’t care, though. Hockey players don’t have to be math whizzes. And I plan on playing pro hockey when I grow up.

I see Third heading toward me and I jerk my chin again. Third isn’t his real name, of course. His real name is Cranfield Bartlett III, but who’d want to be known as that? as he walks past, he hipchecks me. Or tries to. Third is on the short side, and I’m pretty tall. Even taller, these days. I grew a bunch over the summer.

“Eight more weeks, Sloane!” he crows.

I slap him a high five. “Counting the days, dude!” Like Third, I live for hockey season. I like baseball, too, but hockey is my life.

But right now I could care less about hockey, or baseball, or anything else. Right now all I can think about is my mother’s new boyfriend, Stanley kinkaid. Stan the man. The man who doesn’t belong in our life.

My mother met him at the Coffee connection a few weeks ago when she stopped for a latte after yoga class. They got to talking and he asked her out and she said okay. At least that’s the way she explained it to my older sister Courtney and me. I couldn’t believe my eyes when he showed up at the door to pick her up. He’s shorter than my mom, for one thing. Of course, most people are—my mother is six feet tall, and used to be a model—but besides being short, he’s also bald except for about a two-inch fringe of dark hair. I mean bald bald, too, not peach-fuzz bald. The top of his head is as shiny as a bowling ball. Plus, he’s kind of soft around the middle. I could tell just by looking at him that he’d probably never played a sport in his life. And my mother was going to go out with him?

Courtney said he has nice eyes, but I didn’t notice. She said we couldn’t expect mom to stay a widow forever, and I said it hadn’t even been two years yet and I couldn’t believe she was being so disloyal to dad. We got into a big fight about it, and now she’s not talking to me.

I’m still ticked off about Stan the man when I get to pre-algebra class.

“Hey, Cassidy.”

“Hey, Emma,” I reply, sliding into the seat beside her. Emma stinks at math too. Jess tutors us both, which helps Emma, but I’m pretty much a lost cause.

“Guess what?” says Emma. Her brown eyes are shining behind her glasses. She’s excited about something. I sigh. That makes one of us. It’s hard for me to feel excited about anything at the moment.

“What?”

“I just saw Ms. Nielson in the hallway, and she told me they’re going to start a school newspaper, and she wants me to be on it!”

“Cool,” I reply, without enthusiasm.

Emma shoots me a look. “What’s the matter?”

I shrug.

“Are you still bugged about that Stanley guy?”

“What do you think?” I snap.

Emma’s face turns red, and I instantly regret barking at her. Emma hawthorne is one of my closest friends in the whole world. Before I can apologize, though, the Fab Three flounce in. The Fab Three are Becca Chadwick, Jen Webster, and ashley Sanborn. They used to be the Fab Four, before Megan Wong wised up and ditched them for us. They’re the three most popular girls in the seventh grade, although why anybody besides them thinks so is beyond me.

They head for desks on the far side of the classroom, carefully avoiding us. Well, avoiding me. They know better than to mess with me. Emma’s another story. One of these days, though, she’ll grow a backbone and tell that snooty Becca to go jump in the lake.

As soon as they’re seated, they immediately start whispering. I can tell they’re talking about Emma and me, because they keep looking over at us and laughing. I ignore them. Emma’s face flames again.

I give her a nudge with my elbow and pass her a stick of gum as an apology for being crabby a minute ago. “Buzz buzz buzz,” I remind her. Emma’s the one who explained to me about queen bees. They’re the girls who think they’re better than everyone else, and who like to boss everybody else around. Queen bees are nothing new. They’ve always been around. They even had them over a hundred years ago. I know this because we read Little Women last year in our Mother-Daughter Book Club. The author, Louisa may alcott, lived right here in Concord when she wrote it in the 1800s, and she put a queen bee in the story—Jenny Snow. Jenny was stuck-up and mean to amy march, just like Becca Chadwick is to all of us.

“Did you hear they’re starting a school newspaper?” Becca says to Jen and ashley, talking extra loud so that Emma and I and everybody else can hear. “Ms. Nielson wants me to be in charge of the social calendar. She says she’s asking all the school’s best writers to help out.” Becca looks over at Emma and smirks. I notice she’s careful to keep her lips together. Becca got braces over the summer, and she’s still a little sensitive about them.

I can see the excitement drain out of Emma, like air leaking out of a soccer ball. I don’t blame her. Who’d want to work on the newspaper with Becca Chadwick?

“Don’t worry,” I whisper to her. “Nobody cares about the stupid social calendar. That’s not real writing.”

Emma musters a smile, but I can tell she’s not convinced.

Math class is endless. I struggle my way through a fraction-review worksheet and make a complete mess of two word problems. Then, while Ms. Santiago blathers on about the joys of the metric system, I draw a cartoon of Becca, giving her hairy legs and enormous buck teeth with braces. I pass the picture to Emma, which makes her giggle. Out in the hall afterward we say good-bye. Emma’s in higher groups for all of our other classes. Jess is in a different league altogether, but my mother would turn cartwheels if I got Emma’s grades. Or even Megan’s.

“See you at lunch,” I tell her. “Don’t let Becca spoil your day. The newspaper’s gonna be great, you’ll see.”

It’s funny how your own problems kind of fade when you have a friend who’s in trouble. I suddenly realize that I’ve been so busy cheering Emma up, I’ve hardly thought about Stanley kinkaid for the past hour. I start thinking about him again now, though, and by the time I get to english I’m all bent out of shape again. The class period limps by with me slumped in the back row biting my nails and worrying about Stan the man. Fortunately, we’re not doing much yet since it’s just the second day of school, and Ms. Nielson only yells at me once for not paying attention.

Science class is pretty much the same, except a little more fun. Ethan and Third are in the same lab group with me, and the three of us goof off when the teacher’s not looking. I actually like science okay. The experiments can be fun, and sometimes we get to do stuff outdoors.

Mr. Doolittle dismisses class a little early, and since I get to the cafeteria ahead of everybody else I save seats for Emma and Megan and Jess. Our table is a weird mix of Mother-Daughter Book Club members and jocks. And Kevin mullins, who Emma says defies classification. It’s so stupid how middle school cafeterias work. Every group has its own table. There are the drama kids, the band kids, the brainiacs, the popular kids, the nerds, the jocks, the artists—the list is endless. Jess calls our table “the hybrid.” I don’t care what anybody wants to call it, I just like sitting with my friends.

Emma is the first to arrive, followed by Zach Norton and Third. Emma slides in beside me and smiles shyly at Zach, who sets his tray down across from us. Zach is playing fall ball this year with me, and even though Emma has been telling Jess and Megan and me for weeks now that she doesn’t have a crush on him anymore, that he’s “so yesterday,” as the Fab Three would put it, I’m not completely blind. I can tell by the way she gets all quiet and tongue-tied when he’s around that she still likes him.

I take a bite of burger and give Zach a sideways look. I still don’t see what the big deal is. Light brown hair with blondish streaks, blue eyes, big deal. So he got a lot taller this summer, so what? I did too, and nobody’s falling all over themselves to have a crush on me. Not that I’d want them to. I don’t like all this boy/girl stuff.

Ethan MacDonald slouches over and plops down beside Zach, emptying his lunch bag onto the table. He makes a face. “Peanut butter and jelly, as usual.” he looks over at Emma’s tray. “Can I have your french fries? It’s not like you need them or anything.”

Emma’s face flames again.

“Shut up, Ethan,” I tell him, kicking him under the table. “Last time I checked, you were still shopping in the husky section.” I hate it when people make fun of Emma. It’s not like she’s fat, anyway, only a little chubby.

“Yeah, lay off, Tater,” adds Zach.

Third starts to laugh. So does Emma.

I look at them, mystified. “Who’s Tater?”

Zach grins at Ethan, who scowls and punches him in the arm. “Too bad you weren’t here in first grade,” he tells me. “Every time they’d serve Tater Tots for lunch, we’d find Ethan under the table, hunting for the ones that kids dropped.”

“Why?”

“Why do you think?” says Third. “To eat them, of course.”

“Off the floor?”

“Yup.”

“Dude, that is gross,” I say to Ethan. I flick him a french fry. “Here. Out of pity.”

This makes him laugh in spite of himself, and then we all laugh and start throwing french fries at one another until the lunch monitor comes over and tells us to cut it out.

Megan and Jess and Kevin show up with their trays, and Emma and I squish together to make room for them.

“Hey, Beauty,” says Zach.

Jess flashes him a smile. “Hey, Beast.”

The two of them were the leads in last year’s school musical. They’ve called each other “Beauty” and “Beast” ever since.

“Awwwww,” says Ethan. “Isn’t that adorable!”

Zach wings another french fry at him, then turns back to Jess. “How’s high school math?”

She shrugs, glancing quickly around the table at the other boys and then down at her tray. Jess is still a bit shy. Not as bad as when I first met her, though, and only around people she doesn’t know all that well. I thought maybe she was a mute or something when we first moved here from california. “It’s okay, I guess. Hard. Right, Kevin?”

Kevin doesn’t reply. He rarely does. Not because he’s shy, but because every time he opens his mouth somebody calls him “twerp” or stuffs him in a locker. When you’re Kevin mullins, it’s safer just to keep quiet.

“So, Emma, did Ms. Nielson talk to you?” Zach asks.

Emma nods.

“Yeah, me too. Sounds like fun.”

A little smile hovers on Emma’s lips. Her cheeks get pink—not embarrassed pink this time but happy pink. I look over at Jess and mouth the words I told you so.

“What sounds like fun?” says Third.

“They’re starting a school newspaper,” Zach explains. “Ms. Nielson asked a few of us if we’d like to work on it. She wants me to cover sports.”

First Becca, now Zach—for half a second I’m offended that Ms. Nielson didn’t ask me. Then I remember that I don’t like to write.

“She’s still looking for a couple of photographers,” Zach continues. “Any of you guys interested?”

Ethan and Third both shake their heads. So do Megan and Jess and Kevin.

“Yeah, maybe,” I say, the words popping out before I can even think about them.

“Since when do you know how to use a camera?” asks Third.

Since my dad taught me, I think, but aloud I just say, “Since california.”

“Cool,” says Zach. “I’ll tell Ms. Nielson.”

As he and Ethan and Third start trying to gross everybody else out by sticking french fries up their noses, I think back to the last time I took a picture. Dad and I used to go shooting together around Laguna Beach, just the two of us. He taught me about light, and composition, and all that stuff. A couple of weeks before the car accident, he gave me a new digital camera for my birthday. That afternoon we went down to crystal cove, right before what he used to call “magic hour”—that time toward the end of the day when the light goes all golden. We took pictures for a while, and then he said he wanted a shot of the two of us. He put his arm around me and pulled me close, and I held my new camera out as far as I could from our faces and snapped. The picture turned out perfectly. The wind is blowing my hair across my face, and the setting sun is sparkling on the ocean behind us, and we’re both laughing. I still remember how happy I was.

Thinking about it now just makes me sad, though. I push the memory away, just like I pushed my camera away after the accident. I shoved it into my bottom drawer under the jeans I’d gotten too tall for. I take it out and look at that picture once in a while, but I’ve never printed it and I’ve never shown it to anyone. Not even to mom or Courtney. Some things are just meant to be private.

Beside me, I feel Emma stiffen. I don’t even have to look up to see who’s coming.

When the Fab Three reach our table, Becca stops and puts her hand on her hip. She’s always striking poses, like maybe the paparazzi are lurking nearby ready to spring out and snap her picture for Seventeen or something. Becca doesn’t look too pleased to see us sitting with Zach Norton. For some reason she thinks he’s her private property.

“So, Megan,” she says, “my mother told me you’re going to be in some new teen fashion magazine.”

