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How should you feel about an ex-boyfriend? That’s the question I asked myself as I sat in math class, staring at the back of Robert’s head.

Robert Brewster is my ex-boyfriend. Which, of course, means that you could call me, Stacey McGill, Robert’s ex-girlfriend.

Not that being his ex is how I define myself. I’m much more than that.

For starters, I’m my parents’ daughter. Even though they’re divorced, I’ll never stop being their number-one kid.

I’m also a New Yorker, born and raised (at least at first) in New York City. Now I live in Stoneybrook, Connecticut, with Mom. But I spend plenty of city weekends with Dad, who still lives in New York.

I’m a friend. Claudia Kishi is my closest friend. And I’m part of a great group of friends who all belong to the Baby-sitters Club (also known as the BSC). I’ll tell you more about them later, since they’re a huge part of my life.

I could add I’m a diabetic, although I don’t usually think of myself that way. I’m simply a person who has this crummy illness called diabetes to deal with. Being diabetic means my body can’t regulate the amount of sugar in my blood. In order to stay healthy, I have to eat properly, never let myself get too hungry, avoid sweets, and give myself insulin injections every day. It’s a pain, but it’s not the end of the world. It’s just one part of my life. I do what I have to do and get on with the other parts.

Who else am I? I’m a student — an eighth-grader at Stoneybrook Middle School (SMS), to be exact. My favorite and best subject is math, but I do pretty well in my other classes too.

I suppose I should mention that I’m a girlfriend. I’ve been dating this great guy in New York City, named Ethan. He’s an art student and totally cool. I met him around the time Robert and I broke up. To be completely honest, that was around the time Robert dumped me. No one likes to think of herself as someone who was dumped. But that’s what happened. He did it in a really awful way too. He started seeing another girl, Andi Gentile, before he broke up with me. He didn’t even have the nerve to tell me. I had to find out about it from other people. It was a pretty awful time for me. Even now, I don’t like to remember it. Meeting Ethan then helped a lot, though. A whole lot.

As it turned out, it wasn’t long before I was feeling totally great. Robert, on the other hand, was down in the dumps, because soon Andi broke up with him. So, here I had this interesting, sensitive, fun (not to mention awesomely handsome) new boyfriend. And Robert had nobody.

Naturally, I felt the urge to say, “Ha-ha, serves you right.” But somehow I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t even think it for long. Robert seemed so upset that I felt sorry for him. He had been through two breakups in a short time. It made sense that he’d feel down. The problem was that Robert stayed down. After awhile, most people pull themselves together. They cheer up, move on. They become involved with someone new, or just date different people for a while. Robert hadn’t even tried to date anyone since Andi broke up with him. And a lot of girls would love to go out with him.

Robert’s cute, with wavy hair, great dimples, and a knockout smile. His broad shoulders and dark eyes first attracted me to him, but later I fell for all of him. He’s nice, and smart too. And he used to be a lot of fun. But after Andi broke up with him, Robert stayed bummed. He didn’t give any other girls a chance to get close to him. He wasn’t dating. And he was cutting his guy friends out of his life. Even his friend Alex. They used to be very close.

I can understand why Robert might want some distance between himself and his old friends. They weren’t exactly my favorite people. I thought they were cool when I first met them. I soon learned, though, that drinking, smoking, shoplifting, and thinking everything is dumb don’t make you cool. When I remember that I blew off my true, loyal, BSC friends for those idiots, I feel so embarrassed. I did, though. I quit the club and everything. Luckily for me, I quickly saw my new “friends” for what they really are. And, luckier still, my true friends forgave me and let me rejoin the BSC.

I was staring at Robert’s head and thinking about these things when our teacher, Mr. Zizmore, called on Robert. “If y equals a thousand, then what is the value of x? Mr. Brewster?”

Robert looked up, dazed, as if Mr. Zizmore’s voice had called him back from somewhere very far away. “Uh … sorry … I … could you repeat the question, please?”

Mr. Z. sighed, very annoyed, and repeated it.

