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Dedication

MY MOM, SUZANNE WARNER, WAS MY FIRST STORYTELLER,

AND THE STORIES SHE TOLD HELPED ME TO KNOW

THE WORLD AND FIND MY PLACE IN IT.

MOM, THIS IS FOR YOU.





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Friday, December 19

Saturday, December 27

New Year’s Eve

New Year’s Day

Monday, January 5

Friday, January 16

Saturday, January 17

Sunday, January 18

Tuesday, January 27

Thursday, February 5

Friday, February 6

Monday, February 9

Tuesday, February 10

Wednesday, February 11

Thursday, February 12

Friday, February 13

Monday, February 16

Tuesday, February 17

Thursday, February 19

Monday, February 23

Tuesday, February 24

Wednesday, February 25

Saturday, February 28

Sunday, March 1

Monday, March 2

Tuesday, March 3

Wednesday, March 4

Saturday, March 7

Friday, April 17

Saturday, April 18

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher





[image: image]

Friday, December 19

DAVID

I slide into my seat on the bus—fourth row from the back—and a beat later Sammie slides into hers, on the other side of the aisle from me.

Her cheeks are pink, like she’s been running. A couple of locks of her springy, dark hair have escaped from her ponytail, and they boing around her face. She pushes them back, but they immediately spring forward again.

She shrugs out of her backpack, which is so full that the zipper won’t close at the top.

“What’s with the backpack on steroids?” I ask. “Did you empty out your locker?”

“No,” Sammie says, with that tone she uses when I’m supposed to already know something. “Books, silly. We have to read The Giver over break, you know.”

“The Giver is book,” I say. “Not books. And it’s a pretty thin one, as books go. Your backpack is not begging for mercy because of The Giver.”

“You know me. I like to have a plan,” Sammie says, and she’s right on both counts. “My plan for winter break is to read The Giver and the other three books in the series. And after that, I’m reading the Dark Is Rising series.”

“Sammie,” I say, “as your friend—”

“Your best friend,” Sammie interrupts.

“As your best friend, I’m begging you to take a chill pill. It’s vacation.”

“I know,” Sammie says, holding up one hand to stop me. “But I like to read.”

“How many books total?” I ask.

Sammie looks off into space, counting them up. She squints, and her lips move a little as she does the math. “Nine, total,” she says. “That’s my goal.” She grins at me, her dark brown eyes shining.

“You’re such a nerd,” I say. “That’s more than half a book a day. I’m just hoping to get through The Giver, which I got as an audiobook so I can listen while I’m restocking shelves.”

Sammie leans back in her seat and stretches her legs out in front of her. “Would you rather listen to one book while working, all day long, at your dad’s store, or read nine books while lounging in front of a fire, drinking hot chocolate—with marshmallows—and eating homemade chocolate chip—”

“Not fair,” I groan.

“I know,” she says, smiling. “But that’s my plan: fire, hot chocolate, yummy baked goods, and books.”

She pushes a curl of hair off her face, again, and looks right at me, waiting. I have a winter break plan too, but I don’t say anything.

Because my plan is to tell Sammie Goldstein my real, true feelings for her.

SAMMIE

David Fischer is my best friend for a lot of reasons. First, of course, he’s not a girl. Okay, maybe that’s not the best first reason because it makes me sound like I like him just because he’s not a girl. So scratch that.

First, because I’ve known him since kindergarten, when we were on the same Little League team. But I’ve known lots of other kids since even before then, like Carli Martin and Sarah Canavan. They’re not my best friends. Anymore.

So, first because he’s funny. But also because he’s nice. Funny and nice.

Okay, scratch all of that. David Fischer is my best friend because five minutes after I walk into my dark, silent house on the first day of a very long winter vacation, he texts me and asks, Want to come over? You can tell me more about your goals for vacation and I can make fun of you.

I look at the clock on the microwave. Dad’s still at the office and won’t be home for hours. My mother’s probably showing houses, so who knows when she’ll appear. And Rachel and Becca, aka the Peas, are guaranteed to be MIA until after dinner because they’re in high school, and presidents of half the student clubs.