Megan wants to be a fashion designer someday, and she’s already really good at sewing clothes and stuff. Our book club went to New York last summer, and one of the editors my mom knows at Flash, from back when she used to model for the magazine, spotted Megan’s sketchbook. Now he’s planning to feature her in this new spin-off magazine called Flashlite.

Megan shrugs and tries to look modest, but she can’t keep the smile off her face, and it’s easy to tell she’s pretty thrilled. “Um, yeah, that’s right.”

“Awesome,” says Becca, giving it her stamp of approval. As if Megan needed that. Jen and ashley immediately start gushing about it too. I swear the two of them are like robots or something. Becca probably keeps a remote control for them in her purse. “Maybe we can hang out at the mall sometime and check out the new clothes and get ideas for you,” she adds.

Megan looks like she’s not sure what to say. “Uh, yeah, maybe.”

Emma and Jess are both looking like they wish the cafeteria floor would open up and swallow the Fab Three.

“Why don’t you go polish your braces or something,” I tell Becca.

Kevin lets out a little snicker at this. Big mistake.

Becca swivels around and glares at him. “Shut up, dwarf,” she snaps. “Shouldn’t you be off playing with Sleepy or Sneezy or something?”

Ethan and Third both laugh at this, which is mean of them, and Kevin shrinks down in his chair. Jess gives him a sympathetic glance. “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size, grumpy?” she fires back at Becca.

“Oooooo, score one for delaney,” I crow.

Ignoring me, Becca pulls out her lip gloss and makes a great show of smearing it on her mouth. She glances over the top of her mirror at Zach, who is too busy throwing french fries again at Ethan—make that Tater—to notice. Becca thinks she knows everything about boys, but she is so clueless. If she really wanted them to notice her, she’d put down the lip gloss and pick up a hockey stick or a baseball glove or something.

The bell rings and we all gather up our trays and start to scatter.

“See you tonight!” Emma says.

Tonight is our first book club meeting of seventh grade. It’s at the Wongs’. It was supposed to be at our house, but my mother is swamped right now taping the first few episodes of her new TV show, Cooking with Clementine. our house has been a complete wreck for weeks, with camera crews and set designers and all sorts of people from the cooking channel underfoot. I had no idea a TV show took so much work. But it does have its benefits. The food, mostly. I can hardly wait to get home from school every day to see what they’ve been whipping up in the kitchen.

Unfortunately, I don’t feel that way about tonight. Mrs. Wong is a terrible cook. She doesn’t believe in sugar, for one thing, which I personally think should be one of the four major food groups. Snacks are an important part of book club. At least for me.

Megan and Jess and I all trade “good-byes” and “see you laters” and head off to our afternoon classes. I spend the rest of the day worrying about Stan the man—and about the horrible vegan zucchini cookies or brown rice muffins or some equally awful snacks that are probably being baked right now in the Wongs’ kitchen. Plus, I have something new to worry about too. Why did I ever tell Zach Norton that I might be interested in being a photographer for the school newspaper?

I’m still regretting that particular slip-up several hours later when mom and I head up Strawberry hill and pull into the Wongs’ driveway.

“Wait, honey, take this in with you,” says my mother as I start to climb out of the car. She reaches into the backseat and produces a plastic container. “Leftovers from today’s taping,” she says, winking at me. “Just in case.”

I lift up a corner of the lid and peek inside. Brownies! I inhale their deliciousness and smile, filled with a sudden rush of love for my mother. Her brownies are the best. They’re so good, in fact, that I am almost ready to forgive her for dating Stanley kinkaid. Almost.

“For heaven’s sake, Cassidy, you’d think I never feed you!” my mother protests as I snatch one and cram it in my mouth.

I give her a chocolate-coated grin and she shakes her head and laughs. “Just try and leave a few for everyone else, okay?”

Inside, I deposit the container on the glass coffee table in the living room and head down the hall to Megan’s room. Jess and Emma are already there, and the four of us hang out, talking, while our mothers get everything set up.

A few minutes later the intercom on the wall crackles. The Wongs’ house is so big they need an intercom system to talk to each other. Megan’s dad invented some computer gadget, and they’re really rich.

“Girls, we’re about ready to start,” Mrs. Wong announces.

Megan presses the button under the speaker. “Okay.”

“Race you,” I call, charging out her door. You could practically run a marathon in the hallways in this place. Megan and Jess and Emma chase me back to the living room, and we burst in, breathless and giggling, to find our moms all discussing something in low voices. They look up, startled.

“That eager to get started, are you?” says Mrs. Hawthorne, and she and the other moms all smile.

Mrs. Delaney’s smile looks a little strained, but maybe it’s just my imagination. Or maybe she’s just tired. My mother says Mrs. Delaney deserves some kind of medal for raising twin boys.

“My goodness, Cassidy,” says Mrs. Wong, whose T-shirt has a big picture of planet earth on it with love your mother printed underneath. “I swear you’ve grown another inch or two since I saw you last week!”

“A chip off the old block, eh, clementine?” adds Mrs. Hawthorne. “Cassidy will be sashaying down the catwalk one of these days in your footsteps if she keeps this up.”

My mother reaches out to give me an affectionate pat. I twist away and slump into a white armchair. I don’t care if I get to be seven feet tall, no way am I ever going to be a model.

“So how’s school?” asks Mrs. Delaney.

I grunt in reply. My mother gives me her Queen clementine look, the one that says she means business and I’d better shape up. I think of Stanley kinkaid and start to scowl at her, then I think about the brownies she saved for us for tonight, and I sigh and sit up a little straighter. “Oh, you know, school is—school,” I reply politely.

Mrs. Delaney laughs. “Things haven’t changed much, I guess. I always felt the same way come September.”

It’s really nice to have Jess’s mom here at book club with us. Last year she was away working in New York as an actress. She sent letters and presents and stuff sometimes, but it wasn’t the same as her being here in person. I can tell Jess is glad too. She’s snuggled up next to her on the sofa, which is white just like my chair. Everything in the Wongs’ living room is white, or chrome, or glass. I call it the “winter room.”

Emma settles onto the floor below me—which is covered with a white rug, of course—and Megan perches on the arm of her mother’s chair. Mrs. Wong gestures at the coffee table. On it are a vegetable tray—carrot sticks, red pepper strips, celery, that kind of stuff—along with a bowl of gross-looking greenish dip, my mother’s brownies, and a platter with a round, lumpy thing on it.

“Help yourselves, everyone,” she says. “This is organic spinach dip, and that”—she points to the platter—“is a new recipe I’ve been wanting to try. I have to confess that you’re my guinea pigs tonight. I thought it might work for your show, clementine. It’s a vegan cheesecake.”

I glance over at Megan. It can’t be easy, having a health nut like Mrs. Wong for your mother.

We all stare at the round, lumpy thing.

“Why, Lily, how interesting,” says my mother finally. “What did you substitute for cream cheese?” Like her brownies, my mother’s cheesecake is amazing. My mouth starts watering just thinking about it.

“Whipped tofu,” Mrs. Wong replies. “You’ll never notice the difference.”

There’s a brief silence as we eye her creation. Somehow I’m pretty sure we’ll notice the difference. My mom takes a notebook out of her purse and jots something down. “I’ll talk to fred,” she tells Mrs. Wong brightly. Fred is fred goldberg, the producer of Cooking with Clementine. “maybe we can squeeze in a vegan episode.”

Mrs. Wong smiles happily.

Mrs. Hawthorne clears her throat. “So, tonight is our official kick-off meeting for the Mother-Daughter Book Club, year two,” she announces. “And girls, we have a surprise for you. We got to talking after yoga class the other day—”

Emma groans—she says something bad always comes from yoga class, which must be true because it was right after yoga class that my mother met Stanley kinkaid—but her mother ignores her and continues. “And although we realize we probably should have discussed this with you all first, we thought it might be a good idea to broaden the scope of our group, as it were. Build a few bridges.”

I poke Emma with my toe. She shrugs. Neither of us has a clue what her mother is talking about. By the looks on their faces, Megan and Jess don’t either.

There’s a knock at the front door.

“Ah,” says Mrs. Hawthorne. “Right on time.”

“Girls, we’re expecting you to be gracious,” warns my mother.

Mrs. Wong nods in agreement as she gets up to answer the door. There’s a brief murmur of voices in the front hall, and then Mrs. Chadwick and Becca walk in.

The room goes dead quiet. Emma looks stunned. I shoot my mother a desperate glance, and she gives me the Queen clementine don’t you dare narrowed eyes in response. Megan has a funny look on her face, and I can’t tell if she’s sad or glad to see Becca. Becca, on the other hand, looks as unhappy to see us as the rest of us are to see her. Mrs. Chadwick looks like she just single-handedly won the Stanley cup.

“Girls, please extend a warm welcome to the newest members of our book club,” says Mrs. Hawthorne in her best official librarian voice. “Calliope recently started taking yoga, and after class one day—”

Emma groans softly under her breath again and her mother raises an eyebrow in warning, then continues, “—she asked if she and Becca might join us this year. Now that you girls are all in seventh grade, we know you’ll want to expand your circle of friendship.”

Expand our circle of friendship? Is Mrs. Hawthorne completely nuts? I glare at my mother. I can’t believe she and the other mothers would do something like this behind our backs! don’t they know how we feel about the Fab Three? and especially about Becca Chadwick?

Mrs. Wong pats the far end of the sofa. “Calliope, why don’t you sit here. And Becca, you can have that armchair beside her.”

The Chadwicks sit down and we all stare stiffly at one another for a moment.

“I made vegan cheesecake,” Mrs. Wong announces, like that’s going to break the ice. She cuts a piece and puts it on a plate and hands it to Mrs. Chadwick.

Mrs. Chadwick looks like she’s just been given a plate of dead possum. Her lips purse tightly, but she manages to squeeze out a thank-you. Apparently she’s on her best behavior tonight too. Megan’s dad calls Mrs. Chadwick “the snapping turtle,” and Mr. Delaney calls her “the old battleax.” She’s famous around Concord for her sharp temper and critical eye. I watch her closely, trying not to smile. No way is Mrs. Chadwick going to be able to hold her tongue once she takes a bite of Mrs. Wong’s cheesecake.

She forks up a little nibble and wedges it in her mouth. “Yum,” she croaks.

Mrs. Wong looks pleased. “It’s made with tofu.”

I can’t resist. “Free-range tofu?”

My mother looks over at me sharply.

Mrs. Wong takes the bait. “Now, Cassidy, tofu isn’t an animal,” she chides. “It’s soy bean curd. Soy bean curd doesn’t need to roam free.”

On the floor below me, Emma lets out a little snort. I nudge her again with my foot. We’re both grinning at the thought of a corral somewhere with little cubes of tofu wandering around. “Home, home on the range,” I sing to her under my breath. “Where the deer and the tofu roam free …”

Mrs. Wong doesn’t hear me, fortunately. She’s too busy explaining the recipe to Mrs. Chadwick. “And all the other ingredients are organic, of course.”

“Of course,” echoes Mrs. Chadwick politely.

“Tonight is our first official meeting of the year,” says Mrs. Hawthorne, steering the conversation away from Mrs. Wong’s pet subject. “We should start by deciding which book we want to read first.”

“How about The Diary of Anne Frank?” says Emma.

Her mother shakes her head. “You’ll be reading that in english class this year.”

“To Kill a Mockingbird?” suggests my mother.

“Eighth-grade reading list,” says Mrs. Hawthorne. “I checked with the school librarian.”

“I know—Gone with the Wind,” says Mrs. Delaney. “That would be a fun one to read together.”

Mrs. Chadwick’s mouth goes all pruney again. “Inappropriate material for my Becca.”

Her Becca squirms at this.