Robert gaped at him. “I guess … I … um,” he mumbled. He let his breath out in a whoosh of defeat. “I … I have no clue.”

A girl across the room giggled at that, probably just because she felt uncomfortable. I felt uncomfortable too. Embarrassed for Robert. He isn’t bad at math. He should have known that answer. It was as if he just couldn’t make his brain think about it.

Mr. Zizmore turned his gaze on me. “What’s the answer, Stacey?”

Despite thinking about Robert, I’d been half listening. I knew the answer. But I was torn. I wanted to say I didn’t know, so Robert wouldn’t look quite so bad. I couldn’t, though. Acting dumb isn’t my style. “Two thousand,” I replied, sure I was correct.

Mr. Z. turned and wrote two thousand on the board.

Robert swiveled in his seat and looked at me. He rolled his eyes and forced a smile. I rolled my eyes and shrugged in reply. That body-language conversation meant the following: Robert: Wow, that was dumb of me. Me: Oh, well. That’s life.

For that moment, I felt as if nothing bad had ever happened between me and Robert. This was almost the way things used to be, natural and easy. As if we’d never broken up.

It wasn’t the same, though. Not exactly. For one thing, I wasn’t in love with him anymore. And, for another, Robert never used to be in such a fog.

What was going on with him?

It was Andi — of all people — who had first mentioned to me that something was wrong with Robert. This was around Valentine’s Day, almost three months ago. I suppose she spoke to me because she figured I knew Robert better than almost anyone else did. She was worried and wanted me to find out what was wrong with him.

I’d discussed it with him. He’d admitted he was feeling bored and out of touch with his friends. At that time, I had high hopes that once he’d talked about his feelings, he’d bounce back.

I never bothered to find out if I’d been right about that. After February, Robert and I went our separate ways again. I was involved with Ethan, and the BSC. He was busy doing … whatever. I didn’t actually know. Baseball season had started, and Robert is on the team. I suppose I assumed he was busy with that.

But now I felt bad about all the time I’d let pass without even talking to Robert.

Which brought me back to my original question. How should you feel about your ex-boyfriend?

Even though he’d broken up with me, I wasn’t mad at him. I never really had been. At first I was too upset to be angry. Then, once we spoke about it, I saw that he couldn’t control how he felt. He was happier when he was with Andi. There was nothing he could do about that. I’d started having feelings for Ethan, so, even though I was angry at Robert for lying and sneaking around, I understood how it could happen.

Then we tried being friends. That didn’t really work. We both felt awkward. But we were friendly to each other. We always said hi and a few words. Still, there was this boyfriend-girlfriend history between us.

It’s hard to be just friends after you’ve kissed a guy.

I still cared about Robert, though. As a person. He’s a good guy, and we’d once been close. I ought to check in with him, I thought, and see how he was doing.

I decided I’d call him that night. Right after my BSC meeting. Or after I finished my homework. Or dinner. Or … whenever. But soon. Definitely soon.
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Robert was still on my mind when I hurried into Claudia’s bedroom at exactly 5:26 that afternoon. How did I know what time it was, exactly? Easy. I always check Claudia’s digital clock the moment I step into her room for a Baby-sitters Club meeting. I think we all do. Kristy expects meetings to start at 5:30, and she becomes majorly annoyed if anyone is even a minute late.

Kristy Thomas is president of the BSC. We members sometimes gripe about all her rules. But we also know that it’s because of them that the club runs so well and is such a success.

Kristy was the one who came up with the idea for the club. It happened one day when her mother was phoning a zillion people, trying to find a baby-sitter for Kristy’s little brother. Kristy had a brainstorm. What if her mother could call just one number and reach a bunch of baby-sitters? Her mother would have loved that. She would have loved it so much that she’d call that number every time she needed a sitter.

So we started the Baby-sitters Club with four sitters. Kristy, her best friend Mary Anne Spier, Claudia, and me. Instant success. Before too long, we were up to seven sitters, with two backup sitters (we call them associates). We still, to this day, sometimes have more jobs than we can handle.

