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Chapter

One

“If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands. Clap clap. If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands. Clap clap. If you’re happy and you know it, then your face will surely show it. If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands. Clap clap.”

I rolled over in my bed and looked at the clock: 8:03 a.m. It was way too early for this.

“If you’re happy and you know it, stomp your feet. Stomp stomp.”

There was another verse?

“If you’re happy and you know it, stomp your feet. Stomp stomp.”

I put the pillow over my ears, trying either to block out the sound of my mom’s voice or to suffocate myself, whichever came first.

“If you’re happy and you know it, then your face will surely show it. If you’re happy and you know it, stomp your feet. Stomp stomp.”

Blessed silence. Was the torture over? I tentatively lifted the pillow from my head. “If you’re happy and you know it, shout hooray. Hooray!”

I threw the pillow back over my head and shoved my fingers in my ears as she bellowed, “If you’re happy and you know it, shout hooray. Hooray! If you’re happy and you know it, then your face will surely show it. If you’re happy and you know it, shout hooray. Hooray!”

Hooray, it was over. I closed my eyes and scooted further under my covers. It was the first Saturday of summer vacation and I wasn’t going to let Mrs. Sunshine ruin one of my many planned marathon sleep sessions. I’d just gotten comfortable in my cocoon when I heard, “If you’re happy and you know it, do all three. Clap clap. Stomp stomp. Hooray! If you’re happy...”

I threw off my blanket. “Mom! I’m trying to sleep!”

Her voice grew closer. “... and you know it, do all three. Clap clap, stomp stomp, hooray!” I hid back under my covers, but it didn’t help. She was growing closer, louder, and more shrill with every syllable. “If you’re happy and you know it, then your face will surely show it.” The covers flew off my bed and Mom leaned over me, booming, “If you’re happy and you know it, do all three. Clap clap, stomp stomp, hooray!”

I opened my eyes. “Are you finished?”

“Are you happy?”

I scowled at her. “Doesn’t my face show it?”

“It’s time to get up. What are you trying to do? Sleep your life away?”

“Yes.” I threw my blanket back over my head. “Now, leave me alone. I’m on summer vacation.”

“So am I, but you don’t see me lollygagging my day away.” She sat on the edge of my bed. “Besides, I have some great news. You know how you were looking for a summer job?”

From under my blanket, I replied, “And remember how I can’t get one because you won’t let me get my learner’s permit even though I’m already fifteen?”

“You’re not getting a permit until you take driver’s ed next fall.”

I pulled the blanket off my face. “But—”

She held up her hand. “Forget about it—it isn’t happening. But before you crawl back under your covers, hear me out. What would you say if I told you I found you a job that pays minimum wage, lets you work with other teenagers, and is close enough you can ride your bike there?”

“I’d say there has to be a catch.”

“There’s no catch. Last night, Nancy White called while you were out. You remember Nancy, right?”

I nodded. My parents used to haul my younger brother Chris and me out to Bill and Nancy’s farm for some “fresh country air” when we were little. While forcing us to spend the day outside in the broiling sun being eaten alive by horseflies, our parents sat in the air-conditioned farmhouse chatting with the Whites.

The last time I’d been out to the farm was when I was twelve. Nancy had offered to give me some horse-riding lessons, and because Black Beauty was one of my favorite books, I jumped at the chance. In no time at all, I was positive Trixie (the horse) and I would be two souls joined as one as we flew through fields of flowers and conquered mountains together. Unfortunately, Trixie had a very different view of our impending relationship. The first time I approached her, she deliberately moved over and stepped on my foot, breaking three of my toes. Right after that, due to my new phobia of being squashed by large farm animals, my parents and Nancy made the mutual decision not to have me take any more horse-riding lessons.

I instinctively massaged my foot while Mom continued, “Nancy’s the director of the Little Tyke’s Theatre and she called because they need someone to help with their summer program.”

“Isn’t Little Tyke’s the place where kids put on a bunch of plays?”

“That’s why I was singing ‘If You’re Happy and You Know It.’ It’s Little Tyke’s theme song.” She started in again. “If you’re happy and you know it, clap your hands. Clap—”

I grabbed her hands mid-clap. “I don’t know anything about acting. Why would Nancy ask me to work there?”