Sure, I text back.

When? David asks.

Leaving in 15. Then I have a great idea: Meet me at the fort! I’ll bring snacks.

I wait, watching my phone. After a minute, David texts back, OK. I’ll bring flashlights & hand warmers

& feet warmers

& butt warmers

I fill the kettle and turn it on, then carry my backpack upstairs and dump out all my school stuff onto my bed. I take the bag back down to the kitchen and fill it with snacks: Chex Mix, pretzels, and some brownies the Peas made last night. When the water boils, I make a thermos of hot chocolate. Then I grab a deck of cards and a stadium blanket from the back of the family room couch and head out through the sliding glass doors, across the backyard and up onto the Greenway.

It’s deserted. No surprise, with the sun setting in less than an hour and the temperature only slightly north of freezing.

David’s house and mine are in different neighborhoods, but they both back up to the Greenway. A long time ago, before my whole neighborhood was even built, the Greenway used to be railroad tracks. Dad told me that there were a bunch of railroads that ran between New York City and the Westchester suburbs, and each one had its own tracks and terminal. This railroad went broke, and the tracks were abandoned. They got covered over with dirt and grass, and then someone had the idea to turn the whole thing into a walking trail. Which I walk on all the time to go to David’s house. Then, last summer, we found the fort.

DAVID

Meet me at the fort! Sammie says. With an exclamation point.

“Ugh,” I say out loud. The Fort is our special place, our secret, so I get why Sammie wants to meet there. But it’s not a real fort, just a giant cement drainage tunnel underneath the Greenway. In the summer, it’s always cooler than outside, which is nice. In the summer. Today, when the weather app says forty degrees, the Fort will be freezing, and probably dark, but we’ll be alone there. And maybe we’ll have to huddle together for warmth, and maybe—

I text back and say okay to Sammie’s crazy Fort idea.

Then I head to the bathroom, brush my teeth, and spritz some of Pop’s Binaca breath spray in my mouth just in case.

I stare at myself in the mirror, focusing on my eyes, which are at least green and are the least embarrassing part of my face. “Sammie,” I say, pretending the green eyes in the mirror are her brown ones. “There’s something I want to tell you, about my feelings for—blech!” I shake my head no and try again, pretending I’m holding a cup of hot chocolate. “Mmm, this hot chocolate is sweet and creamy, just like you.” No way. I try again, putting one hand on a hip to look cool and relaxed. “Hey, Sammie, there’s something I want to tell you—”

“Who’re you talking to?”

I jump, startled, and bite my tongue.

Inez, my babysitter, is standing at the bathroom door, holding a bunch of folded towels. “Who’s in here with you?” she asks.

“Inezzz,” I whine. “You made me bite my tongue.”

Inez makes a pfft sound. “I didn’t make you do anything. The door was open. I was heading to put away these clean towels, which I just washed and dried and folded, thank you very much, and I hear you in here, talking. Who’re you talking to?”

“Not you,” I say, my tongue throbbing.

Inez steps further into the bathroom and looks around. “Who, then?”

“No one,” I say. “I was just . . . practicing.”

“Uh-huh,” Inez says, nodding like she knows exactly what I mean, which she probably does.

In my pocket, my phone buzzes. “Gotta run.”

“All righty,” Inez says. “Practice makes perfect. Good luck.”

“Thanks,” I shout back at her from the hallway.

SAMMIE

As soon as I see David walking toward me on the Greenway, I cup my hands around my mouth and shout, “Race you!” Then I start running. My backpack is so full that it bumps hard against my back with every step. It hurts, but David’s running too, so I can’t stop because whoever gets into the Fort first wins.

We run from opposite directions, jumping over the low wooden rails that edge the side of the Greenway, almost at the same time, then tumble and slide down the embankment. There’s no snow yet, but luckily the ground is frozen, so I don’t end up smeared with mud. I pick myself up and get one foot into the fort.

“I win!” I shout, pumping my fists.

David staggers into the tunnel and collapses, groaning and panting.

“Oh, stop being so dramatic,” I say. “You ran fifty yards, max.”

“But I had to go all out,” he protests, “to beat you.”