Mrs. Wong holds up a couple of books. “These are two of my all-time favorites,” she says. I squint at the titles: A Little Princess and The Secret Garden.

“Oh, mine too!” says my mother. “I loved those books when I was a girl.”

“My daughter is far too advanced for frances hodgson Burnett,” Mrs. Chadwick decrees. “I was under the impression that your club’s selections would be challenging the girls.”

There’s an uncomfortable pause, then Emma says, “actually, I agree with Mrs. Chadwick. I love those books, but I read them back in fifth grade. We’re seventh graders. Can’t we read something more grown-up?”

Jess and Megan both nod.

“But not too grown-up,” warns Mrs. Chadwick, and Becca squirms again.

“That’s kind of a tall order,” says Mrs. Hawthorne, chewing her lip. She looks around the room at us. “Hmm. Perhaps it’s time for Jane austen.” Mrs. Hawthorne is a huge Jane austen fan. Emma and her brother Darcy are even named after characters in Jane austen books. “Shall we try and tackle Pride and Prejudice?”

My mother shakes her head. “Probably still a bit beyond Cassidy, I’m afraid. Maybe another year.”

Now it’s my turn to squirm. Sometimes my mother still treats me like a baby. “How do you know it’s beyond me?” I grumble.

My mother pats my knee. “Trust me, sweetheart, I know.”

I yank my leg away.

“How about a different Jane, then,” suggests Mrs. Delaney. “How about Jane Eyre?”

“Shannon, really! That’s much too advanced thematically for these girls!” huffs Mrs. Chadwick.

“I’ve already read it,” says Emma smugly.

Mrs. Chadwick turns to Mrs. Hawthorne. “Phoebe, when we discussed this you promised me you’d be making appropriate choices for the girls.”

Emma’s mother looks like she swallowed a tack. I think Mrs. Chadwick is starting to get on her nerves.

“Perhaps we should save the Janes for another year,” says my mother. “I have an idea that might meet with everyone’s approval. How about Anne of Green Gables?”

All our mothers sigh happily. Even Mrs. Chadwick’s lips unpurse a little.

“Perfect!” says Mrs. Wong.

“Absolutely,” agrees Mrs. Delaney.

“Now that’s a splendid idea,” says Mrs. Hawthorne.

“But I’ve already read it!” Emma protests.

“You’ve already read everything,” Jess tells her.

“Not everyone in our group has read as widely as you have, sweetie,” Mrs. Hawthorne says to Emma. “Maybe you can give the others a chance to catch up. And somehow I don’t think you’d mind spending a little more time with anne Shirley.”

“I guess not,” Emma concedes.

Mrs. Wong has a dreamy expression on her face. “Anne of Green Gables was another of my favorite books when I was growing up,” she says. “I used to call Jerry ‘gilbert’ when we were first dating.”

The mothers all laugh.

“Who’s gilbert?” I ask.

“You’ll find out,” says my mother, as Mrs. Wong disappears down the hall to the library—this house even has its own library, believe it or not—to dig up her old copy of the book.

“It’s settled, then,” says Mrs. Hawthorne. “Anne of Green Gables it is. And if we decide we like Lucy maud montgomery, we can read more in the series. Anne of Avonlea comes next and then Anne of the Island—I can’t remember all the other titles, but I think there are a total of eight.”

Mrs. Wong returns and passes her well-worn copy of the book around our circle. When it gets to me, I inspect it, wrinkling my nose. It must be at least a hundred years old. The cover is practically falling off, and the pages are all dog-eared and faded.

“Another musty, dusty old book,” I mutter to Emma.

“Another well-loved book,” corrects my mother.

Mrs. Hawthorne looks over at me and smiles. “I seem to recall that you liked the last ‘musty, dusty old book’ we read, Cassidy.”

I shrug. She’s right, though. I never thought I’d like Little Women, but it turned out to be an awesome story. Maybe Anne of Green Gables won’t be so bad. “I guess,” I admit grudgingly. “But couldn’t we read some sports biographies one of these days?”

“I’ll make a note of it,” says Mrs. Hawthorne, grabbing her pen. “Even if we don’t end up reading one of them for book club, I’ll scout around the shelves at the library and see what we have that might interest you, okay?”

I really like Emma’s mother.

Mrs. Wong offers to go to the bookstore and round up copies of Anne of Green Gables for all of us. Then she points to the snacks. “Dig in!”

“Before we all enjoy these wonderful, uh, healthy treats, perhaps you’d like to watch this,” says my mother, pulling a dVd out of her purse.

“Is it the Anne of Green Gables movie?” Emma asks, bouncing up and down with excitement. “I love that movie!”

Becca rolls her eyes.

“No, honey, it’s not Anne of Green Gables,” my mother tells Emma. “Nothing that thrilling. It’s just the first episode of my new TV show.”

Everybody squeals—everyone except Becca, of course. And me. I’ve seen it already. It’s okay, but now I’m really wishing I never agreed to be in it. I look like a dork. Especially since I let my mother and Courtney talk me into wearing a dress.

My mother hands the dVd to Megan, who picks up the remote from the coffee table and pushes a button. A huge oil painting—of white flowers, naturally—over the fireplace suddenly slides into the wall, revealing a widescreen TV. Mrs. Chadwick’s mouth drops open, which makes her look like a tuna, or maybe an orca whale. Mrs. Chadwick is pretty hefty. She’d make a good linebacker.

I’m guessing Mrs. Chadwick hasn’t seen the Wongs’ entertainment setup before. It’s impressive, there’s no doubt about it. She watches, fascinated, as Megan pops in the dVd and pushes another button. The theme music to my mother’s show swells, filling the room. Mr. Wong installed state-of-the-art speakers, of course, and even I have to admit the tune is pretty catchy in surround sound.

The title sequence appears, and the camera zooms in on my mother, who’s standing at the front door of our house waving to the viewers. Emma and Jess wave back, giggling. Becca pulls out her cell phone and starts texting like mad. Probably reporting in to ashley and Jen, her two wanna-bees. I feel like reaching over and snatching the stupid thing away from her, but my mother gives me another of her Queen clementine looks, so I just make a face at Becca instead.

After the Cooking with Clementine logo fades, the camera swoops up and pans Concord from the air. The moms all ooh and aah, and even I have to admit our town looks good, what with all the white steeples and cool old houses and trees and rivers and ponds. Then the actual episode starts and suddenly we’re at Half Moon Farm, where mom is picking fall raspberries and talking with Mr. And Mrs. Delaney.

“Oh, look, there are the twins!” cries Mrs. Wong. “Don’t they look adorable!”

Adorable is not exactly the word I’d use to describe Dylan and Ryan. Seek and destroy is more like it. The boys make faces at the camera, then run off through the berry patch laughing like maniacs while their parents and my mother continue to pick berries.

After their baskets are full, my mother looks at the camera and says, “Let’s go back to my house and make raspberry jam!”

Becca throws me a pitying look. I glare back—sure it’s corny, but who is she to criticize? She makes a big show of taking her phone out of her purse and texting again. I grab a carrot stick and lob it at her. It lands in her lap and she looks up, startled. I stare innocently at the TV.

My mother looks really pretty on-screen. Watching her, I can’t help but think about Stanley kinkaid. I can understand why he’d want my mother for his girlfriend. What I can’t understand is why she’d be interested in him.

The camera follows the Delaneys’ truck past some of Concord’s famous sites. The producers faked a route from Half Moon Farm to our house for this episode to show off more of the town. Emma squeals again when the truck passes her house.

Becca sends another text message.

The camera continues on its crazy path, past the old North Bridge, through monument Square, then on to orchard house where the alcott family lived and finally to Walden Pond. Eventually it winds up on the doorstep of our old Victorian on hubbard Street. Inside, my mother leads the way to the kitchen, where she walks viewers through the jam-making process. Looking like a slightly shorter version of my mother, Courtney appears at this point to assist her, and when they’re finished I show up to help test the finished product.

“Woo-hoo!” calls Megan, and I wad up my napkin and throw it at her. Onscreen, I’m wearing this ridiculous sundress my mother bought me, and the stylists from the cooking channel poufed up my hair and even put makeup on me.

“Cassidy, you look beautiful!” says Mrs. Delaney.

I cringe. “I look like an idiot.”

“Big time,” whispers Becca.

“Shut up,” I whisper back.

“That was absolutely delightful, clementine,” says Mrs. Hawthorne, as the credits roll. “I predict it will be a big hit.”

“Hmmph,” says Mrs. Chadwick sourly. “It’s all well and good, I’m sure, but it’ll only bring a lot more tourists to Concord. As if it wasn’t crowded enough here already. You can hardly find a parking spot downtown anymore.”

“Now, Calliope, we have a beautiful, historic town,” says Mrs. Wong. “Naturally people are going to want to visit.”

“I have some more news,” says my mother. “I’ve been going over the line-up of potential episodes with fred goldberg, and he and the other producers are very eager to schedule that mother-daughter tea we talked about earlier this summer.”

“Do we get to be in it?” asks Becca, shoving her cell phone back in her pocket and sitting up straight. It’s the first time she’s showed any interest all evening.

“You bet,” says my mother cheerfully.

My mother is such a traitor.

“I’ll get more details to you all soon,” she continues, “but it looks like we’ll be filming in a few weeks.”

Great. Just what I’ve always wanted, to be stuffed back into a dress and stuck in front of a camera with Becca Chadwick. My teammates will never let me live this down.

“Becca and I should be going,” says Mrs. Chadwick, glancing at her watch. “It is a school night, after all.”

“But you haven’t finished your cheesecake,” Mrs. Wong replies, disappointed.

“I need to go soon too,” says my mother. “Phoebe, can you drive Cassidy home?”

I look over at her in surprise.

“Let me guess—prep work for tomorrow’s show?” asks Mrs. Hawthorne.

My mother blushes slightly. “Um, no. Actually I, uh, have a date.”

Becca’s mother frowns. She opens her mouth to say something disapproving, but before she can, Mrs. Delaney leans over and pops a brownie into it.

“You really must try one of clementine’s brownies,” she says sweetly. “They’ll be featured on the show next week.”

“Mmmph mmph,” says Mrs. Chadwick.

I put my plate down. First Becca, and now this. What a way to spoil a perfectly good evening! I wish my mother could see that our family is just fine the way it is. We don’t need anybody—especially not Stanley kinkaid—butting in where they don’t belong.

She just doesn’t get it.

Final score: clementine—1. Cassidy—0.
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“‘Josie is a Pye,’ said Marilla sharply, ‘so she can’t help being disagreeable. I suppose people of that kind serve some useful purpose in society, but I must say I don’t know what it is any more than I know the use of thistles.’”

—Anne of Green Gables

“Mom, do you think I’m fat?”

My mother sets her hairbrush down on the sink. “Emma Jane hawthorne! Where on earth did you get that idea?”

The two of us are upstairs in her bathroom, getting ready to go over to Cassidy’s. We’re filming the Mother-Daughter Book Club tea party this afternoon, and my mother insisted on fussing with my hair. Not that there’s much a person can do with hair as curly as mine.

She pulls me close to her for a hug, leaning her chin on top of my head and smiling at me in the mirror. “Don’t you know I think you’re perfect just the way you are?”

I give her a rueful smile. We’re dressed in matching skirts and holiday sweaters—the producers decided to put a festive spin on the tea party—and I can already imagine what Becca Chadwick will have to say about this. I don’t bring it up, though. Becca Chadwick is still a sore spot for my mother and me. I know she meant well and everything, inviting the Chadwicks to join our book club, but it still hurts that she didn’t discuss it with me first. Especially since she knows how mean Becca has been to me. How mean Becca still is to me.

My mother hasn’t answered my question. “I know you think I’m perfect, but you’re my mother,” I tell her. “It’s your job to think I’m perfect.”