It’s such a simple idea, really. We meet every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoon from five-thirty until six in Claudia’s bedroom. (Claudia’s room was the natural choice since she’s the only one of us with her own private phone line.) During those times, clients know they can reach us to set up sitting appointments.

Simple.

But brilliant.

As I said, thanks to Kristy, everything runs like clockwork. When the phone rings, the person sitting nearest to it answers. She takes all the information — time of the job, the number of kids, etc. — then hangs up. Mary Anne, our secretary, checks the club record book, sees who is available, and assigns the job. We call the client back and say who will be sitting.

Kristy devised this system. She also came up with the idea for the record book. It contains all our schedules. If I have a Pep Squad meeting after school, or I’m spending the weekend in Manhattan, it’s in there.

Another of Kristy’s great ideas: Kid-Kits. Each of us has her own Kid-Kit — a box filled with coloring books, crayons, crafts materials, and hand-me-down books and toys. We don’t bring them on every job. But if it’s the first time sitting for a new client, or a kid is sick or upset for some reason, we bring them. They’ve helped to make us extremely popular sitters.

The club notebook is another of Kristy’s ideas. After every job, we write about the experience. Not everyone enjoys doing this, but we all know the notebook is helpful. You can learn a lot about what to expect on a job by reading through the notebook and discovering what other sitters have experienced at that house.

Even when we’re not answering the phone, there’s plenty to do at meetings. My job as club treasurer is to collect dues. Everyone grumbles, but we need the money. We use it to pay part of Claudia’s phone bill. We restock Kid-Kits. And we pay Kristy’s oldest brother to drive Kristy and Abby to meetings, since they live in a different part of town.

Who is Abby? Well, maybe this would be a good time to stop and tell you something about all of our members.

Here goes. I’ll leave Abby for last since she was the last to join. And since Claudia’s my best friend, I’ll begin with her.

How can I describe Claudia?

It’s impossible, so forget it.

Just kidding.

But Claudia is unusual. For starters, she’s unusually beautiful. She’s Japanese-American, with long, silky black hair and almond-shaped eyes. Considering that she adores junk food — practically lives on it — it’s almost a miracle that she has gorgeous skin and a great figure.

You only have to look at her to see that she’s a highly creative individual. Her clothes and accessories reflect that. Today, for instance, she was dressed entirely in animal prints. She was wearing a long-sleeved zebra-print leotard under leopard-print overall shorts. A tiger-stripe scarf was tied around her neck and her hair was caught up into a ponytail with a lizard-print scrunchie. Her earrings were two orange-spotted giraffes.

Not only did this outfit look awesome on Claudia, but she made a lot of it herself. She painted the leopard spots onto a pair of beige overalls. She used black fabric paint to create the zebra stripes on a white leotard. She made the scrunchie from lizard-print fabric, and she sculpted the giraffes from clay and painted them. Claudia is a very talented artist. She paints, sculpts, draws, silk-screens, you name it. If it involves art, Claudia’s there.

The downside of her involvement in art is her uninvolvement in school. She’d always rather be doing artwork than schoolwork. Her schoolwork has been so poor that she recently spent some time back in seventh grade. I’m happy to report that she caught up and has returned to eighth grade now. (I don’t think her spelling will ever improve, though.)

Claudia’s terrible school performance was particularly shocking to her parents because Claudia’s older sister (and only sibling), Janine, is a genius. No kidding. At times, Mr. and Mrs. Kishi can’t believe their two daughters are so different. I believe they’re not that different. I think the Kishis have two geniuses in their family — and one of them is a creative genius. That’s Claudia, of course.

Maybe we should call ourselves the Genius Club. I know it sounds conceited, but Kristy Thomas certainly could qualify as a business genius. How many other thirteen-year-olds do you know who’ve formed and run a successful business? I can picture her on the cover of some business magazine. The headline would read, “The Little Giant of Industry.”