“You didn’t,” I say, holding out a hand to help him up. “I beat you.”

He grabs my hand and pulls himself up to sitting. “What’d you bring to eat?”

“Where are the hand warmers?”

He grimaces. “I kind of forgot them. Inez distracted me.”

“Don’t blame Inez. You’re the one who forgot. But that’s okay because I made hot chocolate.”

“Hot chocolate,” David says, sounding disappointed. “That’s it?”

“Of course not.” I toss him the folded-up stadium blanket. He shakes it out and spreads it on the cold cement.

“Chips?” he asks hopefully.

I shake my head no, and reach into the backpack. “Pretzels,” I say, pulling them out and tossing the bag to David.

“Anything else?” he asks.

“Remind me again, what did you bring?” I put one hand on my hip and tip my head a little to one side, trying to look serious. But David knows me.

“Nothing,” he says, grinning. “But I’m me and you’re you.”

“True. Which is why I also brought Chex Mix,” I say, pulling it out.

“My favorite,” he says.

“I know. And brownies.” I toss that bag down onto the blanket. “The Peas made them, but you know they’ll never actually eat them.” I sit down and pour the hot chocolate into two cups. “This would be so perfect if we had flashlights and hand warmers.”

“Sorry,” David says through a mouthful of Chex Mix and brownie. He picks up a cup, blows on it, and takes a drink. “Mmm. You can use the flashlight on your phone.”

“It runs down the battery too quickly.” I hold out my hot chocolate, and we clink our cups together, then drink.

David pulls out his cell phone and puts the flashlight on, illuminating our picnic feast scattered around the blanket.

“Too bad there’s not a hand warmer app,” I say, pulling my mittens on.

“Would you rather have hand warmers or hot chocolate?”

“I’d rather have both,” I say.

David finishes his hot chocolate, picks up the thermos, and pours another cup. “Would you rather drink hot chocolate while sitting on a giant ice cube or drink a fruit smoothie while sitting on a heating pad?”

“What flavor is the fruit smoothie?”

“Orange mango.”

“No contest, because I hate mango, so I’d definitely go for the hot chocolate–ice cube combo.”

“What if it was a strawberry-banana smoothie?”

I grab a handful of Chex Mix, and inspect it to make sure there are at least two nuts. “That’s harder,” I say. I pop the Chex Mix in my mouth and chew. “I guess it would depend on the time of year. Smoothies taste like summer to me.”

“Smoothies taste delicious to me,” David says. “But hot chocolate is definitely the right choice for now.” He holds up his cup. I take mine and touch it to his, then drink down a delicious mouthful of warm, chocolaty goodness.

We sit and talk and eat until we’ve finished the hot chocolate and most of the snacks and it’s so dark in the Fort that I can’t even make out David’s face, three feet from mine.

I pull out my phone and check the time. Four fifteen.

“Sunset is at four thirty,” David says. “Want to come hang at my place for a while?”

“I should go home. We’re leaving to go skiing tomorrow morning.” I sigh.

“You make it sound like it’s a pair of itchy wool socks that your grandma gave you for Chanukah,” David says. “It’s a week of vacation. You’ll survive. Cheer up.”

“The Peas will be there,” I say gloomily.

“They are your sisters,” David says.

“But they’re annoying,” I say. “They’ll want to go get facials or something instead of skiing. With my mother, of course, and she’ll try to talk me into going too. Who could possibly think it’s fun to have to lie still in a chair with smelly gunk smeared all over your face? Then she’ll buy me makeup and other stuff I don’t want. I don’t even wear makeup, which my mother doesn’t seem to notice.”

David rubs his thumb and index finger together. “Poor, poor Sammie. Getting stuff bought for you. The world’s smallest violin is playing sad songs for your suffering.”

“Plus, skiing cuts into my reading time.”

“Let me remind you what I’ll be doing all week.”

I grin. “Unpaid labor at L. H. Fischer Sporting Goods?”

David nods. “From tomorrow morning until like nine p.m. on December twenty-fourth, I will be working at good old L. H. Fischer because it’s the Christmas season! And ‘a third of our profits for the year are made during the Christmas season,’ according to Pop.” He groans. “I won’t even have you to complain to. When will you be back?”

