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Prelude

The first time I saw Seneca Crane, she came onstage at a Minnesota Orchestra concert, sat down at the piano, and played a Mozart concerto. She got a standing ovation.

She was thirteen then, just a year older than I was. She was wearing a short, shimmery silver dress, and her hair was in cornrows and long braids.

I was sitting near the front with my mom and my best friend, Lucas (who’s a girl), so we could see Seneca up close. She was pretty, with smooth skin a little darker than coffee ice cream, a cute little pointed chin, a small nose, and a long, graceful neck.

But when she came out and made that little bow musicians make before they play, what I mostly noticed were her eyes. They were big and dark and sparkly, the kind of eyes that show everything the person behind them is feeling. And just then, even though she was smiling, her eyes looked terrified.

While she played, those big eyes had a different expression: total concentration. She’d look at the keyboard, then at the conductor, who also would look at her to make sure she and the orchestra were perfectly together. For a while the two of them looked straight at each other, as if they were playing a duet or something. There was nothing scared about her now. She was in a whole different world, and you could tell she belonged there.

When she finished playing and everybody stood up and clapped, her eyes changed again. They lit up. In fact, her whole face lit up, as if to say, I did it! And her smile was nothing like the shaky one we’d seen before. This one showed bright, white teeth and big dimples. She looked incredibly cute. The audience loved her.

I remember at that time thinking I’d like to meet her, even though she was so pretty and so talented and I usually don’t like people who are too perfect. But because of her eyes and how scared she looked before she played and how happy she was that she’d done a good job, I didn’t envy her like I sometimes do with somebody like that.

In fact for some reason I felt a little bit sorry for her. Even then, before I knew anything else about her, I had the feeling she needed a friend.

 

Last fall, when she was fifteen and I was fourteen, I got to be her friend, and so did Lucas. We were in Scotland  together, where she was scheduled to perform a bunch of concerts with an orchestra, and the three of us became really close.

And then something terrible happened to Seneca, and it was up to Lucas and me to help her.
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Parker

“You know when he misses me most, don’t you?” Lucas said, in a whispery, dramatic kind of voice.

It was three o’clock in the afternoon on a Tuesday at the end of August. We’d just arrived by plane that morning in Edinburgh, Scotland, we’d had a nap, and now we were sitting at a sidewalk café outside our hotel in the middle of the amazingly huge Edinburgh Festival. The next day we were going to meet a world-famous teenage pianist. And what was Lucas thinking about? Josh Daniels.

Because even though this was the first thing she had said in the last twenty minutes, I knew it was Josh she was talking about. He was all she’d talked about for the last month.

I sighed. This was way more than I wanted to deal with on top of jet lag. But before I could say anything, she answered her own question. “It’s when he gets to Café Olé.”  She had her elbows on the table with her chin resting in both hands. Now she stared into space as if somewhere out there she could see Josh, sitting with the group of friends who always hung out together after school at their favorite coffee shop. From the look on her face, you knew that in her daydream Josh was missing her like crazy.

“I wonder if every afternoon, just for a moment, he forgets I’m gone. He laughs—he has that gift of laughter.”

She always said that, and it always made me gag.

“Then he turns toward the door, expecting me to walk in. And suddenly”—she paused, and her voice dropped even lower—“he remembers.”

This whole kind of thing makes me sick. It was all I could do not to say what I wanted to say, which was, If he looks at the door and thinks of you, it’s because he’s so meeping glad you’re not going to walk through it. (Meep is a word Lucas and I use to substitute for the kind of words you can’t say in front of most adults.)

It was in Café Olé that Lucas had met Josh. That was right after we got back from a summer trip to Amsterdam, and Lucas had fallen madly in love the minute she laid eyes on him. Josh had been just a little bit interested in her for about a week at the end of July. But it was obvious to me and probably everybody except Lucas herself that he couldn’t care less about her now.

On her own, Lucas is one of the smartest, toughest kids I’ve ever known, boy or girl. In fact, my nickname for  her is Lucas the Lionheart. She’s a really strong person, and she doesn’t take any meep from anybody.