I say “little giant” because Kristy is petite. She’s the shortest girl in the eighth grade. But she makes a big impression wherever she goes. There are several reasons for that. One of them is that she’s not shy about speaking her mind. You always know what Kristy is thinking, because she tells you. Another reason is that she’s such a take-charge, can-do person. If something needs doing, she’ll jump in and do it. Truly, she’s the most dynamic person I’ve ever met.

She’s also very down-to-earth. You’d never guess she lives in a mansion and that her stepfather is a millionaire. It’s true, though. Kristy’s birth father walked out on the family not long after Kristy’s younger brother, David Michael, was born. He just up and left Kristy’s mom to support four kids on her own. (Kristy also has two older brothers, Sam and Charlie.) It was really tough for them for a while, but Kristy’s mom was tough too. She supported all of them on her own. Then she met and married Watson.

Kristy’s family moved across town to the fanciest part of Stoneybrook, where the houses are gigantic. (Up until then, they’d lived across the street from Claudia.) It was a good thing too. They needed a big house for their new blended family. Watson’s two kids from his first marriage, Karen (who’s seven) and Andrew (who’s four), live with them for part of the year. Watson and Kristy’s mom also adopted a little girl from Vietnam. Emily Michelle is two and a half now. Then Kristy’s grandmother, Nannie, came to live with them. Add to that assorted dogs, a cat, fish, a hermit crab, and a rat, and you have a really full house.

Let’s see. What other geniuses do we have? Mary Anne would be our organizational genius. She’s been club secretary from the start, and in all that time she has never — not ever — made a mistake in the record book. She’s never booked a sitter who was busy with something else and never assigned two sitters to the same job (unless the job called for two sitters). Plus, she divides the jobs up with complete fairness so that everyone works an equal amount.

Mary Anne is sweet and extremely sensitive. She cries easily. Not only does she cry at sad things, she even cries when something is touching, or happy, or very beautiful. She’s also a great listener. She’s quiet and shy, though not so much with people she knows well.

She hasn’t had the easiest life. Her mother died when Mary Anne was a baby. Mary Anne lived with her grandparents for a while after that, but then her father raised her. His idea of being a good parent was to be strict. He had a million rules for everything. Mary Anne had to fight for every little freedom she got. When he remarried, though, he loosened up quite a bit. Mary Anne was allowed to wear more fashionable clothes and to get a short haircut instead of wearing the babyish braids her dad used to insist on.

The woman Mr. Spier married was Sharon Schafer, the mother of one of our other members, Dawn Schafer. Dawn and Mary Anne were friends who became stepsisters. Unfortunately, Dawn decided she wanted to return to California, where she grew up, and where her brother was living with their father and his new wife. This was a real jolt to Mary Anne, as well as to the rest of us. But we’ve adjusted, though we do miss Dawn. We’ve made her our honorary member. She visits as often as she can, and whenever she’s here, she comes to meetings and takes some sitting jobs.

One special person who helped Mary Anne feel less lonely after Dawn left was Logan Bruno, Mary Anne’s boyfriend. He’s a terrific guy, and he’s one of our associate members. We call him when we have a job none of us can fill. If he’s not busy playing football, volleyball, or baseball, he’ll take the job. (He’s our sports genius. Kristy and Abby are athletic too, but they have other genius titles. Just one title per genius.)

Our second associate member is Shannon Kilbourne, one of Kristy’s neighbors. She might be just a plain genius. She’s a member of the Honor Society at Stoneybrook Day, the private school she attends. Like Logan, she takes our overflow jobs but rarely comes to meetings.

Our dance genius is Jessica Ramsey. Jessi is a gifted ballerina who’s already appeared in several professional productions. She takes classes twice a week in Stamford, which is the closest city to Stoneybrook.

Jessi is all ballerina. She moves gracefully, and has long, long arms and legs. She often puts her hair up in a dancer’s bun. Jessi is also pretty. She has big, dark eyes and creamy brown skin. I can see her as a famous dancer someday.

Jessi is one of our junior officers. That’s because she’s eleven and isn’t allowed to sit at night, unless she’s minding her younger sister, Becca, who’s eight, or her little brother, Squirt, who’s fourteen months. That doesn’t happen too often because Jessi’s aunt Cecelia lives with the Ramseys and is usually available to take care of the younger kids.