“On the twenty-sixth.” I stand up and start to put the leftover snacks in my backpack. David grabs one last brownie.

“While you’re schussing down the mountain, think of me slaving away at the store.”

“I definitely will,” I say. “Now get off my blanket so I can fold it up.”

David stands and steps off the blanket, then helps me fold it up. I tuck it under my arm, then head out of the Fort and up the embankment. Back on the Greenway, we stand for a minute, not sure how to say good-bye. David stamps his feet, then crosses his arms and tucks his hands into his armpits.

“See you in a week,” I say.

“Not if I see you first,” David says, pulling one hand out of an armpit and giving me a good-bye wave.

DAVID

I was five years old when I met Sammie Goldstein. It was the first day of Little League, which Pop had been waiting to sign me up for since the day I was born. He bought me my first glove practically before I could walk, and gave me a batting tee for my fourth birthday, which, PS, I used all the time, as a microphone.

I never minded having a catch with Pop, or even watching part of a game on TV, but I was just as happy to draw or play with Legos or pretend to be a really cool rock star with my batting-tee-microphone.

It was a super-cold Saturday morning in March, but of course Pop wouldn’t let me wear my winter coat to practice. He said I’d be fine in a long-sleeved shirt and sweatshirt. I was not fine. I was already freezing in the car, and I kept trying to convince him that I really didn’t want to play Little League, but he wasn’t even listening to me because he’d decided we were doing this. That’s my pop.

We got there, and Pop was dragging me across the outfield, and there was a baseball rolling toward me across the grass, and I looked up to see this girl—wild, curly black hair—running like mad toward the ball, which was headed right for my feet. Pop was deep into his crap lecture about being part of a team and trying new things blah blah blah, so he didn’t see the ball or the girl running after it.

The ball knocked against my toes, and I tried to bend down to pick it up, but Pop had a death grip on my arm. I guess he thought I’d make a break for it if he even loosened his hold.

“Pop,” I said, trying to interrupt his pep talk. “Pop. The ball.” He looked down and let go of my arm, and I bent and picked the ball up.

The girl reached us at that moment. Her cheeks were pink, and she was panting a little.

“That’s mine,” she said. “My dad threw it right to me, but I missed the catch.”

I held the ball out for her and she took it.

“Thanks,” she said, and then she was running again, but this time away from me.

During that first practice, I learned Sammie’s name, and how to catch a ball rolling toward you on the ground (you have to stand in the path of the ball, so that if you don’t catch it in your glove, supposedly you’ll stop it with your body). I learned that I was decent at catching balls, thanks to Pop’s “Hey, sport, let’s go have a game of catch!” but that I stunk at hitting, even off a tee, which was what we did. I learned that even though she was the only girl on the team, Sammie was a better hitter than anyone else, and that she was Jewish like me, and that she lived in the neighborhood next to ours but went to a different elementary school, which was why I had never seen her before.

By the end of the day, I also knew this: Pop wasn’t going to have to drag me to any more practices. I was going to be at every single practice and game, because Sammie Goldstein would be there too.

That one season could have been the only time Sammie was on my team. She could have been just a girl I crushed on in kindergarten. But Pop and Dr. Goldstein felt about Little League the way I felt about Sammie, so by the end of the season, they’d signed on to coach a team together, which meant that Sammie and I would be together too, on the same team, every spring. Then our two families started doing other stuff together—a summer barbecue, New Year’s Eve, a trip to Harbor Yard one time to see the Bridgeport Bluefish—and Sammie and I were thrown together, not friends exactly, but something more than teammates.

Then middle school started, and for the first time I was in the same school as Sammie. I saw her every day, on the bus, and in the halls and in the cafeteria. I was happy just to see her, but in the middle of last year, she started sitting at my lunch table. And then started saying I was her best friend. I liked being Sammie’s best friend because it meant I got to be with her more.