But nobody’s perfect, not even Lucas, and in her case the problem was guys. Well, actually, Josh—or, as I not-so-affectionately thought of him, Mr. Makes Me Want to Gag. She was obsessed with him. She not only thought he was still interested in her, she was sure he was the most wonderful human being who had ever walked the earth. And he definitely wasn’t. He wasn’t bad, but there was nothing special about him at all. He was just a cute guy who liked to play video games all the time—that is, when he wasn’t at the coffee shop, flirting with all the girls and talking about video games. Mom once said he was “about as deep and interesting as your average mud puddle.” What did Lucas see in him anyway?

Lucas hadn’t wanted to go on this trip at all because she didn’t want to leave Josh, but her other friends and Mom and I hoped that getting away for a couple weeks would help take her mind off him. Lucas’s mother, Camellia, had wanted her to go, too, but I figured that didn’t have anything to do with Josh. I thought it was because Lucas’s dad was out of town working on a big legal case, Lucas’s brother was at summer camp, and Camellia wanted to go up to stay for a week with some of her rich women friends on Madeline Island in Lake Superior. Camellia is always wanting to get her kids out of the way so she can do that kind of thing.

Anyway, I was the one who’d finally talked Lucas into going with us to Scotland by telling her that absence makes the heart grow fonder, and going to the world’s biggest arts festival and hanging out around a famous musician would make her seem glamorous. Not even one day into the trip, stuck with Lucas all gaga, I was beginning to wonder what I had been thinking.

Personally, I was hoping we’d get into an adventure. Not as dangerous as the one we’d had in Amsterdam earlier in the summer, but enough to give Lucas something else to think about. I closed my eyes and said to myself, Please, God, send us something exciting to take Lucas’s mind off Josh Daniels, not exactly meaning it as a prayer, but more as a way just to wish for something, if you know what I mean.

When I opened my eyes, I saw this, like, three-and-a-half-year-old kid with Asian features come toward me as fast as he could with his stubby little legs. He zigzagged through the sidewalk café tables, pulled up right in front of me, draped his arms over my lap, and said, “Are you the big girl who plays the piano?”

If somebody had told me this kid was the beginning of the adventure I’d just prayed for, there’s no way I would have believed it.

Anyway, I looked at Lucas, then back at the kid, raised my eyebrows, and said, “Well, I’m a big girl, and sometimes I play the piano. . . .”

That wasn’t good enough. He turned to Lucas. “Are you the big girl who plays the piano?”

“I’m the big girl who plays the violin,” Lucas said.

By this time he was staring at Lucas, his eyes huge. “You have pink hair!” he said.

“It’s red. Red hair. And it’s only parts of it.”

The kid had it right. It was pink. When Lucas first met Josh, he had orange streaks in his hair. So she’d gone to the drugstore, gotten some Manic Panic, and put red streaks in hers. This made her mother, who’s, like, obsessed with looks and fashion, go ballistic. Anyway, now the dye had faded, and Lucas’s hair was almost back to being its normal self, which is reddish blond and curly. But there was still a little pink in some of the streaks.

The kid said, “Can I touch it?”

“Sure, if you don’t pull it.”

“Par-ker! What are you doing?” came a woman’s voice from a few yards away.

“She said I could touch her pink hair!”

“I’m sorry he’s bothering you,” the woman said, grabbing Parker and looking embarrassed. She was pretty, with long, light-brown hair that went all the way down her back. She stuck her free hand out to Lucas and smiled. “I’m Laura Weiss, and this is my son, Parker.” I wondered if Parker was adopted or if his dad was Asian.

“It wasn’t any bother. I’m Lucas Stickney, and this is my friend Kari Sundgren.”

We finished shaking hands, and Laura said, “I think I saw you on the plane. Are you traveling with the orchestra?”

But before either of us could answer, Parker said, “My daddy plays the tim-pa-ni, and my mommy plays the oboe in Or-ches-tra Sifica,” his way of saying Orchestra Pacifica.

“That’s pretty cool, Parker,” I said. “And what do you play?”

“Trucks.”

When we all finished laughing, Lucas answered Laura’s question. “We’re traveling with Kari’s mom, Gillian Welles. We’re here so she can write a story about Seneca Crane for Internationale magazine, where she works.” If you haven’t heard of it, Internationale has articles about art and culture from all over the world, and Mom got a job there after she wrote a piece about that Amsterdam adventure I mentioned, when Lucas and I solved an international art crime. Mom has to travel a lot for her work. When we can, Lucas and I go with her.