She laughs. “Oh, it is, is it? Well, please be informed that I am highly aware of the areas where you need improvement.” kissing the top of my head she adds in a more serious tone, “come on now, honey, where did you get that ridiculous notion?”

I pull away. “I don’t know.”

She waits, watching me in the mirror.

I sigh. “Well, for one thing, I was over at Jess’s last month, right after school started, and I couldn’t fit into any of her T-shirts. It was really embarrassing.”

“For Pete’s sake, Emma, Jess is just a wisp of a thing! You have a completely different body type, honey.”

I know she’s trying to be encouraging, but somehow this doesn’t make me feel any better. “I wish I was a wisp of a thing,” I mutter.

My mother picks up the hairbrush and pulls it through my curls again. “Emma, this world is a bit like a garden,” she says. “Each flower is unique, just like each person is unique. There are daisies, and lilacs, and roses, and peonies—all sorts of lovely flowers. Now, wouldn’t it be silly for a tulip to mope around wishing it were an iris?”

“I guess it would depend on how fat the tulip was.”

She pokes me with the hairbrush. “Be serious. You get my point, right?”

I lift a shoulder.

“You’re beautiful, Emma, and so are Jess, and Megan, and Cassidy! You need to try and appreciate your own uniqueness, instead of worrying so much about comparing yourself to others.”

That would be a lot easier if my own uniqueness wasn’t quite so round, I think, eyeing myself in the mirror. But I keep this thought to myself.

My mother is quiet for a moment, then asks, “So, is there any other reason you’re bringing this up now?”

“Oh, you know,” I tell her. “People say stuff.”

“What people?”

“kids at school.”

“What kids?”

I fidget with the cuff of my sweater. “Becca Chadwick,” I admit reluctantly.

My mother sets the hairbrush down again and sighs. “I might have known.”

“I still can’t believe that you guys invited Becca and Mrs. Chadwick to join our book club!”

“Sweetheart, we’ve been over this before,” my mother replies. “It seemed like the right thing to do at the time. And besides, being around the four of you girls can only be good for Becca. You’ll help set an example for her.”

“But I don’t want to set an example!” I protest. “Especially not at book club!”

Our Mother-Daughter Book Club is special. It’s one of the few places where I can completely be myself, and not worry that anybody’s going to tease me about writing poetry or about the way I look or make fun of my clothes, which sometimes are hand-me-downs. Now that Becca’s there, everything’s changed. “It’s like I can’t get away from her,” I moan. “She’s in half of my classes, plus now we’re working on the school newspaper together. I can’t go anywhere or do anything without having stupid Becca Chadwick in my face.”

And on my case as well. Like on Thursday, after school, when we had our first meeting for the newspaper. Becca’s older brother Stewart is a volunteer editor. He’s a freshman in high school, like my brother Darcy, but he gets some sort of community service credit for helping us out. The regular editor is an eighth grader named Katie malone, and there are two other reporters besides me, plus Zach, who is covering sports, and Becca. Becca’s been going around telling everyone she’s a “columnist,” but really she’ll just be writing up the social calendar. She’s supposed to report on what’s happening around school, what the team schedules are and when the clubs meet and when the band concerts and dances and plays will be and stuff like that.

Becca spent most of the meeting sucking up to Katie. Her voice got all high and chirpy, and she kept saying things like, “oh, your haircut is soooo cute, Katie!” and “That nail polish is soooo pretty, Katie!” and “Where did you get those adorable shoes, Katie?” I was about ready to throw up, listening to her. I could tell that her brother was annoyed too, and even Ms. Nielson looked like she wanted to tell her to be quiet. Finally, Zach and the other reporters left to go home. Ms. Nielson went to the office for a minute to check with the principal about something, and the minute she left the classroom Becca turned to me and said, right in front of Katie and Stewart, who I hardly know at all, “Emma, I just thought of the perfect byline for you: Porky the Poet!”

I could feel my face flame. Katie looked shocked for about half a second, but when Becca started to laugh, she joined in.

“Sheesh, Becca!” Stewart looked embarrassed and disgusted and kind of angry. He’s a dork and a Chadwick to boot, but still, it made me feel a teeny bit better that somebody stuck up for me, even if it was only Stewart.

Cassidy would have laughed it off and dished it right back, calling Becca “metalmouth” or something, but I’m not Cassidy, plus Becca caught me off guard so I just sat there like a lump not knowing what to say. Becca likes to needle me about my weight and my poetry. Last year, she stole my journal and read this poem I wrote about Zach out loud right in front of him and his friends. I thought I was going to die of embarrassment. What’s worse is that now she knows I want to be a writer. I don’t like her knowing that about me. It makes me feel like I’m standing in the middle of monument Square in my underpants.

Ms. Nielson came back before Becca could say anything else, thank goodness. When she caught sight of Becca and Katie snickering, Stewart glowering, and me with my face the color of a stop sign, she must have known instantly that something was going on because she asked, “Is everything okay?”

Katie wiped the smile off her face and started shuffling papers. “Yes, Ms. Nielson.”

“Absolutely, Ms. Nielson,” Becca chimed in, the picture of innocence.

Ms. Nielson looked over at me but I didn’t say a word. I just sat there feeling foolish. And porky.

“Emma,” my mother says, interrupting my remorseful daydream, “unfortunately you’re going to find as you go through life that you will occasionally run into people like Becca. There have always been the Becca Chadwicks of the world, and I suppose there always will be. Last year when we read Little Women it was Jenny Snow, remember her? and now in Anne of Green Gables it’s gertie and Josie Pye.”

She’s right, of course. My mother usually is. She’s a librarian.

“You can’t listen to the Pyes of the world,” she tells me.

We’re both quiet for a moment, contemplating the Pyes of the world.

“Maybe I should talk to Becca’s mother at the tea party this afternoon,” my mother says finally.

I spin around. “No!” I beg her, horrified. “Please don’t! Promise me you won’t!”

She holds up her hands in mock surrender. “Okay, okay, I promise! But only if you promise you’ll try not to let her bug you.”

Anything is better than my mother making a scene with Mrs. Chadwick. Becca would never let me hear the end of that. “I’ll try,” I mutter.

“Good,” says my mother. “Now let’s get a move on here and finish up.” She leans closer to the mirror and starts putting on her mascara. My mother doesn’t wear much makeup. Just lipstick, usually, and maybe a little blush. Eye makeup is too big a deal and takes too much time, she always says. But she’s making an exception for the TV taping today. She says she wants to do Mrs. Sloane proud. She fixed her hair different too. It’s loose, instead of in its usual ponytail, and she fluffed up her bangs a bit. I like it.

“Cassidy says I just need to get more exercise,” I tell her.

My mother’s mascara wand halts in midair. “Excuse me?”

“What we were talking about earlier. You know, the weight thing. Cassidy says more exercise would help.”

My mother frowns. “Oh she does, does she?”

“She says I spend too much time sitting around reading.”

“Well, from what clementine tells me about Cassidy’s grades, it sounds as if she could do with a little more sitting around reading.” my mother slants me a glance. “So what do you think about her advice?”

I shrug.

“Do you want to take up a sport? You love to swim—you could join the swim team, maybe, or play water polo.”

I make a face. I’ve never liked team sports.

“Well, maybe you could ride your bike a little more often. Heaven knows we could all do with a little more exercise, myself included.” She pats her tummy. My mom’s not as slender as Mrs. Delaney and Mrs. Sloane, and definitely not as thin as Mrs. Wong, who my dad says practically disappears when she turns sideways, but she’s still in pretty good shape. My mom and my dad like to go for long walks. They call it “clearing the cobwebs.” Sometimes they loop over the old North Bridge and around back through town, and other times they go farther away, like to the trails around Walden Pond and through estabrook Woods.

“Could we get a dog?” I ask. Instantly feeling disloyal, I reach down and pat melville, our cat, who’s wandered in to join us and is twining himself around my ankles.

“I doubt I could sell your father on that idea,” my mother replies, dabbing on her lipstick. “He says two children and one cat are plenty.”

“Cassidy says I should try skating.”

“Hockey? Really?” my mother’s brow furrows.

“Not hockey—figure skating. Cassidy thinks I’d really like it. She says it’s kind of like swimming.”

“Hmmm,” says my mother.

“Well, not exactly like swimming,” I reply, trying to explain. “Just the same feeling. She says it’s sort of like flying, too.”

My mother laughs. “Swimming and flying. I see. Sounds pretty good.” She puts her makeup away and turns around. “I can certainly give Eva Bergson a call and check into figure-skating lessons if you want me to, Emma.”

Eva Bergson is about eighty. She was an olympic skater ages ago, and now she runs a skating school in Concord. “But I thought skating lessons were really expensive,” I say. My family is on kind of a tight budget. My dad works at home. He’s a freelance writer and what my mother calls “an aspiring novelist,” and he doesn’t make a whole lot of money.

“Well, I get a small consulting fee from clementine’s show”—Mrs. Sloane hired my mom as a research assistant—“and it’s looking like the tax levy will pass too. If it does, there’s a raise budgeted for yours truly at the library, and I can think of nothing I’d rather spend it on than my darling daughter.” my mother plants another kiss on top of my head, and I smile up at her.

The doorbell rings.

“That’s probably Shannon and Jess,” says my mother. The four of us are going to drive over to the Sloanes’ together.

“Look what Shannon brought us!” crows my dad as my mother and I come downstairs to the front hall. He waves an apple pie under our noses. “She says the macouns are finally ripe.”

Jess’s mother thinks macouns are the perfect kind of apple for making pies. She should know—she makes a ton of them for their farm stand. Jess and I help her bake sometimes. We gather eggs and pick fruit for her too—whatever’s in season—and vegetables from the garden, and herbs from the greenhouse. Plus, I learned how to milk a goat last year when Jess got Sundance, and Mr. Delaney says we’re such a help to him that he’s going to make us official apprentice cheesemakers next summer.

“Wow, Shannon, thank you!” says my mother. “What a treat! heaven knows baking is not my strong suit.”

Jess looks at me and smiles. She’s sampled plenty of my mom’s fiascos. In our house, my dad does all the cooking.

The front door swings open and Darcy bursts in, all sweaty from football practice. Like Cassidy, my older brother is a jock. “Hi, guys!”

Jess smiles shyly at him. She kind of has a crush on my brother. Not that I’ve told Darcy about it. I would never betray my best friend’s secret.

“Phew, Darcy, go get in the shower!” says my mother, waving her hand in front of her nose. “And leave those grubby cleats outside, would you?”

Darcy dutifully unties his shoes and tosses them out back onto the front steps. “Yum,” he says, spotting the pie. “Can I have a piece?”

“After you’re odor-free,” my dad tells him, and Darcy peels off his dirty socks and waves them around his head.

Jess and I shriek, and my dad grabs an umbrella from the coat stand and raises it in front of him like a fencing sword.

“Be off, you scurvy dog!” he cries, advancing across the front hall. Darcy grins and thunders upstairs, whistling.

“Boys are so gross!” I say in disgust.

“You won’t think that way forever,” says my mother lightly. She whisks the pie away from my father and heads for the kitchen. We follow her. “I’ll leave this here for Darcy,” she tells my dad, cutting a piece of pie and putting it on a plate. “But I think you’d better hide the rest of it in your office, where it’ll be safe from marauding football players. Otherwise none of the rest of us will ever get a bite.”

Mrs. Delaney smiles ruefully. “I can only imagine what our food bill will be like when the twins get to be teenagers.”

“No kidding!” says my father. “I keep telling Phoebe we’re going to have to take out a second mortgage just to feed Darcy.”

Jess’s mother grows quiet. My father gets a funny look on his face, and he and my mother exchange a worried glance.