“During the summer, Little Tyke’s takes their plays around to the different parks in the city. Nancy thought you’d be perfect to watch the kids backstage.”

“I wouldn’t have to dress up as Playhouse Pal, would I?” Playhouse Pal was a clown dressed in a red and white polka dot suit who introduced the plays. Her big red smile and painted white face totally creeped me out.

“Heavens, no. I’m sure they have someone trained to do that. Nancy said they just needed someone to manage the kids between shows.”

“I don’t know...”

“Think about how much fun you’ll have working with the other teenagers on the crew. With Lisa going away for the summer, you’re going to need to make some new friends.”

Lisa, my best friend since the beginning of time, had taken a job as a counselor-in-training at the MENSA Camp she attended last year. She’d already told me she wouldn’t be able to have any contact with me over the summer because she was going to immerse herself in the camp culture. She was planning to do a sociological study comparing and contrasting her personality in the two settings—or something like that. She thought if we communicated in any way, it would taint her findings. Sometimes being best friends with a genius can really suck.

“I have other friends,” I replied defensively. “Besides, how much fun can hanging out with a clown be?”

“Think how much money you can earn working full-time.”

Chewing on a hangnail, I thought about how that money could go toward a car for me next year—assuming I could ever convince my parents to let me drive one. But still, Little Tyke’s Theatre?

“And if you take this job,” Mom added, “you won’t have to hang around the house with Chris all summer.”

I smiled. “You have a deal.”
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Chapter

Two

I looked out my bedroom window and saw Tim’s dad loading suitcases into the family minivan. I couldn’t believe it! My boyfriend for the past 209 days was leaving to spend the whole summer with his grandparents in Maine. And though I thought it was rotten when Lisa told me she was abandoning me for the summer, the pain didn’t compare to when Tim told me his parents were shipping him and his brother Kevin off for a summer by the ocean. I mean, Tim and I had spent practically every day together during the previous six months. We studied together, played basketball together, rode bikes together, kissed together, and laughed together. OK, so maybe we fought together most of the time, too. But what was I going to do without him for an entire summer?

When I saw Tim walk out his front door and cut across my yard, I ran out of my room and down the stairs to meet him before he rang the bell. I wanted to say goodbye without my whole family standing around gawking at us. If I wasn’t going to be around any testosterone for the next ten weeks, I hoped to get in one last make-out session before I was left high and dry.

I slipped outside just as Tim reached my porch. For a few moments, we simply stared at each other. I think it was the first time since we met, during my meeker days, that neither of us knew what to say.

Finally, Tim spoke. “Well, our flight’s in a couple of hours.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I guess this is goodbye.”

“No luck convincing your parents of an upcoming lobster flu epidemic?”

“Nope.” Tim smiled. “I even tried the rabid moose attack argument, but nothing worked. They’re bent on having Kevin and me spend the summer with our grandparents. They keep saying it’s because they want us to get to know Grandma and Grandpa Radford better, but I think they’re just trying to get rid of Kevin for the summer.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Then why are they sending you, too?”

“Because they can’t let Kevin know they love me more than him.” Tim held up his hands. “And who can blame ’em? I’m handsome, charming, witty, caring—”

“Don’t forget modest,” I added.

“That, too.”

His dad slammed the back hatch of the van and called from their driveway, “Come on, Tim. You don’t want to miss your flight.”

Tim looked over his shoulder. “Give me a minute, Dad.”

His dad tapped his watch. “One minute and then we’re out of here,” he said as he walked up the steps and disappeared into their house.

With a big swallow, I tried to hold back all the emotions threatening to burst. If I let Tim see me cry, I’d never hear the end of it. “See you in August,” I said.

“Yeah, August.” Tim’s dark brown eyes met mine. “That’s only ten weeks away. Besides, don’t people say distance makes the heart grow fonder?”

“I think it’s ‘absence makes the heart grow fonder.’”

He shook his head. “I’m pretty sure it’s distance.”