“In fact,” Lucas added, “Gillian is interviewing Seneca right now.”

Parker piped up. “Seneca! That’sthe big girl who plays the piano!”

“Yes, Parker,” Laura said, bending down to talk to him. “She’s going to play the piano with the orchestra for some of our concerts. Now don’t interrupt.” She straightened again. “Are you guests here, at the hotel?”

“Yeah,” I answered. “Mom wanted to stay where the orchestra’s staying.”

“Good. We’ll look forward to seeing you around. It’s been nice to meet you.” Then came the inevitable question, aimed at both Lucas and me: “By the way, do you babysit?”

Lucas and I looked at each other. “Sure,” I said.

“Great. I’ll be in touch. Say good-bye, Parker.”

The minute they were gone, Lucas settled in again with her chin on her hand. Fortunately, before she could say anything stupid, Mom showed up.

“Hi, guys,” she said, plopping herself down in a chair. “Are you enjoying this sunshine?”

Lucas grunted. Mom, who was used to the Josh-obsessed Lucas by now, ignored her.

“I just got finished interviewing Seneca. Lovely young woman. I think the three of you will get along. Her mother and stepfather are very interesting,” she added. Her tone of voice on the last part made me wonder what she meant.

“What are they like?” I asked.

Mom shook her head. “I’m not going to say any more right now. I’ll let you make your own judgments.”

She looked at another table, where the waiter was taking an order. “I wish he’d come over here. I’m dying for a cup of coffee.” She turned back to us. “And I haven’t seen a newspaper today. In fact, I think I’ll go inside and get a  Herald Tribune so I can see what’s going on in the world. When the waiter comes, could you order a caffè latte for me?” She got up as if to go.

“You stay here, Mom. I’ll go in and get the paper for you,” I said. It was a perfect opportunity to get away from Lucas’s imaginary relationship with Mr. Makes Me Want to Gag.

Mom, who wasn’t used to having me volunteer to do much of anything, looked at me like I was crazy, and I shot a glance toward Lucas.

“Ah,” Mom said out loud, but Lucas didn’t move a muscle. I think you could have fired a cannon in front of her, and she wouldn’t have moved.

I took the coins Mom handed me and headed out of the sunshine and into the hotel lobby, where a little shop sold newspapers and magazines and candy and things. With the bazillion people who were in town for the festival, it was no surprise there was a huge line at this place. That wasn’t all bad. More time away from Lucas. I grabbed a copy of the International Herald Tribune from a stack and got in line.

I ended up next to a big inside window between the lobby and the hotel’s coffee shop, where we’d eaten breakfast that morning. Beyond the glass, just feet away from where I stood, a guy was sitting at a table with his back to me, trying to make a call on his cell phone. I saw him punch in numbers, then put the phone up to his ear. Something must have gone wrong, because a second later he pulled  the phone away, stabbed at what must have been the off button, looked down at what I figured was a phone number, and started punching numbers again.

That didn’t seem to work either. When it didn’t work the third time, he snapped the phone shut and banged it down on the table so hard that I could hear the smack all the way out to where I stood. The next thing I knew, he’d come up to talk to a clerk sitting behind a desk near me in the hotel lobby.

The angry guy had his back to me, so I couldn’t hear what he said, but when he finished, I heard the hotel clerk say, “I’m sorry you’re having a problem, sir. Where are you calling, if I may ask?”

The angry guy said something, and the clerk repeated it, but I wasn’t sure what it was. In Scotland they speak English, but their accent—what Mom calls a burr—has different sounds for some letters and lots of rolled r’s, and it can be hard for an American to understand. This word sounded something like poor tree or poetry. Anyway, the clerk replied, “To call that area you have to precede the number written on your paper with these digits,” and he wrote something down.

The angry guy turned away from the desk and, his back still toward me, walked out the front door of the hotel, punching the buttons on his phone. He didn’t even say thank you. What a jerk!