Our other junior officer is Mallory Pike, Jessi’s best friend. She’s our writing genius. Her goal is to write and illustrate children’s books. She has lots of kids on whom to test her work. She’s the oldest of eight!

Mallory doesn’t like her looks, but I think she’s pretty. She has very wavy reddish-brown hair, sparkly blue eyes, and a great smile. But she hates her hair because it’s unruly. She doesn’t like her eyes because she wears glasses, and she can’t appreciate her smile because she has braces. (They’re the clear kind and you hardly notice them.) I hope someday Mallory will be able to see how attractive she really is.

Last, but absolutely not least, there’s Abby Stevenson. No doubt about it, she’s our comic genius. She loves puns and has a wacky sense of humor.

Abby is so sunny that you might not guess she’s had some hard times. Her father was killed in a car crash a few years ago. As you can imagine, it devastated Abby, her mother, and Abby’s twin sister, Anna. They lived on Long Island (which is not far from New York City) at the time. Abby says she barely smiled and never cracked jokes then. But eventually she started to live her life again.

Abby’s not only funny, she’s an excellent soccer player. And like me, she has to deal with a condition that’s not going to go away unless someone discovers a cure. In her case, it’s asthma. When she has an asthma attack she can barely breathe. She always carries a prescription inhaler to help her breathe during an attack.

I wish I had Abby’s hair, which is thick, naturally curly, long, and dark. She’s so lucky.

That’s pretty much our group of geniuses. That afternoon, Abby was the last to arrive. She slid into the room just as the digital clock clicked over to 5:31. “My foot was in the room at five-thirty,” she insisted. “It was!”

“Oh, sure,” Kristy said with a wry smile. “Sure.” (Kristy and Abby clash sometimes. They’re both such strong personalities that it can’t be avoided, I suppose. But this time they were both smiling.)

Abby held a brown bag out to Kristy. “Have a strawberry,” she offered. “They’re great.”

Kristy took one from the bag and bit into it. “Wow!” she said, her mouth full. “It’s so good. Where did you buy these? I haven’t seen any strawberries around yet this year. The ones in Watson’s garden are still green.”

The phone rang and Claudia answered it. “Hello, Baby-sitters Club.” It was Mrs. Hill, wanting a sitter for the next Saturday.

While Mary Anne checked the record book to see who could sit for Norman and Sara, Abby passed the strawberries around the room. “This is great,” I said, taking a berry. “A treat I can have too.”

“This new place just opened outside of town, not too far from the highway. It’s called Strawberry Fields Forever. You know, like the old Beatles song.” She sang a couple of lines from the song, then continued. “These berries came out of the greenhouse, so they ripened faster. But there are fields and fields of them, which, the man there told me, should be ready next week. Next Saturday, they’ll open it to the public, and you can pick your own berries.”

“I love doing that,” Mallory cried excitedly. “My family and I picked strawberries at a place like that last summer, when we were on vacation.”

“The kids we sit for would probably love to pick berries,” Kristy said thoughtfully.

I’d seen that expression on her face before. I knew the wheels were already turning in that active brain of hers. It was just a matter of time before some great new strawberry-related plan popped out of her. What would it be?
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I love when it finally becomes warm enough to put away my winter clothing and take out summer stuff. I am sick of my clothes by the end of winter, and I’m dying to put on the lightweight things I’ve packed away.

Also, the warm weather provides a great excuse to buy a few new things. Last summer’s sandals are too beat-up to wear again this season. Or your old bathing suit is too frayed and faded from all that pool chlorine. I’d been saving my baby-sitting money since March for a mini spring shopping spree. And the day — a Saturday morning — had finally come to spend it.

Claudia and I had taken the bus to Washington Mall. We were standing by the big fountain that sprays pink water, deciding what store to hit first.

“Lear’s?” Claudia suggested.

I shook my head. “They never have anything I like.”

“Laura Ashley?” Claudia tried again.

I looked at her. “You don’t usually find anything there you want,” I pointed out.