I’ve never told her how I feel, but I will. Someday. When the time is right, when everything is perfect.
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Saturday, December 27

SAMMIE

David Fischer is my best friend for a lot of reasons, including that when I text him and say, Can I come over?, because we’re finally back from skiing, David will text me right back and say, Sure.

Except today, when he texts, Later?

How much later? I ask. Because Dad is seeing patients all day, and the Peas are out shopping for expensive stuff they don’t need, and my wannabe-Pea mother is moping because they didn’t include her. Any minute she’s going to turn on me and want to pluck my eyebrows or take me shopping for stuff I don’t need.

IDK, David texts back. Have someone coming over.

Who? I text back, because I know every someone David does.

Luke

“Who?” I say out loud, because we don’t know anyone named Luke.

But before I can text and ask, David texts, New kid. And then there’s radio silence from him for an entire hour.

DAVID

I’m doing Shrinky Dinks with Allie when the doorbell rings.

Mom shouts from upstairs, “Answer that. It’s probably Luke.”

She’s the one who set up this Meet the New Kid thing when I was supposed to be hanging out with Sammie, who’s finally back from her family vacation. So couldn’t she just come downstairs, open the door, and do a Mom thing, with cookies and a “let me introduce you to my son, David, who’s in seventh grade too”? Nope. I push my colored pencils and Shrinky Dinks over to Allie’s side of the table, and turn on the TV to ESPN so it will look like I’ve been watching sports, not dorking out doing arts and crafts with my little sister.

I open the front door, and think: twelve minutes. Because that’s how long Luke Sullivan will be my friend.

He’s already started his growth spurt, and has hair on his upper lip, enough to maybe even shave. Me? My upper lip looks like a baby’s butt: smooth and soft. And freckled. I’m rocking the freckles.

The only person who would think that I have anything in common with Luke Sullivan is my mother.

“Thanks for inviting me over,” he says.

“Come on in,” I say. He steps through the door and walks past me, back toward the family room, where Allie is still sitting.

“Hey,” he says to Allie. He smiles, which activates a dimple.

Even Allie understands the coolness of Luke Sullivan, because she takes one look at him and his dimples, makes a strange kind of squeaking noise, and bolts upstairs to her bedroom.

“That’s my weird sister, Allie,” I say. “She’s in fourth grade, but she acts like a baby sometimes.”

Luke laughs. “My sister is a baby. She poops in a diaper. At least yours is toilet trained.”

“Yours is adopted, right?”

“Yep. From China.”

Mom knows Luke’s mom from when they went to law school together, and she gave me all the facts ahead of time: the adoption, his mom quitting her lawyer job, and the family needing to move to a new house, even though it was the middle of the school year. I felt sorry for him until I saw him.

Luke looks around at the family room: Shrinky Dinks sheets and colored pencils are spread all over the table, and the Knicks are on TV. There’s an awkward silence when I figure he’s calculating how long he has to stay to be polite, but then he says quietly, nodding at the table, “I used to love that stuff when I was a little kid. My babysitter, Bronia, was really into arts and crafts.”

“You should see Allie’s room,” I say. “It’s full of stuff she made, and all of it’s pink and glittery.”

Luke laughs. “Sounds like my little sister’s room, except my mom did the decorating. She painted flowers all along the bottom of the wall, if you can believe it.” He shakes his head. “She never did any of that stuff for me or Matt when we were little.”

There’s an awkward silence while I try to think of something to say. “How about a game of Ping-Pong? We have a table in the basement.”

“Sure,” Luke says. “I’m pretty good. I used to play all the time at my friend Ty’s house.”

My basement has everything, thanks to Pop, proud owner of L. H. Fischer Sporting Goods. We’ve got a Ping-Pong table, foosball, pogo sticks, a couple pairs of stilts, a magnetic dartboard, two Nerf basketball hoops, a real pinball machine, and a life-sized boxing dummy. There’s also an Xbox, but Pop keeps the controllers in his room and has a whole list of crazy rules about days I can play, and even though it’s winter vacation and a Saturday, today’s not one of them.

Luke walks to the Ping-Pong table, picks up a blue paddle, grabs a ball, bounces it a couple of times, and serves.