After I paid for the newspaper, I went back outside  and waited for a break in the crowd of people passing on the sidewalk. Edinburgh is a super-old city with really beautiful buildings. Our hotel was on a busy corner on the Royal Mile, which is a street that runs right through the middle of the oldest part of town. At one end of the street is this palace called Holyroodhouse where the queen of England—or, as the Scots say, the queen of Great Britain—sometimes stays. At the other end, almost exactly a mile away, is Edinburgh Castle, a huge medieval fortress surrounded by tall, dark-gray stone walls. Now, during Festival—we already figured out that that’s what the locals call it—the Royal Mile and the areas around it were the most crowded of any place in town. And our hotel was on a corner where the Royal Mile intersected with a street that led over this long bridge with a ton of traffic, so it was especially busy.

As I waited to get into the traffic and snake through to our table, I could see Mom sitting with her coffee in her hands, looking out at the people going by and smiling. Lucas was staring out in the same direction Mom was, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t seeing the streets or the sunshine or the crowd. She had this spaced-out look in her eyes and a little smile on her face, which might have been jet lag, but probably meant she was having some nauseating daydream that could have come out of a cheesy romance novel starring her and Mr. Makes Me Want to Gag. Of course she’d want to share it with me, and of course I would listen. She is my best friend, after  all, and we’re there for each other in the good, the bad, and the crazy times.

Still, friend or no friend, I had to take a deep breath just to get the strength to keep walking toward them. I love traveling, I already loved Edinburgh, and I was looking forward to spending more time here and in other parts of Scotland. But in spite of all of that, I was dreading the next two weeks.

Hearing about Josh meeping Daniels had gotten seriously old.
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Touching a Star

The next morning, Mom, Lucas, and I walked down the street from our hotel and across the bridge I told you about. Then we turned onto another big Edinburgh street, called Princes Street, heading for the Usher Hall, where Seneca would be rehearsing with the orchestra. Every day during Festival there are more than a thousand theater and dance and music performances going on, and more than a million people come to town during the three weeks to be part of the festival crowd. Edinburgh isn’t a really big city (it’s only about the size of Saint Paul, Minnesota, where I come from, if you count our suburbs), and the shows take up every possible place in town—every school, every church, every banquet room, every place a club would meet, even some bars and restaurants. Like I said, everywhere. In all the busiest parts of town there are performers on the sidewalks doing pieces of their acts to try to get you  to come and see their shows. Some of the festival artists only perform outside and put out a basket or instrument case or something where people can throw in money.

All the way along the first half of Princes Street, there were these outside entertainers. Just on that one walk we saw two different guys dressed in kilts and big furry hats playing bagpipes, a jazz trumpeter who was really good, a juggler, a magician, and a guy who balanced an entire bicycle on his nose. An entire bicycle. I am not making this up.

When we got to the Usher Hall, we saw a mini billboard for the Orchestra Pacifica concerts. The orchestra’s new conductor was a Scot who had conducted an orchestra in Scotland so that’s why they’d been asked to play at the festival. They were performing on seven nights over two weeks. Seneca Crane was the guest artist for three of the concerts. The artist for the other four concerts was a violinist.

The Usher Hall is built in a circle, and we had to walk around to the back of it off a side street to get to the stage door, where the guard let us in. Once we were inside, the guard talked into a little microphone on his desk, then asked us to wait until somebody came to meet us.

While we stood there, we could hear the sound of scales being played on a piano from somewhere in the distance. In a minute we saw a good-looking man coming down the hall toward us. He gave us a big smile with lots  of even white teeth, then turned toward Mom. “Gillian,” he said, and touched Mom on the arm, “so good to see you again.”

For a guy his age, he was really hot: tall; slender, but with lots of muscles; that big, white smile; dark brown hair and dark eyes. I noticed he was wearing a lot of men’s cologne. It made me want to breathe through my mouth.

“Paul, I’d like you to meet my daughter, Kari Sundgren, and her friend Lucas Stickney,” Mom said, ignoring the whole so-good-to-see-you business. “Girls, this is Mr. Didier, Seneca’s stepfather.”

“Kari,” he said, taking my hand in both of his. Then he looked right into my eyes for a second, and I had the feeling he was really paying attention to me. “You look just like your lovely mother.”