“Well, I, uh, guess I’ll head back to work here,” my dad says. “I, uh, have a review to finish up before quitting time. Thanks again for the pie, Shannon.”

He disappears down the hall with it, and my mother turns to Mrs. Delaney.

“So any more word on, um, things?” she asks.

Mrs. Delaney shakes her head. My mother takes the kettle from the stove and starts to fill it with water. “We don’t have to be over to clementine’s for half an hour,” she says. “Why don’t you sit down and I’ll make us a nice cup of tea.” She turns to Jess and me. “You girls go on up to Emma’s room now and play until I call you.”

“Mom!” I protest, exasperated. “We’re in seventh grade! We don’t ‘play’ anymore!”

“Then go hang out, or whatever it is you call it.”

I can tell she’s trying to get rid of us. I can also tell something’s up with the Delaneys. I want to stay and listen and find out what it is, but my mother makes shooing motions at us. Reluctantly, Jess and I trudge out of the kitchen. Melville is right behind us.

“What’s going on?” I ask Jess a minute later, closing my bedroom door.

She shrugs. “I’m not sure. My parents have been whispering a lot lately.”

“Your mother’s not going to leave again, is she?”

A panicked look appears on Jess’s face and I instantly regret my words.

“I don’t know,” she says unhappily. “I hope not.”

“I’m sure that’s not it,” I tell her, wishing I felt more certain. It wouldn’t make sense, though—her mom’s been really happy since she came home from New York. At least up until recently.

About twenty minutes later my mom calls us back downstairs again and the four of us pile into our car for the short drive to Cassidy’s. The Sloanes’ house is bustling with activity. Mr. Goldberg, the producer, is there, along with a couple of cameramen and crew. Everybody’s shouting directions and rushing back and forth, trying not to trip over the cables that snake through the hallway and the downstairs rooms. Mrs. Sloane appears, looking frazzled but gorgeous.

“Nice outfits,” she says to my mother and me, casting an eye over our matching skirts and sweaters. “Very pretty.”

Her compliment makes me feel a teeny bit better. Even if Becca thinks I look stupid—which I have absolutely no doubt she will—what does her opinion matter compared to former supermodel clementine’s?

“Cassidy’s in her room with Megan,” Mrs. Sloane tells us. “Why don’t you girls go on up and wait there, while we finish getting everything ready on the set. Phoebe, Shannon, come with me. I’m going to put you to work icing the cupcakes with Lily. The Chadwicks should be here any time and then we’ll be good to go.”

As our mothers disappear down the hall toward the kitchen, Jess and I head upstairs. I peek into the dining room as we go past. There are spotlights facing the table, which is set for our tea party. The windows are draped with panels of gold and silver fabric, and there are gold and silver candlesticks everywhere. It looks like a palace. We’re not supposed to be having a Christmas party, exactly—Mrs. Sloane and the producers wanted it to be a bit more general than that, something viewers could picture doing for Thanksgiving or Christmas or New Year’s or even hanukkah. It’s a bit weird, though, since it’s not even halloween yet. Cassidy says the filming schedule takes some getting used to. She’s never sure from week to week what time of year it will be inside her house.

“Hi, guys!” I say, flinging myself onto Cassidy’s bed and startling murphy, the Sloanes’ dog, who was sound asleep on the pillow. He gives me a reproachful glance.

“Sorry, pal.” I scratch him behind his ears, and, somewhat mollified, he rolls over on his back so I can scratch his tummy, too.

Cassidy’s older sister Courtney pokes her head in the door. “Mom says I’m supposed to inspect you all.” She looks us over and spots Cassidy’s high tops. “Come on, Cassidy! What’s the matter with you? Take those sneakers off and put on your nice shoes like mom asked. You don’t want to embarrass her. And could you maybe brush your hair?”

Muttering to herself, Cassidy unlaces her sneakers. Courtney turns to Megan and Jess and me. “You three look great,” she says. “Fun sweater, Emma. That color is perfect on you.”

I’m beginning to suspect that my mother called the Sloanes ahead of time and asked them to work on boosting my confidence. But Courtney sounds completely sincere. I wish I had an older sister. I love Darcy and everything; he’s great most of the time as far as big brothers go, but compliments are not his strong point.

“Thanks, Courtney, you look nice too,” I tell her. Courtney always looks pretty. She’s like a little photocopy of Mrs. Sloane. She’s not dressed up today, because she’s not part of our book club, so she’s just wearing jeans and a turquoise hoodie. Somehow she still manages to look grown-up and sophisticated, though, and she makes me feel about ten years old in my red sweater with the little snowmen on it.

“How’s Lois Lane?” Cassidy asks after Courtney heads back downstairs.

I make a face. “Not so great.” I explain what happened at the newspaper meeting after school on Thursday.

“Man,” Cassidy says when I’m done. “The queen bee sure has her stinger out for you.”

“You can’t let her get to you, Emma,” Jess adds.

Megan doesn’t say anything. She’s sitting on the other side of murphy and seems very interested in the bedspread. Her dark, shoulder-length hair has swung forward, obscuring her face.

“Becca tried that ‘goat girl’ stuff on me the first day of school and I let her have it,” Jess continues. “I called her a ‘cretinous troglodyte’ right in front of Zach Norton. That shut her up fast.”

“A what-inous troglo-who?” sputters Cassidy.

Jess grins. “Cretinous troglodyte. I’ve been saving it up all summer. My dad helped me pick it out as ammunition, just in case. It means stupid cave-dweller, but it sounds much worse, doesn’t it?”

We all laugh, and Cassidy gets Jess to write the insult down for her so she can memorize it. “This’ll come in handy at the rink,” she tells us, sticking the note in her desk drawer. “Some of those hockey players can be real trash-talkers.”

“You know, Emma,” Megan says softly, “Becca doesn’t really mean it. She only says those things because she knows they bug you. It’s just a bad habit.”

We all stare at her. Since when did Megan start sticking up for Becca Chadwick again?

“That’s easy for you to say,” I tell her indignantly. “You’ve never been Becca’s punching bag the way I have.”

Jess quickly changes the subject. But I can’t stop thinking about Megan and Becca. Katie malone’s not the only one Becca’s been sucking up to lately. Now that she’s in our book club, and now that she knows Megan’s fashion designs are going to be featured in Flashlite magazine, Becca’s been acting really friendly again toward Megan. And Megan hasn’t exactly been fending her off.

“So, how are your designs coming?” Cassidy asks.

Megan flops backward onto the bed and heaves a dramatic sigh. “Don’t ask.”

“Anything we can do to help?” says Jess.

Megan shakes her head. “The launch issue is scheduled for next summer. It seems like a long ways off, but they said they’d need my designs by the middle of march. I’m already getting nervous about it. Plus, everything I’ve drawn so far just looks stupid.”

“Let’s take a look,” says Cassidy, rooting in Megan’s shoulder bag for her ever-present sketchbook.

Megan sits up and lets out a screech of protest. “No!” she cries, grabbing it away from her.

Cassidy snatches it back, laughing. “C’mon, megs, we’re your friends.” She flips it open. We crowd around to inspect the pages. The outfits look fine to me, but when I look more closely at the models, I realize they’re all Becca.

“Girls! The Chadwicks are here! We’re ready to get started!” Mrs. Sloane calls up the stairs.

None of us says a word as Megan stuffs the sketchbook back in her bag. We file downstairs to the dining room in silence and wait outside the door while Mr. Goldberg, who is overseeing the crew, makes sure the candles are all lit and the cameras are in position. Becca and her mother are waiting outside the door too.

“Nice snowmen, Emma,” whispers Becca, quietly enough that nobody else can hear. “I had a sweater like that once, too—back in preschool.”

Despite the promise I made to my mother earlier, and all the nice things Mrs. Sloane and Courtney said, I feel my eyes fill up with tears of rage and humiliation. How can Megan possibly like someone as mean as Becca?

“You’re awfully quiet,” Mrs. Wong says to us as we take our seats around the table.

I don’t answer. I’m afraid if I say anything the tears might spill over.

“We’re just excited, that’s all,” Jess tells her.

Willing the tears away, I concentrate on how beautiful everything looks instead. There are gold and silver ribbons twined around the chandelier, and the candles in the candlesticks are glowing all down the center of the table, their reflections shining in the centerpiece—a big glass bowl filled with gold and silver ornaments. I don’t remember seeing these plates and teacups before—they’re gold-rimmed and very fancy—and I wonder if they belong to Cassidy’s mom or if they’re just part of the stage set.

Two crew members come in carrying three-tiered trays laden with fancy finger food—tiny sandwiches and mini cupcakes and things like that. They set them on the table, alongside a silver teapot. Cassidy reaches out for a truffle and her mother swats her hand away.

“We’re going to film the tea party first, and then later we’ll all go into the kitchen and do some baking for what will eventually be the first part of the episode,” Mrs. Sloane explains. “And we’ll take the decorations down and put them up again as well.”

Filming a TV show is complicated, I decide. But Mrs. Sloane’s cheeks are pink and her eyes are sparkling, and it’s obvious she’s really enjoying herself. I muster a smile and decide I’m going to try and enjoy myself too. Like my mother, I want to do Cassidy’s mom proud.

I glance over at Becca. She’s smiling too. Not at me, though. She’s smiling straight at the camera. With her lips together, of course.

“It’s not on yet,” says Cassidy in a stage whisper.

Jess snickers; Becca blushes; and Mrs. Sloane shoots Cassidy a warning glance.

“What I thought we’d do for this first segment is combine the tea party with our usual book club meeting,” she says. “That way, we can help give other book clubs ideas for fun things they can do too.”

“Quiet on the set,” says Mr. Goldberg as Mrs. Sloane takes her seat. My mother, who is sitting next to me, squeezes my hand. I take a deep breath. I’m not really nervous, just a little jittery. Cassidy told us there’s nothing to be scared of, since it’s not like live TV. They’ll tape a whole bunch, she says, then afterward the editors will look everything over, and keep the good stuff and toss the rest.

Maybe they’ll toss Becca, I think, and my smile broadens at this prospect. I can feel myself relax a little.

“Action!” calls Mr. Goldberg.

“Welcome to today’s episode of Cooking with Clementine,” says Mrs. Sloane, flashing the smile that made her famous. “We have a special treat for all of you today, a festive Mother-Daughter Book Club holiday tea party!”

She goes around the table introducing each of us, and then starts pouring tea as our meeting gets underway. Mrs. Delaney, who is sitting on the other side of me, passes one of the towers of treats, and I take a cucumber sandwich, a chicken salad sandwich, a truffle, and three mini cupcakes. Then I glance over at Becca and remember her “Porky the Poet” comment, and I put one of the cupcakes back, hoping they don’t catch this on film.

“Here’s your first official handout of the year, girls,” says my mother cheerfully, passing out sheets of paper. “L. M. Montgomery—Lucy maud, or just maud to her friends—was a fascinating woman. I think you’re going to enjoy getting to know her just as much as you enjoyed getting to know Louisa may alcott last year when we read Little Women.”

“Hey!” says Cassidy. “They had the same first two initials.”

“Well, what do you know about that,” my mother replies. “I hadn’t noticed. A good omen for a smooth transition, I’d say.”

We all laugh politely and sip our tea and nibble at our food. Across the table, Cassidy is chomping on an egg salad sandwich, and I remind myself to chew with my mouth closed as I see her mother elbow her discreetly.

“Let me explain a little about how our book club works,” says Mrs. Sloane brightly, launching into a conversation with the camera. While she’s describing our reading schedule and how we try and learn a little about the author at each of our meetings, and sometimes bake food or do crafts from the books, I scan my handout.