“I know,” she replied. “But you do. And I saw some cool sundresses in the window.”

I nodded. “I could use a sundress. Let’s go.”

We’d just taken a few steps away from the fountain when I spotted Patti Brewster, Robert’s younger (by one year) sister. I hadn’t seen her in awhile. “Hi, Patti,” I called, waving.

She seemed surprised to see me. And I was surprised when she didn’t return my friendly greeting. “Oh, Stacey. Hi,” she replied flatly.

What was that all about? I hurried over to her. “Is something the matter?” I asked.

“As if you care,” Patti replied.

“What are you talking about?”

“You and Robert broke up, so I guess you don’t care about us anymore,” she said coldly.

“Patti. For one thing, Robert broke up with me. I didn’t break up with him. And, for another, I do care.”

“Then why don’t you ever call Robert?”

Claudia and I exchanged a confused glance. I was glad Claudia seemed as bewildered by Patti as I did.

“It’s not so easy to just call a guy once he’s broken up with you,” Claudia put in.

“Yeah, but you sent him a valentine-gram. I thought maybe you guys would get back together and then everything would be fine again.”

“The valentine-gram just said that I hoped we could be friends. But what do you mean, ‘fine again’? What’s wrong?” I asked. “I mean, I know Robert has been a little down lately. Is something wrong at home?”

Patti shook her head. “Nothing’s wrong at our house. If you want the truth, I think it’s your fault, Stacey. Robert hasn’t been the same since you two broke up.”

“Since he broke up with me.”

“Whatever. It really bummed him out.”

She didn’t seem to think it mattered who broke up with whom. But it mattered to me. How could it be my fault that the breakup bothered him so much, when he’d been the one to do the breaking up?

“Could anything else be upsetting him?” I asked.

“I don’t know. He just sits up in his room, staring at the ceiling. He doesn’t hang out with anybody. He never smiles anymore.”

“What do your parents think?” Claudia asked.

“They barely notice! They just tell each other that teenagers act weird and they think he’ll get over it. And his so-called friends don’t care. They don’t even call him anymore. It used to annoy me that the phone was always for him. Now it doesn’t. Nobody calls him. You sure don’t.”

She really zinged me with that last remark. The truth was, even though I didn’t think Robert’s gloomy state was my fault, I suddenly felt guilty. I had known something was wrong with Robert way back in February. I’d made a slight effort to talk to him, then forgotten about him.

“I’ll call him,” I told Patti.

“When?”

“Soon. Tonight.”

Patti eyed me skeptically.

“This afternoon,” I said. “I promise.”

Patti nodded and glanced beyond my shoulder. “I see my friends,” she said, waving at a group of girls who were walking toward us. “See ya.”

“See ya,” I murmured as she left.

“Wow, what a little creep,” Claudia said when Patti was too far away to hear. “The nerve of her blaming you for whatever’s botherng Robert.”

I smiled grimly. It’s always nice to have a loyal friend like Claudia on your side. “She’s just worried about her brother,” I said. “I suppose she’s looking for a reason for Robert’s mood, and our breakup is the only one she can come up with.”

We began walking toward Laura Ashley. “I just had a thought,” Claudia said slowly.

“What?”

“Maybe Robert isn’t depressed because you broke up. Maybe he broke up because he was feeling depressed.”

“What do you mean?”

“Suppose that back then, he had this vague feeling that something was bothering him, but he couldn’t figure out what it was.”

“Yeah?”

“Well, he might have tried to figure out what was bothering him,” Claudia went on. “And he might have thought it was his relationship with you. He figured that if he changed girlfriends he might feel better. He might have thought that dating someone new — like Andi — would solve his problem.”

“Makes sense,” I had to admit.

“Only it didn’t make him feel better,” she added. “Look how quickly he and Andi broke up.”

“She broke up with him,” I reminded Claudia as we walked into Laura Ashley.

Claudia lifted a purple flower-print sundress off a rack and held it up to herself. “I know, but maybe she broke up with him because she could tell he wasn’t really into the relationship.” She studied herself and the dress in a long mirror. She wrinkled her nose in distaste and returned the dress to the rack.