Mom is kind of tall and has green eyes and naturally curly black hair. It may have a little gray in it, but Mom always takes care of that. I do look like her, only I’m shorter, my hair isn’t quite as curly (and doesn’t have any gray in it, of course), and my eyes are more hazel than green.

“A lot of people say that,” I said.

“I’m sure they do.” He was still looking into my eyes and smiling. “The resemblance is remarkable.

“And Lucas,” he said, turning toward her. “How did you manage to get hooked up with these two?” He gestured toward us with a movement of his head and a friendly smile as he took her hand and looked into her eyes.

“Kari and I have been best friends since fifth grade, Mr. Didier,” Lucas said. “I usually come with them when they travel.”

“It sounds fortunate for everyone. Please, all of you, call me Paul. Seneca’s practicing on the main stage. It’s this way.” And he started off, leading us down the hall, which was crammed with instrument cases and all kinds of crates from small to huge, all the way around to the other side of the building.

It wasn’t until I saw the back of his head that I realized I’d seen this guy before. This was the same guy who’d been trying to make that telephone call in the hotel. I was sure of it.

When Paul’s back was turned, Mom looked at us and raised her eyebrows, and I remembered what she’d said about Seneca’s mom and stepfather being interesting. Either she was impressed by the guy’s charm or, more likely for Mom, she thought it was a little too much. I was dying to tell her about Paul and the cell phone.

“We’re all delighted to have you along,” Paul was saying. “This is Seneca’s first international appearance with an orchestra, and she’s under a lot of pressure. Of course, she’ll have to focus on rehearsals and performances much of the time, but we think being with people her age whenever she’s free will help relieve her stress.”

We walked to a door where the sound was coming from. Now Paul put his fingers to his lips and slowly pulled  the door open into the audience section. He gestured to a row, and we scooted in and sat down.

On the stage in front of us was Seneca Crane, playing scales on a grand piano.

She looked so different from her surroundings that it was almost funny. There she was, this little person dressed in capri jeans, cool canvas shoes, and a T-shirt, surrounded by this big, fancy hall all decorated in white and gold.

She looked way different from when I’d seen her in Saint Paul two years before. For one thing, she’d cut her hair, and now it was spiked out. But one thing was the same: that total concentration on what she was doing. She was playing scales in a way I’d never played them for my piano lessons. She’d start with a few notes with her right hand, then begin the same scale with her left hand, as if it was a round, like “Row, Row, Row Your Boat,” where singers come in at different times with the same song. She went up so quickly it was like a wave going over the notes, octave after octave, then down again, never missing a note. She just kept doing it, changing from one key to another, making what I knew was very hard look very easy.

Paul, who was leaning over next to us, glanced down toward a woman sitting in the very first row of seats. “I’ll go and sit by my wife now,” he whispered, making almost no noise. “Seneca’s been doing her technical work for”—he looked at his watch—“almost forty-five minutes, so she’ll be starting the music any time. Gillian, yesterday you said you  had some questions for Seneca’s mother and me. Would you all like to join us for lunch after the rehearsal?”

Mom nodded and smiled, and Paul went down to join his wife. When he sat down, he leaned close to whisper something to her, and she turned toward us. She and Seneca looked a lot alike, but although Seneca was at least part African American, this woman, her mom, had light skin, and her long hair was dark brown instead of black. I had thought of Seneca as pretty, but I could see that if she grew up to look like her mother, she was going to be beautiful.

After only a glance at us, the woman turned back around and said to Seneca, “Maybe we should get started on the Gershwin.”

Seneca didn’t say a thing, just kept her eyes on the keyboard, as if waiting for directions.

There was another little conference between Paul and Seneca’s mom, who then looked back up at the stage and said, “Sorry, darling. What do you want to start with?”

“Um, could I just warm up with the Chopin?” she asked in a timid voice.

“The Chopin first?!” her mom said, as if she was surprised and a little annoyed. Paul turned toward her, and she said, “Okay, go ahead.”

Then it started, this beautiful music coming out of Seneca’s fingers. It was a wonderful melody, like a love theme from a sad movie. She played it so well it sounded like a CD.

It only lasted a minute. When it was over, Seneca said, “Now I think I’m ready for the Gershwin.”