“And I know it’s absence. My mom’s an English teacher, remember? I know every literary cliché there is.”

“Fine. I’ll give you that one,” Tim replied, “but only because I feel bad about beating you in basketball last night.”

I punched his arm. “You only beat me because you cheated.”

“I did not cheat. That ball was still in bounds.”

“It was totally out of bounds before you made that basket,” I sputtered.

“Maybe I better get you some cheese with that whine.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Maybe I’ll just find someone else to play basketball with this summer. After all, another expression is, ‘out of sight, out of mind.’” Tim stepped in closer to me. “Aw, come on. You know you don’t mean that.”

I ignored the warmth creeping up my skin. “Maybe I do.”

Tim lifted my chin and kissed me. “You’ll never get me out of your mind. And I only have 20 seconds left, so you better be nice to me.”

I sighed—he was right. But I didn’t need to tell him that. Besides, I put my arms around him, and actions speak louder than words.
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Chapter

Three

On Monday morning, I was in the middle of spooning cereal into my mouth when Chris walked into the kitchen wearing nothing but a pair of old boxer shorts. I averted my eyes. “Go put some clothes on before I get sick,” I said. “Can’t you see I’m eating?”

“What are you doing up so early?” Chris asked as he opened the cupboard and took out the Sugar Snaps. “Did Mom and Dad ask you to run away from home again?”

I got up and dumped the rest of my cereal down the drain. After seeing Chris in his underwear, I lost my appetite.

“Maybe if you pulled your head out of those comic books you call ‘graphic novels,’ you would’ve heard Mom, Dad, and me talking about my new job at Little Tyke’s Theatre. I start work today.”

Chris poured his Sugar Snaps into a giant bowl, dumped in half a gallon of milk, and said, “You got a job at Little Tyke’s Theatre? Why’d they hire you? You don’t have any talent.”

“They need someone to help take care of the kids between plays. It pays minimum wage, but it keeps me away from you, which is almost worth working for free.”

Chris slurped up a spoonful of Sugar Snaps. “Somebody actually hired Mia the Meek to be on stage?”

“Nobody calls me that anymore. And besides, all my work is going to be backstage.”

“I hope so, because there’s no way you can act in a play. You have enough trouble acting human,” he said as he shoveled another load of Sugar Snaps into his mouth and dribbled milk down his bare chest.

I winced. “Don’t you need a license to be that revolting?”

Chris burped in reply.

“You know,” I said, “I used to think you were a pain in the neck.” I opened the back door to make my escape. “But now I have a much lower opinion of you.” And I shut the door before he had a chance to respond.
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Little Tyke’s Theatre was in a complex of red-brick cottages built during the Civil War. Originally, they were used as a hospital for wounded soldiers. The buildings lay abandoned for years, and when we were younger, Lisa and I used to climb up the tunnel-shaped fire escapes attached to the cottages and explore the empty buildings. Nowadays, some non-profit businesses like Little Tyke’s Theatre and Big Brothers-Big Sisters used the buildings as their headquarters. But even after all the renovations, I swore I could still smell the blood of dying soldiers in the air.

Shaking off these gloomy thoughts, I forced myself to get into a Little Tyke’s mindset. After all, I was entering the so-called magical world of make-believe. Death and destruction probably didn’t fit my job description. I locked my bike in the bike rack and tried to focus on happier thoughts—like how Chris must be feeling right about now after ingesting half a box of Sugar Snaps laced with crushed laxatives. I know my prank was childish, but it was his fault. When he poured Tabasco in the ketchup bottle last week, my lips were so burnt I had to talk with a lisp. I warned him that revenge would be “sweet.” And what was sweeter than Sugar Snaps?

A grin worthy of Playhouse Pal crossed my face as I pictured Chris spending his first day of summer vacation stuck in the bathroom. I was even half-tempted to clap my hands, stomp my feet, and shout “hooray,” but I restrained myself, and instead opened the door to Little Tyke’s Theatre.

A middle-aged woman came rushing through the open door, screaming, “I didn’t mean to do it! You hear me? It was an accident. I didn’t know the gun was loaded!”