Of course, he isn’t “pretty good” at Ping-Pong; he kills it, beating me three games in a row.

“Best four out of seven?” I say. I manage to win games four and five, but then Luke comes back and wins game six, and it’s over.

He sets the paddle down on the table and turns to check out the rest of the rec room. He turns the boxing dummy on and takes a swing at its chest. “You’re so lucky, having a dad who owns a sports store. Getting first dibs on the coolest stuff.”

“Most of the time I get the stuff that doesn’t sell. Or returns that can’t go back out on the shelf.”

“Do you ever get to hang out there? At the store?”

“I work there sometimes,” I say. “Free labor, when the paid employees don’t show.”

Right then, Luke spots the framed, autographed Carmelo Anthony jersey. “Wow,” he says.

“That was a twelfth birthday present from my parents.” The truth is, I wanted a vintage Percy the Penguin doll, from the Northern Province comic series, which is my favorite. It was even autographed by the cartoonist, Melvin Marbury. I found it on eBay, and showed Mom and Pop, but they got the jersey instead. I know every other guy my age thinks that jersey’s the coolest thing in the world, but I really wanted Percy.

Luke wanders over to the wall of my Little League team photos, Pop’s shrine to the father-son bonding experience of baseball. There’s a bookcase below the shrine, where I keep part of my comic book collection and some of my own drawings and paintings, including two displayed in picture frames on the top of the bookcase, but Luke doesn’t notice any of that. He’s focused on the Little League photos. He reaches out and touches the team picture from last spring. “You play baseball?”

“Spring Little League. Yeah.”

“What position?”

The position that I like to play—every year—is benchwarmer, with a little bit of Powerade distributor and Dorito bag finisher thrown in, but I say, “Outfield, mostly. I can throw.”

“Cool,” Luke says. He takes the photo off the wall to look more closely at it. “I play catcher. Three seasons. I was on the Diamondbacks in the fall.” He mentions the name of his team casually, but I know exactly what it means: the Diamondbacks were the county champs.

“Who’s the girl?” he asks, pointing right at Sammie in the photo. She’s in the back row, and even though we’re all wearing caps and her dark hair is pulled into a ponytail, she stands out.

I grab on to the photo frame because I kind of want to take it away from Luke. I don’t. I just hold on to the bottom left corner while he holds on to the bottom right corner.

“Her name’s Sammie.” I try to sound kind of bored.

“What’s a girl doing on a boys’ team anyway?”

“She likes to play baseball. And she’s really good.”

“Hey,” Luke says, still holding the photo. “I think I might have played against her. Does she play fall ball? I remember a girl catcher. She was hot.”

I pull the photo away from him.

Upstairs, the doorbell rings. I hear Mom clomp down from the second floor and open the door.

“David,” she hollers. “Sammie’s here.”

“The hot girl?” Luke says. “She’s here? Right now? No way.”

“Sammie,” I say. “Her name is Sammie.”

SAMMIE

I wait an hour, then text David Coming over now okay? and walk to his house along the Greenway.

But when Mrs. Fischer answers the door, she looks surprised to see me. “Hello, Sammie,” she says. “I didn’t know you were coming over. David has a new friend here.”

“Luke,” I say, like I know all about him.

“They’re in the basement.”

“Great,” I say, taking off my boots and coat and heading for the basement door. When I open it, the two of them are standing at the bottom of the stairs, looking up. The Luke kid has at least four inches on David. He looks kind of familiar.

“Hey, David,” I say, walking down the stairs.

“I know you,” Luke says.

“Really?” I say. “I don’t know you.”

He holds out his hand like he wants to shake. “Luke Sullivan. Nice to meet you.”

I curl mine into a fist and wait for him to do the same. We bump knuckles. “Sammie Goldstein.”

“We played each other,” he says. “Last fall. I was on the Diamondbacks.”

“Oh,” I say. “You beat us.”

He grins. “We beat everybody. County champs.”

“What’ve you guys been doing?” I ask David, wandering over to the bookcase, where there are a couple of his drawings, framed. I pick up the one that’s a copy of the cover of his favorite Northern Province comic book, Oliver Shoots a Biscuit in the Basket.