I nodded. “That makes sense. But it still doesn’t tell us what was bothering Robert in the first place.”

“That’s true,” Claud admitted. “Could he be taking drugs or something like that? People always change when they take drugs.”

“Robert?” I cried, shocked by the idea. “No. Never. I mean … no way. I just can’t believe he’d do that.”

“Just checking,” Claudia said, lifting a white blouse off the rack. “Some of Robert’s friends are weird enough to take drugs. They might influence him. You know how they are.”

“Don’t remind me,” I said, rolling my eyes. I’ll never forget how some of them tried to involve me in a shoplifting scheme. And how they got into trouble — and got me into trouble — for sneaking alcohol into a concert. “But Robert isn’t really like those friends. Besides, I don’t think he’s hanging out with them much these days. Back in February when we talked, he said he couldn’t relate to them anymore. He was bored by them.”

Claudia studied the blouse. “Do you like this?” she asked.

“You can always use a plain white blouse,” I said.

Claudia’s eyes brightened. “White blouses are great to paint on. Can’t you see this one with big sunflowers on the front? And I could sew a pattern of beads around the collar.”

“You’d paint on a good Laura Ashley blouse?”

“Of course! Why else would you buy a white blouse?” Claud replied. Then her expression grew serious. “You’re right. I can find a shirt to paint on at the thrift shop.” She put it back and sighed. “It would have looked cool, though.”

We had a good time for the rest of the afternoon. I bought a simple, short, sleeveless aqua dress that made my eyes look even bluer. I also found a pair of cool clear-blue jelly sandals with chunky heels to go with the dress. Claudia bought a white blouse and then stocked up on stuff from the crafts store, including beads, a bag of feathers, sequins, and fabric paint.

We laughed and talked about our summer plans. I forgot about Robert until I arrived home.

Placing my shopping bags on the kitchen table, I stared at the wall phone. I’d told Patti I’d call Robert. I had promised. Now I had to do it.

But for some reason I didn’t quite understand, I punched in Claudia’s number instead.
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“Of course you don’t want to call him,” Claudia said sensibly over the phone. “He’s your ex-boyfriend. It’s an awkward situation. I haven’t talked to Mark at all since we broke up.” (Mark is Claudia’s ex-boyfriend.) “For one thing, I don’t want to upset Josh.” (He’s the guy she’s seeing now.)

“Well, I don’t have to worry about that, since Ethan is in New York City. Still, I wouldn’t want to do anything behind his back. But … I’m not. I’m only calling a friend,” I said.

“An ex-boyfriend is not the same as any other friend,” Claudia insisted.

“Why should it be different?”

“I don’t know. It just is.”

We talked for a few more minutes and then I hung up. Talking to Claudia had made me feel better. At least it helped me understand why I felt so weird about calling Robert. But it didn’t solve my problem. I still had the phone call to make. “Just do it,” I instructed myself sternly. “Okay,” I muttered in reply. “Okay.”

Taking a deep breath for courage, I punched in Robert’s number, which I still knew by heart.

The phone rang two … three times. I hoped Patti wouldn’t answer. I wasn’t in the mood to hear her chilly, accusing voice.

“Hello?” It was Mrs. Brewster. “Stacey,” she said softly when I told her who I was. She sounded a little surprised but friendly. “How are you?”

“Fine,” I answered, feeling extremely ill at ease. She must be wondering why I was calling. I hoped she didn’t think I was chasing after Robert or anything embarrassing like that.

“Robert isn’t here,” she said. “I’ll be sure to tell him you called. Any message?”

“No … no message. ’Bye.”

Whew! I hung up, feeling relieved. I was off the hook (no pun intended). At least for the time being.

I’d realized as soon as Mrs. Brewster answered that I had no clue what I would say to Robert. “Hi! It’s Stacey. Just checking in after months of noncommunication to find out why you’re still depressed. Didn’t I tell you not to be depressed anymore back in February? Weren’t you listening?”