My eyes bulging, I flattened myself against the door and let her pass, but she paused in front of me. “I swear, I didn’t mean to kill her.”

“Don’t hurt me,” I whimpered as I welded my back against the screen. “I won’t tell anyone—I promise.”

She walked past me as if in a daze, shrilly repeating, “I didn’t mean to do it! You hear me? It was an accident. I didn’t know the gun was loaded!” Then she disappeared around the corner.

As soon as she was gone, I ran into the building and down the hallway in search of a phone. I couldn’t believe this was actually happening. A homicidal maniac was on the loose, and had confessed everything to me! I had to call the police.

Seeing an office door ajar, I ducked inside and jumped about a mile when a voice said, “Mia, I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Nancy, you need to call the cops,” I whispered, closing the door behind me. “There was a crazy woman outside talking about how she killed somebody. But don’t worry. I got a good look at her and think I can give an accurate description to the police sketch artist.”

“Was she talking about how she didn’t know the gun was loaded?” Nancy said.

I nodded, confused by Nancy’s calm reaction.

“Oh, that’s just Jan.” Nancy stood up and walked around from the back of her desk, which was cluttered with a collection of pig costumes, fake swords, and scripts. “She’s rehearsing for a play at the local community theater. If I remember correctly, her character ends up killing ten people by the end of the show.”

I looked over my shoulder and lowered my voice. “Are you sure she’s not dangerous?”

“Of course. Jan is one of our teachers.” Nancy laughed. “Welcome to the theater, Mia.”

What had I gotten myself into? Just last year, I was scared to talk to a stranger, and now it seemed as if I was going to be surrounded by the strangest strangers of all.

“Come on, I’ll show you around so you can get to work.” Nancy led me out of her office and into the hallway. “Little Tyke’s Theatre owns two cottages and the building on the end. This cottage has the main office and two rooms upstairs for theater classes and play rehearsals for our younger shows. Next door is where we keep our props and costumes, and the building on the end has our main stage. It was built about ten years ago and that’s where we hold our plays for our winter shows.” She opened the door. “Let’s head next door so you can meet the rest of the stage crew. Eric’s excited to see you again.”

I faked a smile. Eric was Nancy’s son, and the last time I saw him, he had a mullet haircut, thick glasses, braces, and a case of acne that would have set a dermatologist for life. And unfortunately, his appearance was his best quality. I might be shy, but when we were little, Eric’s personality bordered somewhere between introvert and full-fledged hermit. I wondered how Nancy had ever pried Eric from under his bed to work at a place that puts on plays.

In the next building, we entered a room filled with old telephones, plastic food, musical instruments, tables, chairs, and everything in-between. It even had a giant centipede hanging from the ceiling. “This is our prop storage,” Nancy explained. “As you can see, we have quite a collection of, well... anything you can possibly imagine.”

I picked up a jar that looked like it was filled with eyeballs. A deep voice from behind me said, “Pretty authentic, huh? They’re actually ping pong balls floating in a mixture of water and Karo syrup. We painted them last summer when we needed a set for a mad scientist.”

I turned around, and there was a guy who was definitely “off the heezy for sheezy,” as my old boyfriend, Jake, used to say. He had blonde hair cut in a shaggy style, eyes the color of the Caribbean Sea, and a lean body that looked as if I could bounce a quarter off it. And he was at least a half foot taller than me, which is difficult to accomplish, considering I’m 5’10” in bare feet.

He continued talking in a voice that would turn any radio station into an overnight success. “What’s up, Mia?”

I shook my head. There was no way I knew this guy. You don’t forget perfection.

Nancy must have sensed my hesitancy. “Mia, you remember Eric, don’t you?”

This was Eric? I hadn’t seen him in a couple of years, but this couldn’t be the same kid who used to hide in the hayloft when Chris and I were forced to play with him at his farm.

“It’s all right if you didn’t recognize me. A lot of people say they don’t when they haven’t seen me in a while.” Eric shrugged. “It’s probably because I don’t wear glasses anymore.”

“Kind of like Clark Kent when he turns into Superman.”

Eric laughed. “I never thought of it like that.”