“We played Ping-Pong,” David says, watching me and starting to blush. “Luke won.”

“Sounds fun,” I say, setting the drawing back down. David relaxes. He hides his artistic side from his guy friends. They know he can draw cars and spaceships and guns with flames shooting out of them. They ask him to draw that stuff, like it’s a party trick.

I’m the only one who knows about his Northern Province comic book obsession. And that he’d rather draw a cross-eyed moose or a chubby dog than cars and spaceships and flaming guns. And that he can draw all of those things. I don’t understand why he doesn’t want the other guys to know, but I keep his secret. That’s what best friends do: keep each other’s secrets.

“Who would you rather play against?” I ask. “Luke? Or me?”

David picks up the little white ball and bounces it on the Ping-Pong table. It makes a pock-pock-pocking sound. “Here’s a better question,” he says. “Would you rather play Ping-Pong against a zombie or an alien?”

“Wait,” Luke says. “You didn’t answer her question.”

“How many arms does the alien have?” I ask, holding out my hands so David will throw me the ball.

“Two,” he says, tossing it right to me.

I catch it with my left hand and ask, “Eyes?”

“Yep. And ears.”

“What are you guys talking about?” Luke says. “Aliens don’t exist.”

“How tall is it?” I ask David, sending the ball up in a high arc and catching it with my right hand. “If it’s a little alien who can’t see over the top of the table—”

“Six feet tall. But no more questions. It’s an alien that looks kind of human and is six feet tall, with the same number of eyes and arms and legs as us, but we don’t know if it has X-ray vision or super-fast reflexes or a killer headache from the change in air pressure on Earth or what.”

“Does it want to eat me?”

“Unknown.”

“Hmm,” I say, thinking. I lob the ball back to David and he catches it. “An alien with unspecified strengths and weaknesses. And we don’t even know why it’s here in your basement, right? It could be the Ping-Pong champion of the universe.”

“Could be,” David agrees, bouncing the Ping-Pong ball on the table.

“Or it could be like E.T.—”

“But six feet tall,” David reminds me.

“Right. A six-foot-tall alien who got lost and is scared of everything.”

“Could be.”

I sigh. “I gotta go with the zombie.”

“That’s stupid,” Luke says. “It’s a zombie.”

“It’s not stupid. I know the zombie wants to eat my brains, right? Which gives me a huge advantage. He’ll be all distracted, thinking ‘Brains! Brains!’ so I just have to keep my focus on the game. I can totally win against a zombie.”

“And then he’ll eat you!” Luke says.

“I’m confident I can avoid being eaten by the zombie,” I say, “after I whoop him in Ping-Pong.”

“Do you guys always do this?” Luke asks. “Talk about made-up stuff?”

“Not always,” David says.

“Yep,” I say at the same time.

“I like talking about real things,” Luke says. “Like the Knicks. Or Little League.” He turns toward me. “Or you.”

He stares right at me, his eyes open too wide, like he’s daring me to blink.

“That’s weird,” I say, trying to look right at him, into his wide-open eyes. I feel exposed, and hold my paddle up in front of my body like it’s a shield. “I’m right here. We can’t talk about me.”

“We did before,” Luke says.

“We did not,” David says, dropping the Ping-Pong ball onto the table. It bounces once, then rolls off the side.

“When you weren’t here,” Luke says to me.

“We talked about baseball,” David protests, looking down at the ball as it rolls away from the table.

Luke smiles at me, a wide, toothy grin. “We talked about you playing baseball.”

I don’t like his smile.

“I’m going out for our school team,” I say. “David too.”

“Me three,” Luke says.

“What school do you go to?”

“Yours,” Luke says. “Starting after break.” He grins, showing his white teeth.

For a moment I’m sure he’s going to start laughing and say, ‘Gotcha!’ Or maybe I hope that’s what he’ll do. But he doesn’t. Instead he ducks down beneath the Ping-Pong table, then pops back up holding the ball. He tosses it to David and says, “Maybe I’ll be in some of your classes.”

David catches the ball and tosses it to me.