FUN FACTS ABOUT MAUD

1. Lucy Maud Montgomery was born on November 30, 1874, on Prince Edward Island in Canada.

2. Her mother died when she was two, and her father moved to Western Canada seeking a better life, leaving Maud in the care of Lucy and Alexander Macneil, her mother’s parents. Maud would later base the characters of Matthew and Marilla Cuthbert partly on these grandparents.

3. Maud always knew she wanted to be a writer. She started keeping a journal at age nine, received her first rejection letter at twelve, and published her first poem in a Charlottetown newspaper a few days before she turned sixteen. She later wrote, “It was the first sweet bubble on the cup of success.”

4. Her literary career would go on to span some fifty years, until her death on April 24, 1942. Overall, Lucy Maud Montgomery wrote twenty-four books, 530 short stories, and more than five hundred poems.

I glance down at my teacup and wonder if I’ll ever be lucky enough to taste that sweet bubble of success. I haven’t had the courage to try and publish any of my poems or stories yet. They’re too private. Especially the poems. Well, except for the one about Zach Norton that Becca read aloud to everybody last year, that is, I think bitterly. That one certainly wasn’t private anymore.

“So,” says my mother briskly, as Mrs. Sloane winds up her explanations and gives her a nod. “Let’s get this discussion started. You’ve all read up through chapter fifteen, right? are you enjoying the book so far?”

Everyone raises her hand except Becca.

“Rebecca Louise,” barks Mrs. Chadwick.

Becca halfheartedly raises her hand.

“Cut!” says Mr. Goldberg. He sighs. “It’s Mrs. Chadwick, isn’t it?”

She fixes him with a cold stare. “That’s right, young man.”

Mr. Goldberg looks a little flustered at this. He’s got grayish hair and is at least as old as Mrs. Chadwick. “Uh, you do recall that you’re on camera here, don’t you? You might want to watch the tone of your voice.”

“Don’t tell me how to raise my children, and I won’t tell you how to film a TV show,” snaps Mrs. Chadwick.

Mr. Goldberg shoots Cassidy’s mother a look.

“What fred means, Calliope,” Mrs. Sloane says smoothly, “is that we wouldn’t want to give viewers the wrong impression. You’re such a devoted mother to Becca, and that’s what we want to convey here on film.”

Mrs. Chadwick preens at this. “Well,” she says, a tad less waspishly, “I’ll try and keep that in mind. But watch your manners, Becca.”

For a moment I almost feel sorry for Becca. It can’t be easy, having a snapping turtle like Mrs. Chadwick for your mother. But then I remember “Porky the Poet” and I don’t feel so sorry for her anymore.

“Roll ’em!” says Mr. Goldberg.

“Let’s talk about the characters,” my mother suggests, and we go around the table telling who our favorite and least favorite characters are.

Almost all of us like anne Shirley best, except my mother, who is particularly fond of marilla.

“She’s so steely and stern on the outside, but she’s really a cream puff underneath,” she says, plucking a tiny cream puff from the top tier of the nearest tea tray and holding it up for emphasis.

The other mothers all laugh. Becca looks over at me, shaking her head in pity. I stretch out my leg under the table, wondering if it’s long enough to give her a good swift kick. It’s not, unfortunately.

When it’s my turn, I look Becca right in the eye. I don’t care if the cameras are rolling or not. “My least favorite character is Josie Pye,” I say.

Becca doesn’t even blink. I’ll bet she hasn’t even read the book.

“Mine is Mrs. Rachel Lynde,” says Mrs. Wong. “At least in the beginning. She turns out okay in the end. But what a busybody! I can’t imagine anybody in real life being that nosy and outspoken, can you?”

There’s an awkward pause. Actually, that description fits someone in this room to a T. I try not to look at Mrs. Chadwick, who’s furtively removing the last two truffles from the tea tray and isn’t paying the rest of us the least bit of attention.

“How about you, Shannon?” my mother says hastily to Mrs. Delaney. “Do you have a favorite or least favorite?”

“You know, this may sound odd, but my favorite character is green gables itself,” Jess’s mother replies. “Lucy maud montgomery describes that old farmhouse so vividly it almost seems alive.”

“I know what you mean,” agrees Mrs. Wong.

Mrs. Chadwick gives an ungracious snort. I hope the film editor will be able to cut it out or erase it or something, because like Mrs. Wong, I know exactly what Mrs. Delaney means.

“When I first read this book as a girl, I desperately wanted to move to green gables,” Jess’s mother continues. “It seemed so beautiful to me, like heaven on earth!”

“And then you grew up and married dad and moved to Half Moon Farm instead,” says Jess happily. “Which is even more beautiful than green gables.”

Her mother puts her arm around her shoulders and draws her close. “That’s right, honey.” There’s a hint of sadness in her voice, and I see my mother and Mrs. Sloane exchange a glance across the table. I sure wish I knew what was going on with the delaneys. I just hope it isn’t anything bad. Last year was really hard on Jess.

“How about you, Becca, do you have a favorite character?” my mother coaxes.

Becca gives me a sly glance. “Gilbert Blythe.”

I turn bright red. I know as well as she does that she’s not talking about gilbert Blythe. She’s talking about Zach Norton. The girls at Walden middle School are just as crazy about Zach as the girls in avonlea were about gilbert Blythe. Becca knows I have a crush on Zach because of the poem I wrote last year. She has a crush on him too, just like Josie Pye did on gilbert. She must have read the book after all.

“I don’t get what the big deal between gilbert and anne was in that last chapter we read,” says Cassidy. “All he did was call her ‘carrots’ and she turned around and whapped him over the head with her slate.”

“She was sensitive about her red hair,” I explain, spearing another glance at Becca. “It’s like somebody teasing you about the one thing you don’t want to be teased about.”

Becca mouths the word Porky silently at me. Then she says aloud, “maybe we should start calling you ‘carrots,’ Cassidy.”

“Maybe you should think twice before you do, metalmouth,” Cassidy shoots back.

“Cassidy ann!” says her mother, shocked.

“Cut!” shouts Mr. Goldberg. “Ladies, please! This is supposed to be a friendly tea party!”

“Becca started it,” says Cassidy.

“Nonsense!” barks Mrs. Chadwick.

“I’ll handle this, Calliope,” Mrs. Sloane tells her stiffly.

My mother holds up her hand. “How about we all just take a deep breath and forge ahead here? I’m sure Mr. Goldberg and the crew want to wrap things up this afternoon as speedily as possible.”

Across the room, Mr. Goldberg nods vigorously. The camera starts rolling again, and my mother pulls out her cheeriest Mrs. Hawthorne-the-librarian tone of voice. “Continuing our lively discussion here, let’s turn to the concept of kindred spirits,” she says. “I’ve always loved that concept, haven’t you, Lily?”

“Absolutely,” Mrs. Wong replies. “It’s the very best kind of friendship.”

“I always wished I had a friend like diana Barry when I was growing up,” says Mrs. Delaney wistfully. “You girls are all so lucky to have each other.”

I look over at Becca Chadwick. She is so not a kindred spirit. Whatever the opposite of a kindred spirit is, that’s Becca. She sees me watching her and crosses her eyes. My mother catches her doing it and frowns, shaking her head slightly. Becca has the grace to look embarrassed. She shifts her gaze and takes a sip of tea.

“You know what I don’t get?” says Cassidy. “The way anne keeps naming things. ‘The White Way of delight,’ and the ‘Lake of Shining Waters.’ and that dumb tree, the ‘Snow Queen.’ That is so lame! Who names a tree?”

I hide a smile behind my napkin, careful not to look in Jess’s direction. I wouldn’t admit it on camera—and certainly not in front of Becca—but Jess and I have been naming things at Half Moon Farm. Anne of Green Gables inspired us. The delaney’s duck pond is now officially “The mirror of the Sky,” and the row of birches that line the driveway are “The Silent guardians.”

“Actually,” says my mother, flipping through her notebook, “I was reading a biography of Lucy maud montgomery in preparation for our meeting today, and it turns out that was something she used to do. Here it is—she said she used to name ‘all the pretty nooks and crannies about the old farm.’”

“I still think it’s dumb,” Cassidy continues, popping an entire cucumber sandwich into her mouth. “And what’s with that invisible friend of hers in the bookcase with the glass doors?”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” her mother whispers.

Across from me, I see Becca’s cell phone peeking up over the tabletop. She snaps a picture of Cassidy chewing. She sees me watching her and gives me a triumphant little smile. I look away.

“You mean Katie maurice?” my mother says. “Well, in the story anne was just lonely, that’s all. But lots of children have imaginary friends. Maud montgomery herself did. And so did Emma.”

I gape at her, horrified. I can’t believe she just said that! and on camera, too! I feel my face getting warm. I can only imagine the hay Becca Chadwick will make with this juicy little factoid. Not that she’ll have to—the whole world will know about it once the show airs. Unless the editor snips it out.

Mrs. Wong laughs. “Wasn’t his name Waldo?”

She and my mother both start giggling.

“Remember that time we decided to take the kids over to Ipswich to crane’s Beach for the day?” my mother continues. “And we had to turn back because Emma forgot Waldo?”

Megan’s lips are twitching now too. Cassidy is grinning at me, and so are Mr. Goldberg and even the cameraman. Only Jess isn’t smiling. She gives me a sympathetic look.

“I was five!” I protest.

But my mother is caught up in telling the story, and doesn’t hear the panic in my voice. “Emma shrieked for ten minutes straight, until Nick finally relented and turned the car around.”

It’s stupid, I know, but I can still remember that horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach, and how relieved I was when my dad brought me back home to get Waldo. He was very real to me.

Becca looks over at me and smirks. I close my eyes. I am never going to live this down.

“I’m sure this is all very entertaining to those of you who were there, but I suggest that we confine our conversation to Anne of Green Gables,” Mrs. Chadwick says sourly.

“Cut!” cries Mr. Goldberg. He looks weary. “On that note, I think we’ll wrap things up here. We should have enough footage at this point for the tea party scene.”

The rest of the afternoon passes quickly. Mrs. Sloane organizes us in the kitchen where they film us making tea treats and decorations. I stay as far away as possible from Becca, who is teamed up with Megan. As I watch the two of them together, I begin to wonder if Megan is a kindred spirit after all. She’s not exactly acting like one.

The phone rings just as we finish filming. Courtney answers it, then passes the receiver to her mother.

“Uh-huh,” says Mrs. Sloane. “Really? Wow! That would be great.” She hangs up and looks over at us. “You’ll never guess who that was.”

“Waldo?” whispers Becca from behind me.

Cassidy steps on her foot.

“Channel 5 heard about the mother-daughter tea party episode, and they want to do a promotional spot about it on their morning show the day it runs,” her mother tells us.

“You mean we’re going to be on Hello Boston!?” squeals Becca.

Mrs. Sloane nods, beaming.

I have the same horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach that I did when we drove off years ago without my imaginary friend Waldo. Taping an episode of Cooking with Clementine is one thing. But live TV with Becca Chadwick?

It’s going to be a disaster.
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“What do you do when you meet with an irresistible temptation?”

—Anne of Green Gables

Shivering, I kneel in front of my bedroom window and peer out at the darkness. The sky is beginning to lighten over the back pasture, and I can just make out the fringe of trees at its far edge. A brisk wind whips through their tops, then gallops across the pasture and rattles my windowpanes. I pull my quilt closer around me, glad to be indoors on this chilly November morning. Usually I’d be out in the barn by now, milking the goats and feeding the chickens. But since this is a special day, my father said he’d do my chores for me.

I press my face close to the glass, trying not to fog up the windowpane with my breath. There it is! To the southeast, over the duck pond, just like the almanac promised. I smile in satisfaction at the pale crescent moon, and slightly above it, bright Venus. I let my thoughts drift for a while, pretending that I’m anne Shirley, upstairs in her bedroom at green gables swooning over nature’s stark beauty.