I was amazed. Nobody ever got my jokes. So, he was gorgeous and clever?

Eric leaned back on the table and stretched his long, toned legs out in front of him. “So, has Mom introduced you to the rest of the stage crew yet?”

“Not yet,” Nancy said. “I was hoping you’d be able to finish giving Mia the tour. Jan’s gone for the morning, three parents just informed me their kids are going to be on vacation when their plays are scheduled, the truck we use to pull the Play Wagon is leaking oil, the Board of Trustees is concerned about our finances, and I’m totally swamped.” She threw her hands up into the air. “But what else is new?”

“I’ll show Mia around,” Eric said, looking at me, “if that’s all right with you.”

I nodded and Nancy said, “Cool. I’ll check on you guys later. Make sure you have all the props for next week’s plays ready, Eric, and then check to see how Zoë is doing on costumes, and Henry on sets and sound.”

Eric gave his mom a mock salute. After she left, he said, “So, how’s your family? I haven’t seen any of you guys for a long time.”

“Well, my mom still teaches freshman English at St. Hilary’s High School, my dad still works for the Corps of Engineers, and Chris is still an idiot.”

Eric laughed. “That doesn’t surprise me.” He swung his legs off the desk. “Well, I’d better show you around so you can meet Zoë and Henry and I can get back to work. Mom can be a real slave driver sometimes.”

We went up the stairs and into a room jam-packed with racks and racks of costumes from every time period and play imaginable.

“Zoë!” Eric yelled. “You here?”

“I’m over here, behind the mermaids.”

Eric and I followed the voice until we came upon a girl, sitting in the corner, hunched over a huge mermaid fin. Her complexion was ghostly white—as if she hadn’t been in the sun for a year—and it made a stark contrast with her black shorts, black tee-shirt, and dyed midnight-black hair. I quickly counted fifteen piercings on her face: six in each ear, one in her nose, one on her left eyebrow, and a hoop attached to her upper lip.

She ran her black-painted fingernails through her hair. “Who’s the stiff?”

Eric leaned closer to me and said in a loud whisper, “Zoë’s my cousin. She pretends she’s tough, but forgets I used to know her when she was in love with Elmo.”

Zoë gave him a rude gesture and then went back to stitching up the fin. “So, what’s Miss Priss doing here?”

“This is Mia Fullerton,” Eric replied. “She’s joining us on the stage crew this summer.”

“Oh, great, just what we need around here—another goody two-shoes.” Zoë sized me up. “Please tell me you’re auditioning for a play and don’t normally dress like that.”

I looked down at my pink tee-shirt and jean shorts. “Um, these are my clothes.”

“Well, I wouldn’t brag about it, unless you’re trying to get a job as a model for Dorks ’R Us.”

“Play nice, Zoë,” said Eric, intervening. “Mom wants me to remind you to get the costumes ready for next week’s shows.”

“Yeah, I’m working on it.” Zoë looked at me. “So, you know how to hem a costume?”

I shook my head, too afraid to say anything more. Who knew what kind of weapon this girl was carrying?

“Make props?”

I looked down at my white Keds.

“Build a set?”

I bit my lip.

“Sing? Dance? Act?”

When I raised my eyes to the ceiling, Zoë sighed. “Jeez, Eric, what did Nancy hire her for?”

I cleared my throat. “Uh, I don’t think I’ll have to do any of that stuff. I was hired just to help watch kids backstage.”

“Is that what Nancy told you?” Zoë gave a throaty laugh. “A sucker’s born every minute.”

Eric put his arm around me and all thoughts of what’s his name—oh yeah, Tim—momentarily fled my brain. “Like you knew how to sew, make props, or build a set before you joined the stage crew last year,” he said to Zoë. “Besides, I’ve known Mia since we were little and she’s really smart. She’ll catch on quickly.”

“Oh yeah? If you’ve known her so long, how come I’ve never seen her around Harrison High School?” Zoë bit off the thread with her teeth and stared at me. “What are you, a freshman?”

I tried to reply in a steely voice, but instead my words came out as a squeak. “I’m going to be a sophomore next year at St. Hilary’s.”