“It’s a pretty big grade,” I say. “Unless you’re in honors—”

“Duh,” Luke says. “Of course I’m in honors.”

“Of course,” I say.

David and Luke both hold out their hands for me to toss the ball to them. I look back and forth, then set the ball on the table and turn away from them. “C’mon, let’s do something else. What can we all play together?”
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New Year’s Eve

SAMMIE

I’m eating breakfast when David texts me, Sullivans r coming 2nite.

The Luke Sullivans.

I groan.

“Bad news?” Dad asks. He’s at the stove, making himself an egg-white omelet.

“Kind of. Do you know the Sullivans?”

“Is that the new family? Your mother mentioned them. They have a son your age, right? He plays baseball.”

“Yeah,” I say. “They’re coming tonight. To the Fischers’.”

Every year, the Fischers have a New Year’s Eve party, and every year the same people come. It’s my favorite holiday, better than Rosh Hashanah or Passover, which are really just long, boring meals. And waaay better than Yom Kippur, which shouldn’t even be called a holiday.

“How nice,” Dad says. “Someone new for you and David to hang out with.”

It’s not nice. It’s ruining the best day of the year. But I don’t say that.

Instead, I finish my cereal and clear my place, load the dishes into the dishwasher, then head to my room, where I try to read Greenwitch. But I keep hearing Luke say, We talked about you, and when I look at the clock it’s one thirty and I’ve only read twenty pages.

I do not want Luke getting to the party before me, so I text David. Can I come over?

Forty-five minutes later he texts back, Now? Party starts at 7.

I look at the clock: 2:17 p.m.

I’m bored, I text.

Sure

When I get there, David’s in the family room with Allie, working on a picture book. It’s probably their hundredth book. She writes the story and David draws the pictures. Allie keeps them all in her room.

I spy half a sandwich on the kitchen counter, which I pick up and inspect: peanut butter and jelly, with no bites taken out of it. Score!

“Can I have this?” I ask, holding up the sandwich.

David barely looks up from the page he’s working on. “What? Yeah, sure. But it’s from like four hours ago. You can make a fresh one.”

“I will,” I say. “But I’m gonna eat this one first. I’m starving. I forgot to have lunch.”

I polish off the half sandwich, then make another whole one and pour myself a glass of OJ. Then I sit down at the table between David and Allie. I reach out to pick up a drawing, but Allie says, “Wait! Don’t take that one. You’ll mess up the order.”

“Sorry,” I say.

She hands me a stack of pages. “They’re numbered. Be careful.”

I take the pages and ask, “What’s this one about?”

“A little kitten who gets lost and a girl finds her and brings her home.”

David turns his head so Allie can’t see and rolls his eyes.

“Wasn’t your last book about a kitten?” I ask.

“Yes, but that was a city kitten who got lost in Central Park. This is a country kitten who’s born in a barn and gets lost when she wanders into the cow pasture.”

“Good thing you’re a natural at drawing kittens,” I say to David.

“And aliens,” David says. “But Allie never wants to write stories about them.”

“They’re scary,” Allie protests. “And ugly.”

“What about a kitten who gets abducted by aliens?” I ask Allie.

“Too scary,” she says.

“What if the aliens think the kitten is a god?” David says.

“And they start to worship it,” I add.

Allie taps her cheek, thinking. “I guess that wouldn’t be so scary,” she says. “If the aliens were kind of cute. Like R2-D2.”

“He’s a robot, not an alien,” David says.

“It could be funny,” I say. “Maybe the aliens don’t understand the kitten.”

“Right,” David says. “Like they think ‘Meow’ means ‘Me out,’ and they keep taking the kitten to different places, but the kitten says ‘Meow.’”

“What if they build a giant gold throne for the kitten, but it thinks it’s a litter box?”

“And poops on it!” David says, grinning.

“You guys are gross,” Allie says.

“I could draw great poop,” David says.

I grin at David. “C’mon. Can’t you take a break from your illustration duties and challenge me to a game of Nerf hoops?”

He grins back. “I guess I can tear myself away from the kittens.”

Four hours later, we’re sitting at the dining room table
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