“‘Don’t you feel as if you just loved the world on a morning like this?’” I whisper to myself, quoting anne.

I know I’m too old for make-believe—I’m nearly thirteen—but sometimes, when nobody’s around, I still like to pretend things. Since we started reading the anne books this fall, I’ve been daydreaming about green gables a lot—which is kind of surprising because reading is not my favorite thing in the whole world. Now, Emma, she’d rather sit around with a book than do just about anything else. I’d rather be outdoors. But I liked reading Little Women last year, so I was looking forward to book club again this year. Still, I didn’t have a clue how much I would absolutely love Anne of Green Gables. There are parts of it that I read over and over again. Anne Shirley feels the same way I do about everything, especially nature. She notices things—sunsets, trees, flowers, all of it. Just like I do. If she were real, the two of us would definitely be kindred spirits.

“Jess!” my mother calls, startling me out of my little fantasy. “Are you ready?”

“Almost, mom!” I call back. Feeling guilty for dawdling—and nervous all of a sudden—I scramble up off the floor, toss the quilt back on my bed, and get dressed as fast as I can. Mom says it’s not that big a deal, and that an old pro like me doesn’t need to worry so much, but how can I help it? This is a lot different than a middle school play. We’re going to be on Hello Boston! everybody in the world watches Hello Boston! Well, okay, not everybody, but enough people to make me worry about doing something stupid, especially on live TV, like having hay stuck in my hair or something. Everybody thinks I’m weird enough as it is.

There’s a tap on my bedroom door and my mother pokes her head in. “We should get going, honey,” she says. She smiles at me. “You look really pretty.”

“Thanks.” I’m wearing the same outfit I wore when we filmed the tea party a few weeks ago. It’s a light blue velvet dress with a white lace collar that my dad says makes me look like alice in Wonderland. He means it as a compliment, but I think of it as my anne of green gables dress, because it has puffed sleeves and anne Shirley always wanted a dress with puffed sleeves. It’s kind of old-fashioned, but that’s what I like about it. My mom picked it out for me, and her taste in clothes is every bit as good as Mrs. Sloane’s and Megan’s. Not that you’d know it to look at her. Living on our farm, she doesn’t get to dress up much. At least not the way she did when she played Larissa LaRue on HeartBeats last year. When she quit the show she traded in her glamorous soap opera wardrobe for jeans and T-shirts, and instead of fancy hairdos, she mostly just pulls her hair back into a ponytail and sticks it through the back of one of her baseball caps. And who’s going to bother with makeup when there’s nobody to see you but chickens and goats?

Today she looks as glamorous as she ever did on HeartBeats, though. She’s wearing slim black velvet pants, high heels, and a white satin blouse. Her dark hair is twisted up into a french braid, and she’s got these really gorgeous pearl earrings on and lipstick and everything. I wonder if I’ll be as pretty as my mom when I grow up. I squint at myself in the mirror, trying to imagine myself ten years from now. It doesn’t work. All I see is Jess, but blurry because I’m squinting.

“We’d better get a move on—we’re supposed to be at clementine’s soon,” my mother reminds me. As if I could forget. She sees the look on my face and laughs. “Relax, honey, it’s going to be fine. You’ll hardly notice the cameras. Just try and think of it as a fun party.”

Is she kidding me? I’m going to be on live TV with Becca Chadwick! That hardly qualifies as a party. Filming the Cooking with Clementine episode was bad enough. Cassidy says by the time the editors cut out all of Mrs. Chadwick’s snarky comments and Becca’s shenanigans, there was hardly any tea party left at all. Plus, since Becca kept calling Emma “Waldo” and “Porky” under her breath, she made Emma so miserable that in the final cut Emma looks like she’s at a funeral instead of a festive holiday party. It was too late to film it over again, though, Mr. Goldberg said, so they had to go with it. Cassidy says it’s not that noticeable, but I suspect she just doesn’t want to hurt Emma’s feelings.

“I’ll meet you downstairs,” my mother says.

After she leaves I open my top dresser drawer, take out something I put there last night, and slip it into my pocket. I look at myself in the mirror and smile. Miss Queen Bee Becca is in for a surprise this morning.

“Ta-da!” cries my father from the foot of the stairs. “My beautiful girls!”

My mother twirls around the front hall, showing off her outfit. Sugar and Spice do their best to twirl too, running in circles chasing their tails and barking in excitement. My mom and dad both laugh. It’s good to see my parents happy. They’ve been looking so serious lately.

My father sweeps his arm toward the front door. “Ladies,” he announces in a fake British accent, “your chariot awaits.”

Our “chariot” turns out to be the farm truck. While I’m waiting for my brothers to pile into the narrow backseat, I look up at the dawn sky again. There’s a Leonid meteor shower predicted for next week, and my father has promised to get up with me to watch it. He likes astronomy too. When it’s my turn to climb up into the cab, I settle in between my parents in the front seat. My father turns on the heater.

“Winter is just around the corner,” he says cheerfully, and starts to sing “over the river and through the woods …”

We all join in. I gaze at Half Moon Farm as he backs out of the driveway. I forgot to turn the light off in my bedroom, and its warm glow lights up my window like a beacon, making our house look like something you’d see on a postcard. Sometimes I love our home so much it almost hurts. If I never had to leave it again I’d be perfectly happy. It’s the place I feel safest and most content in all the world—especially now that our family is together again.

It’s only a short drive to the Sloanes’, and we barely finish the song before we’re pulling up in front of their house. There are a lot of cars parked on both sides of the street, and the channel 5 van is already in the driveway. My heart starts thumping wildly in my chest, like a caged animal trying to escape. This is really happening. I’m going to be on Hello Boston!

“Give me a shout when you’re done, and I’ll come get you,” my dad calls to us as my mom and I climb out of the truck. He and the twins are heading home to watch the show. My mother said absolutely no way was she going to risk having the boys underfoot during a live TV taping. “A disaster waiting to happen,” she called it. We wave to them and they drive off.

The Sloanes’ front door flies open and Emma and Cassidy tumble out onto the front porch. “What took you so long?” Emma demands. “We’re starting in half an hour.”

“My fault, girls,” says my mom. “I couldn’t pry the twins out of bed.”

The two of us follow them inside and hang up our coats. My mom heads for the kitchen while Emma and Cassidy and I linger in the hall, inspecting each other. Cassidy is fairly presentable for once, in black velvet pants like my mom’s and a black sort of tunic sweater with a bright pattern on it that looks like maybe it’s from Sweden or Norway or someplace. Her face is clean and she’s even brushed her short red hair, but she’s tucked it back behind her ears, which her mom hates and will try and fix the minute she spots it. Emma said she was never going to wear her snowman sweater again, not after what Becca Chadwick said about it, so today she’s wearing a frilly lavender shirt and a gray skirt. Her socks have slipped down, revealing bruises on her knees and Band-aids on both of her shins. Emma started taking figure-skating lessons a few weeks ago. She’s not very good yet.

“Did you bring it?” whispers Cassidy.

I nod, and Cassidy and Emma start to giggle. Of course that has to be right when Mrs. Chadwick walks in. She sees us and frowns.

“What are you girls up to?” she demands.

“Nothing,” we chorus.

“Where’s Becca?”

Cassidy points upstairs. “In Courtney’s room with Megan. My sister’s doing their makeup.”

Emma’s smile fades. It’s kind of awkward now that Megan is friends again with Becca Chadwick. It’s not like she ignores us—she doesn’t. She’s still friends with us, too. But it’s pretty uncomfortable sometimes, especially in the cafeteria at lunch. Megan never quite looks like she knows where to sit. Sometimes she sits with us, and sometimes she sits with the Fab Three. Emma and Cassidy and I can’t bring ourselves to call them the Fab Four again the way we used to, though. We’re too afraid we’ll jinx things if we do. We keep hoping Megan will wake up and realize who her real friends are.

Just as Mrs. Chadwick starts up the stairs, Megan and Becca appear at the top. Megan is wearing a new red silk dress she sewed herself. The color goes perfectly with her ivory skin and shiny dark hair.

“Hey, megs,” I call up to her. “You look nice.”

“Thanks,” she says, flashing me a smile. “So do you. I was hoping you’d wear that dress again.”

“Stop dillydallying, girls!” booms Mrs. Chadwick. “Mrs. Sloane wants to talk to us all. We’ll be starting soon.”

The two of them clatter downstairs and we follow Mrs. Chadwick to the kitchen. She’s wearing an emerald green outfit made of some stiff embroidered fabric that makes her look kind of like a sofa. Not that I’d ever tell her that. My mom lectured me about being respectful of my elders. No more jokes about Mrs. Chadwick’s size, especially now that she’s taking yoga and trying to turn over a new leaf, she says. We’re supposed to be supportive of her efforts.

My stomach does a flip-flop as we near the kitchen. This is worse than the stage fright I had last year right before Beauty and the Beast. It’s not like I even have to say anything—we rehearsed last night and mostly Mrs. Sloane will do all the talking with the show’s host. We’re just supposed to sit there politely sipping tea and smiling and looking excited and happy so people will want to watch our Cooking with Clementine episode when it’s broadcast later today. Still, I’m really jittery. My hand slips into my pocket again, and it occurs to me that I might be feeling nervous because of what’s in there.

I grab Cassidy and Emma and hold them back for a moment just outside the kitchen door. “Maybe this isn’t such a good idea,” I whisper.

“Yeah,” Emma whispers back. “I’m kind of anxious about it too.”

Cassidy looks at us in disgust. “You two are such babies!” She holds out her hand. “Gimme it.”

I look over at Emma. She shrugs. Reluctantly, I pass the contents of my pocket to Cassidy.

She grins. “Trust me, it’s gonna be awesome.”

the Sloanes’ kitchen is crammed with people. My stomach does another flip-flop when I spot Darcy lounging against the refrigerator. Beside him, Stewart Chadwick is standing on one leg like a crane, gawking at the trays of food that the staff of Cooking with Clementine has prepared. Some of it is for our Hello Boston! taping and some of it is for the camera crew and the dads and everybody else who’s come over to watch.

Cassidy’s house is always in an uproar these days. There are cables that we’re always tripping over running through most of the rooms and hallways, plus floodlights and camera equipment everywhere. Poor Cassidy took a shower the other day and came out of the bathroom with nothing but her towel wrapped around her to find she’d accidentally walked into the middle of a shot! The camera crew thought it was a riot, but she was mad as heck. She told them if they tried to put it on a blooper reel, she’d sue.

You never quite know which season it is at the Sloanes’, either. Last month, the same week we filmed our holiday tea party, they also filmed mother’s day brunch, and Cassidy’s house went from winter to spring in a matter of days.

There is one benefit to having your mom in charge of a cooking show, though, Cassidy says, and that’s the food. She never buys lunch in the cafeteria at school anymore, and there’s always tons of good stuff around when Emma and Megan and I come over to hang out.

I look around for Cassidy’s dog, murphy, but there’s no sign of him. I figure he must have been banished to the garage or something. He’s kind of excitable, and he’d be going crazy right now trying to keep an eye on everything and everybody if he were in the house. Murphy is very protective of Cassidy and Courtney and their mom. Mrs. Sloane says she’s planning an episode just for him, to teach viewers how to bake their own dog biscuits, because he’s the one the show has been the hardest on.

“Hey, Emma. Hey, Jess.”

It’s Stewart. He’s helped himself to a homemade donut and hot cider.

“Hey, Stewart,” Emma replies, politely ignoring his powdered sugar mustache.

He pushes his glasses up nervously. “So you’re going to be on Hello Boston!?”

We nod.

“Cool.”

There’s an awkward pause, then Becca and Megan appear.