Zoë rolled her eyes. “Jesus, she’s a Catholic.”

“Actually, Jesus already knows that,” I replied, momentarily forgetting that this girl could easily beat me into a communion wafer.

“Score one for the priss,” Zoë said with a laugh that quickly turned into a series of hacking coughs. She sounded like my great-aunt Velda, who used to smoke two packs a day before she had to be hooked to an oxygen tank.

While Zoë caught her breath, Eric said, “I’m going to finish showing Mia around. Want to come with us?”

“Nah.” Zoë took some deep breaths and refocused on the glittery-green costume lying in her lap. “But when you finish with her Highness, make sure she gets her butt back in here so she can help me with these costumes.”

Oh great. I was going to be stuck with the diva of the dark side all afternoon.

As we walked down the stairs, Eric said, “Zoë’s really not so bad once you get to know her. Her bark is worse than her bite.”

I nodded my head as if I believed him, but secretly I thought if Zoë ever bit me, I’d definitely get myself checked for rabies.

We left the props and costume cottage and entered the more modern white brick building next door, and it was like somebody had flipped on a light switch. While the other cottages were dark and damp, and contained the lingering odors of the past 150 years, this building was bright and cheerful, and smelled like fresh paint.

“Pretty cool, huh?” Eric asked, showing me around a theater with an actual stage and stadium seating.

I wandered over to the framed photos of past performances lining the walls of the lobby. “Are these all the plays Little Tyke’s has done?”

“These are the main stage plays just from the past few years, but there are pictures in the other cottages that go back thirty years—to when Little Tyke’s started.” He pointed to the photo of a kid dressed as a donkey. “Recognize anyone?”

I peered closer at the cast of the Bremen Town Musicians. “Is that you?”

“Yeah, that was the first play I was in. But I swear my parts got better.” He pointed to the frame next to it. “There I am as Arthur in Arthur and the Magic Sword.” He led me further down the wall. “And there I am as the prince in Sleeping Beauty. There’s Zoë as Princess Aurora. My mom made sure we only had to kiss on the cheek. Otherwise, that would have put a whole new spin on the phrase ‘kissing cousins.’”

I looked at the picture of Zoë dressed as a princess in a pink, fluffy dress and long blonde hair. “Are you sure that’s the same girl I just met?”

“These were taken before she went Goth.” Eric pointed at another picture of Zoë—this time she was dressed as Little Orphan Annie. “Zoë’s really talented. She blows everybody away when she sings. She’s way better than me and she’s never had a single voice lesson.”

I tried to hide my surprise. “You take voice lessons?”

He shrugged. “I’ll be a junior next year, and my drama teacher at Harrison says if I want to get a theater scholarship at a good college, I need to be able to sing, dance, and act.”

“I guess I didn’t know you were that into acting.”

“Kind of weird, huh?” Eric said. “It all started when my mom forced me to be in a play at Little Tyke’s so I could conquer my shyness. We made an agreement that I would have to stick with it for just one year. But after one play, I couldn’t believe how much I loved being on stage. It was like nothing I’d ever felt before, and it really helped my self-esteem,” Eric said, smiling. “Well, it didn’t hurt to grow a foot and a half in one year, either.”

“But aren’t you scared when all those people are looking at you?” I asked, remembering how queasy I felt last year when I had to give a speech in front of my class to become president of the student council.

“Nah, when I get nervous, I just use the old idea of picturing the audience in their underwear,” Eric said. “I’m really good at that.”

“Oh,” I said, suddenly very conscious of the rip in my cotton briefs.

Eric opened the door leading to the backstage and a wiry guy with short brown hair and thick black glasses looked up from the sound system he was fiddling with. “Thank God you’re here! I’m dying for my caffeine fix.”

Eric winced.

“Don’t tell me you forgot my coffee?” the guy said.

“Uh, I forgot your coffee.”

“How could you forget? I asked you only a half hour ago.” He held his hands out for me to see. “Look at me. I have the shakes. If I don’t get some caffeine soon, my head is going to explode.”