The music started again. It took a few seconds before I recognized the piece, mostly because she was doing just her part on the piano, without the orchestra to play their part. Then suddenly I knew what it was. I’d heard it a lot when Mom listened to the classical music station. It was kind of half classical music, half jazz.

I breathed into Mom’s ear, “What’s this piece called?”

“Rhapsody in Blue by George Gershwin,” she mouthed.

I loved it. I almost couldn’t believe that somebody only fifteen years old could play like that, without ever making a mistake. So much feeling. So loud. So many notes!

When it was over, Paul and Seneca’s mom started clapping. We joined in, clapping as hard as we could. There was somebody else clapping, too, a woman sitting behind us, smack in the middle of the main floor of the audience section.

“What did you think, Edie?” Paul, on his feet now, called out to her.

“Wonderful energy!” the woman shouted back. Even in the huge auditorium, her voice was a little too loud.

Paul turned to look at Seneca. “Seneca, you’re gonna knock the festival audience dead.”

Seneca showed her dimples.

“Didn’t you think so?” Paul said in our direction, a big smile in his voice.

“I’m no music critic,” Mom said, “but I thought it was a superb performance. Truly.”

“What did you two think?” Paul called back to us.

“I wish I could play like that,” I said, and Lucas said, “It was awesome.”

“Come down here. I’d like you to meet everybody, Seneca,” he said, and Seneca got off her piano bench and jumped down from the stage. The woman sitting behind us was coming up front, too, taking big steps, her head held high, as if she wanted to show how important she was.

Seneca’s mom turned toward us. She was shorter than I’d expected, slender, and she wore tight jeans and a skinny top with a scarf looped around her neck. Very trendy. She was just as beautiful up close as she was from farther away, but when she looked at us, her brown eyes didn’t seem friendly, and there was something about her mouth that made me think she was in a bad mood a lot of the time.

When we were all at the front of the stage, Paul said who we were, then, “This is my wife, Teresa Crane Didier, and”—gesturing to the other woman—“this is Edie Francis, Seneca’s tutor. And this, of course, is Seneca.”

The people with Seneca must have been used to having her be the star attraction, because they let her talk first. “I’m soglad to meet you,” she said softly as she shook our hands.

It was weird finally being right there with her. Somehow, because I’d only seen her onstage, I had the impression that she’d be different from other people. Taller, maybe, or made out of something besides regular skin and hair and bones. But up close she was just like any other teenager, except she seemed more grownup.

Edie, on the other hand, was very tall. She wore a black pantsuit and black stiletto heels, which made her even taller than Mom. She was probably a little younger than Paul and Teresa, and very thin. She had a nose that was thin, too, a chin that stuck out just a little more than it should have, blonde hair cut shorter in back than in front, and brown eyes that didn’t seem to show any feeling. She clasped a notebook next to her with her left arm.

“Delighted to meet you,” she said—her voice was too loud again, as if she thought we were all hard of hearing—and shook Mom’s hand.

Paul turned toward Seneca. “I was telling Gillian and the girls how much we’re looking forward to having somebody besides just boring adults for you to hang out with.”

Seneca smiled at us, and I was pretty sure she actually was looking forward to it.

Seneca’s mother said, “Yes, we’re very pleased,” but I wondered if she was only saying it to make Paul happy. Already, just from the way she looked at him, I could tell she was really crazy about him.

“There are always a great many hours to fill on a tour of this sort,” Edie said. She held her chin so far up in the air that she ended up looking down her nose at everyone.  “We trust you and Seneca will find pleasant ways to pass the time together.”

I wanted to say, “Thank you, we will,” in a voice as loud as hers, but Mom would’ve killed me.

Then Seneca had to start rehearsing again. The rest of us went and sat in the audience section, Paul and Teresa up close, the rest of us back in the middle with Edie.

Seneca kept working on Rhapsody in Blue for what seemed like forever, doing exactly what her mom told her to do, playing certain parts over and over until I was totally bored. We’d been sitting there for what seemed like an hour when Mom whispered something to Edie, then turned back to us and mouthed, “Women’s room?”

Lucas and I nodded.

I’d put my backpack on the seat beside me, so I turned to pick it up. And that’s when I saw the flash of green in the balcony.
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