“Stewart, wipe that thing off!” snaps Becca, pointing to his upper lip. “You look like an idiot. Can’t you do anything without embarrassing me?”

Her brother’s face turns the same shade as Megan’s dress. Emma hands Stewart a napkin, glaring at Becca.

“What’s gotten into you?” Becca taunts her. “Lose Waldo again?”

“Who’s Waldo?” asks Stewart, looking around.

Megan tugs on Becca’s sleeve. “C’mon, Becca, lay off,” she says in a low voice.

Cassidy catches my eye and pats her pocket. I nod, suddenly glad we’re going to go through with our plan.

“Let’s go over things one more time,” announces Mrs. Sloane, clapping her hands to get everyone’s attention. As always, she looks gorgeous. She’s wearing a mid-calf–length purple wool skirt, a black turtleneck, and a matching purple shawl draped artfully around her shoulders. Like my mom, she’s got her hair swept up. Out of the corner of my eye I see Megan studying her. She’s probably wishing she had her sketchbook right now. Mrs. Sloane is her fashion idol.

“We’ll be filming in the living room in just a few minutes,” Mrs. Sloane continues. “Those of you who are here to watch us are welcome to do so but from the hallway only, please. We need to keep the room clear for the channel 5 folks.” She smiles at her friend Mr. Kinkaid, who’s standing with the dads, and he smiles back. She checks her watch, then gestures toward the countertop where the food is waiting. “We’ll be taking our places in just a few minutes, but until then, help yourselves!”

I glance over at Darcy. He winks at me and my heart gives a happy flutter. I’ve known Emma’s big brother forever, but about a year ago it was like I noticed him for the first time. I always thought he was really nice, but I never realized how cute he was too. He’s got the warmest brown eyes, just like Emma’s, and he’s always laughing and joking around. Plus he’s thoughtful and polite and smart too. Well, most of the time. Except when he’s doing dumb gross boy stuff. Emma thinks it’s hilarious that I’ve gotten all tongue-tied around him. “It’s just Darcy,” she always says, and I know it’s true but I can’t help it. She doesn’t bug me too much, though, just like I never tease her about Zach Norton. We keep each other’s secrets. That’s what best friends are for.

Out of the blue I realize that I’m thinking about math, of all things. The shortest distance between two points is a straight line. It occurs to me that this is probably true for people, too. I take a deep breath and start to walk across the kitchen toward Darcy. Just as I do, Becca Chadwick brushes past and beats me to him.

“Hi, Darcy,” she coos, batting her eyelashes.

“Oh, hey, Becca,” he says politely, then glances over at me. “Hey, Jess.”

“Hey,” I reply.

Becca ignores me, of course. “How’s high school?” she asks him in that fake voice she uses when boys are around.

“Great!” Darcy replies.

I just stand there feeling stupid as the two of them start talking. All of a sudden my dress seems babyish and I wish that I’d done something different with my hair, rather than just pull it back into its usual braid. In her plaid taffeta skirt and black V-neck sweater, Becca looks perfect, of course. The Fab Three always look perfect. Maybe if I spent ninety-seven hours a day trying on makeup and looking at fashion magazines I’d look perfect too.

I back away slowly, right into carson dawson, the host of Hello Boston!

“Whoa there, little lady,” he says, “better check your rearview mirror when you’re driving!” he chuckles at his little joke—carson dawson is known for chuckling at his own little jokes—and I notice that he’s a lot shorter than he looks on TV. Not much taller than me, in fact. He’s older, too. Up close like this I can see the wrinkles under his tan. I also notice that he has an abundance of teeth. Very white teeth. He’s baring them at me in his trademark smile.

“Pardon me,” I manage to squeak.

He chuckles again and trots off toward the living room.

“Girls!” says Cassidy’s mother. “We need you on the set. Five minutes until liftoff.”

I follow her down the hall, my heart thumping again. Part of me hopes Darcy isn’t going to watch us filming, and the other part of me hopes he does. We pick our way carefully over the camera cables to where the couch and chairs are grouped around the coffee table. At the far end is one of the three-tiered tea trays we used when we filmed the tea party. It’s piled with the same goodies, too—tiny little cucumber sandwiches with the crusts cut off, mini cupcakes, scones with devonshire cream and Half Moon Farm raspberry jam, crackers spread with goat cheese, little tarts filled with lemon mousse, truffles, and homemade cream puffs with chocolate sauce. My stomach rumbles. I was feeling too anxious to eat breakfast earlier, but now despite my jangling nerves I’m actually hungry.

Mrs. Chadwick is already seated on the sofa next to carson dawson. She must have gotten into the cream puffs or the truffles because there’s a smear of chocolate on one side of her mouth. An assistant spots it, and hands her a tissue.

“Becca will sit here next to me,” Mrs. Chadwick announces, as if this were her party and she were the hostess.

Mrs. Sloane’s smile looks a little strained. “Actually, Calliope, I’m going to have to ask you to move over here to this armchair.” She pats it encouragingly. “I’ll need to sit next to Mr. Dawson as he’ll be directing most of his questions at me.”

Mrs. Chadwick looks displeased to hear this. She’s used to being the boss. She’s sort of like the queen bee of Concord. I guess that’s where Becca gets it. She heaves herself reluctantly off the sofa and into the designated armchair.

“Two minutes!” calls one of the channel 5 camera crew. The dads and brothers crowd around the doorway, jostling for a good view. Mr. Kinkaid blows Cassidy’s mom a kiss, then gives Cassidy a thumbs-up. She scowls at him.

As we all take our assigned seats, Courtney comes in with a silver tray. On it is a large silver teapot and eleven teacups. She sets it down in the middle of the coffee table and places a teacup in front of each of us. Cassidy sits up straight, on full alert.

Beside me, Emma’s knee starts jouncing up and down and she flicks me a nervous glance. Cassidy, on the other hand, isn’t the least bit nervous. Her face is alight with excitement. There’s nothing Cassidy likes better than a good prank. I have no idea how she’s going to pull this one off, though. Not with a room full of people watching our every move.

“Ninety seconds!” calls the cameraman.

My palms are sweaty. I’m smiling my fake smile so hard the muscles in my cheeks are twitching. I don’t dare look at Darcy.

Beside me, I see Cassidy slip the garage door opener out from behind one of the couch pillows and drop her arm casually over the back of the sofa. She aims it at the window and pushes the button. Outside, there’s a rumbling sound as the garage door starts to go up. Two seconds later murphy hurtles through the front door, barking wildly at all the strangers in his house.

“What is that dog doing in here!” cries carson dawson. “Get him off the set!”

“Murphy, you naughty boy, how did you get out?” scolds Mrs. Sloane. “Courtney, grab him and put him back in the garage—quick!”

Courtney springs into action. Darcy and Stewart Chadwick are right behind her. Stewart trips over one of the cables and goes sprawling, startling murphy, who ducks under the coffee table. In their haste to grab him, Courtney and Darcy collide, and they go sprawling too. In all the confusion I see Cassidy remove the something from her pocket that I gave her earlier. Quick as lightning, she pours a few drops from it into Becca’s teacup. Then just as quickly she puts it back into her pocket. She looks over at me and Emma and grins.

I lean over and peek into Becca’s teacup. There’s nothing to see—the few drops Cassidy added are colorless. We left the blue food coloring out this time. Suddenly it strikes me how funny it would be if there really were such a thing as invisibility potion, and Becca Chadwick vanished—poof!—right in the middle of the Hello Boston! interview. I start to giggle. So do Emma and Cassidy. Megan gives us a funny look.

Fortunately, everyone else is laughing at murphy—everyone except Mr. Dawson, who is still looking annoyed—so no one notices us.

“Ten seconds!” cries his assistant, as the Sloanes’ dog is finally corralled and whisked back to exile in the garage.

The lights on the cameras go from red to green, and the expression on carson dawson’s face goes from irritation to toothsome enthusiasm.

“And action!” says the channel 5 cameraman.

“Helloooooooo, Boston!” calls carson dawson, launching into the show’s trademark opening cry. “And greetings from the set of Cooking with Clementine. I’m here live this morning with the lovely clementine Sloane in her lovely home in Concord, Massachusetts, where today’s upcoming episode was filmed. Isn’t that right, clementine?”

“That’s right, carson,” Mrs. Sloane responds, right on cue. “We have something special for our viewers later this morning.”

“What’s that, clementine?”

“It’s a mother-daughter holiday tea, carson. We’ve made all sorts of goodies”—she waves her manicured hand gracefully toward the tiered tray, and the camera zooms in on the food—“and we’ll show you how you can create an elegant tea party of your own, from the homemade invitations to the homemade treats.”

“Sounds like good old-fashioned homemade fun!” gushes carson dawson, with a chuckle. “Be sure and stay tuned.”

Mrs. Sloane is casually pouring out the tea as she talks, but before she can serve it like we rehearsed, carson dawson reaches out and grabs a teacup. And not just any teacup. He grabs Becca Chadwick’s teacup.

Beside me, Emma sucks in her breath. Cassidy groans quietly. Her mother gives her a sharp look.

“One lump or two?” she asks, holding the sugar tongs poised above the bowl.

“Two,” carson dawson replies.

Two lumps won’t even begin to counteract the garlic-laced invisibility potion. My heart starts pounding again, and it’s not just my palms that are sweating now.

“I’d like to introduce some of the guests you’ll be seeing later this morning at our tea party,” Mrs. Sloane continues, naming each of us by turn as she dispenses sugar and milk into our cups. Becca gives a closed-lip smile, hiding her braces from the camera. Emma looks like she’s going to cry, and even Cassidy’s normally cocky grin is a little uncertain.

“I have to tell you, I’m hearing good things about Cooking with Clementine,” says carson dawson. “Word is that yours is the hottest new show on the cooking channel.”

Mrs. Sloane smiles modestly. “Well, carson, it might be premature to call it that since only a handful of episodes have aired. And I’d hardly call it my show—I have a lot of help from my colleagues here. Phoebe hawthorne, our town librarian, is in charge of research, and Lily Wong consults on ingredients.”

Megan’s mother pipes up, “I’d like to add that it’s entirely possible to create a healthy tea party.”

“Is that right?” murmurs Mr. Dawson, eyeing the goodies on the tea tray greedily. He chooses a lemon tart from the middle tier, and in my mind I start reviewing everything I know about chemistry, desperately hoping that citric acid will cancel out garlic. Maybe the lemons will save us.

“All you need to do is select fresh, organic ingredients, which as you know Cooking with Clementine is devoted to using.”

“Is that right?” the host repeats, clearly more interested in his lemon tart than in Mrs. Wong. He takes a bite. “Mmmmm,” he says, raising his cup.

Emma reaches over and clutches my hand. I squeeze back, hard.

Carson dawson pauses. Hope soars inside me. Maybe he’s not going to drink it after all.

No such luck.

“Bottoms up!” he says, winking at the camera. “Or since this is a proper tea party, perhaps I should say, ‘Tally ho’?” he chuckles at his little joke, then puts the cup to his lips and takes a deep sip. So does everyone else except me and Emma and Cassidy. We’re too busy holding our breath.

Carson dawson sets his teacup down with a clatter. He presses his lips together tightly, and his cheeks bulge out like he’s trying to suppress an explosion. His face turns bright purple with the effort. His eyes start to water. And then all of a sudden he leans forward and coughs violently, spewing tea across the table and all over the front of Mrs. Chadwick’s green dress.

“Well, I never!” sputters Mrs. Chadwick.

“Oh, my,” says Mrs. Sloane weakly.

“Cut!” cries the channel 5 cameraman.

For a long moment, no one says a word. Not even carson dawson.

He can’t. Nestled in the cream puffs, grinning to themselves, are a gleaming set of very abundant, perfectly white teeth. 
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