“All right, Henry, I’ll go get you a cup of coffee. But first let me introduce you to Mia. She’s going to be working with us this summer.” Eric turned to me. “Henry is a junior with me at Harrison High. We’ve been friends for years.”

Henry sized me up. “Tall vanilla frappucino.”

“Um, excuse me?”

“I said you look like a tall vanilla frappuccino.” Henry crossed his arms over his slender chest. “You see, I have an amazing talent for guessing how people take their coffee. I don’t miss very often. So, am I right?”

“Uh, I don’t drink coffee,” I stammered, not wanting to tell him my parents won’t let me have any caffeine because they think it will stunt my growth. Personally, I think a little stunting might be a good thing. If I keep growing as I have been, I could be close to seven-feet by the time I’m twenty.

“You don’t drink coffee?” Henry shook his head and sighed. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

“Henry has a little addiction to caffeine,” Eric said. “We’re planning an intervention soon.”

“Very funny, iced caramel mocha.” Henry put the headphones on his ears. “Now, don’t come back until you’ve brought me my espresso macchiato.”

Henry turned the music on and Eric motioned for me to follow him through the backstage curtains. We walked to the center of the stage.

“Isn’t it awesome?” Eric took a deep, cleansing breath. “There’s nowhere better than center stage.”

I shook my head. “I can’t imagine anywhere worse.”

“I bet you’d love acting if you ever tried it.”

I shuddered at the thought. “There is no way anyone will ever get me to be in a play.”

“That’s what I used to say.”

“Trust me.” I walked to the edge of the stage and looked out into the rows of empty seats. “It’s scary enough for me up here now. I’d get sick if the room was full of people watching me.”

“You’d be surprised at what you can do, Mia,” Eric replied.

“Hey, Eric,” Zoë said, appearing from the lobby, “if you’re done making inspirational speeches to Preppy here, I still need her help stitching up those mermaid fins.”

I looked to Eric to rescue me. I did not want to go with Vampira. Who knew what she would do to me once she got me to her lair?

Unaware of my unspoken plea for help, Eric said, “Sure, she’s all yours, Zoë.”

I sighed with defeat and trudged down the stage stairs feeling like I was being led to the gallows.

“But before you go, Mia” Eric said, “I wanted to ask you something.”

I stopped, grateful for the reprieve. “Sure, go ahead,” I said, hoping whatever he asked would be very complicated so I could spend the next few hours answering it.

“Do you want to get some dinner tonight?”

“Me?” I was totally stunned. This was the last thing I was expecting. I mean, Eric had only spent fifteen minutes with me and he was already asking me out? Wow, my animal magnetism must have tripled in the past few months. I’d never had a guy fall for me so fast.

Eric shrugged. “It’s all right if you have other plans.”

“No,” I said, looking at Zoë out of the corner of my eye and lowering my voice. “It’s just... I’m dating someone.”

Eric laughed. “Did you think I was asking you out on a date?”

“Um, no, well,” I stuttered, wishing with all my might there was a trapdoor I could fall through.

“Oh, man, I guess I didn’t quite phrase that right,” Eric said, his face turning even redder than mine. “I meant to say that Henry, Zoë, and I were planning on going out for some pizza tonight at Nick’s, and I was wondering if you wanted to come with us.”

I was such an idiot. Why would an upperclassman who resembled Adonis be interested in someone like me?

“Not that I wouldn’t ask you out,” Eric continued feebly.

I held up my hand to stop him. I’d already been humiliated enough. I didn’t need to embarrass myself anymore by listening to all the reasons why he didn’t want to date me. “What time should I be there?”

“I can pick you up. Let’s say around 6:30,” Eric said, obviously relieved the awkward misunderstanding was over. He headed for the backstage door. “But for now, I’d better get Henry some coffee before he has another one of his caffeine withdrawal ‘incidents.’”

As he walked out the door, a huge grin spread across Zoë’s face. She cracked her gum and said, “That was priceless. You actually thought my cousin was asking you out. Man, I haven’t seen anything that funny on stage in a long time. Maybe Eric was right—that you should be in the theater. You could take your whole wide-eyed routine on the road and make millions.”

I headed for the lobby door. It was going to be a long, long summer.
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