I mean, really! What could I say?

That night I went to the movies with Mom. When we returned home we found a message from Robert on the answering machine: Hi, Stacey, this is Robert. Just returning your call. ’Bye.

That night, as I climbed into bed, I told myself I had done my job. I’d called Robert. He’d gotten the message that I had called. He knew I cared. And that was the point. So I didn’t have to call him back.

With that thought in mind, I slept well. But my conscience caught up with me in the morning. I’d promised, after all. Deep down I knew that leaving a message wasn’t the same as calling.

So, after breakfast, I tried again.

I reached the Brewsters’ answering machine. Yesss!

I left another message, then prepared to take the train to Manhattan. I had a great day planned. Bike riding in Central Park with Ethan, an early supper with Dad, then home.

It was a beautiful spring day, and I had a great time. By the time Mom picked me up at the train station that night it was just after nine. Mom said Robert had called back earlier, but I decided it was too late to call him again.

There was no avoiding him in school the next day, though. He came to my locker, first thing. “Hi! Sorry I kept missing your calls,” he said. “What’s up?”

What’s up? Normally that’s not an especially difficult question. But this time I was stumped for an answer.

“Ummm … well, nothing really,” I replied, taking the books I needed from my locker. “I just thought … we haven’t talked in awhile…. I just wondered how you were doing and all…. Are you okay?”

Robert laughed self-consciously. “Wow! I blank out on one little math problem and you think I’m falling apart.”

“I didn’t say that,” I protested with a smile. (He was shockingly on target, though.) I shut my locker and leaned against it, hugging my books to my chest. “Back around Valentine’s Day you told me you were feeling kind of out of things, and … well … to be honest … you still look as if you’re sort of out of things.”

Robert ducked back and checked his reflection in the window of a classroom door. “Gee, I didn’t know it was so obvious,” he said.

I smiled. “It may not be obvious to everybody, but I can tell. And Patti is worried about you too.”

“Oh, so that’s it,” Robert said. “Bigmouth Patti ratted me out.”

“She’s worried.”

Robert looked over his shoulder at the flow of students hurrying to their classes. We needed to hurry too. “Want to walk home together after school?” he suggested. “We could talk then.”

“All right,” I agreed. “Meet me here at my locker.”

He nodded and started to walk away. Then he turned around to face me and walked backward. “Thanks for asking, Stace.”

“Sure,” I said. With a wave, he turned again and disappeared around the hallway corner.

I stayed at my locker for a moment, watching the kids go by. Robert was so sweet. I couldn’t believe I’d felt all worked up over calling him. It would be nice to walk home with him again.

*  *  *

“So, what’s bugging you?” I asked as we walked out the school door that afternoon.

He sighed deeply. “I wish I knew.”

“But something is bothering you. Right?”

“Yeah, but I’m not sure what it is. I mean, I have some ideas. Partly, it’s the same thing I told you about the last time we talked. My friends are annoying me. I’m sure you can understand that.”

I rolled my eyes. “Definitely.”

“They just seem like such jerks.”

“I liked Alex Zacharias,” I said, trying to be careful. “What about him?”

Robert shrugged. “He’s changed since his parents got divorced. It’s as if that’s all he thinks about now. And I don’t know anything about that, so I can’t help him. We don’t have anything to talk about anymore.”

“What about baseball?” I suggested. “The guys on the team are pretty nice, most of them, anyway. Why don’t you hang out with them more?”

“They’re boring. All they talk about is whether the team is going to win or lose.”

“Isn’t that interesting to you?” I asked.

“Not really. I used to care, but lately I just don’t. If you think about it, what does it actually matter? So what if we make it to the division championship? Big deal. It’s not going to change the world or anything.”

“You don’t play baseball to change the world,” I pointed out. “You play for fun.”

“Then who cares whether you win or not?”

“It’s more fun if you try to win.”

“But in the end it’s pointless,” he insisted.

“Does everything have to have a point?” I asked.

“No,” he replied thoughtfully. “It’s just that if most things are pointless, why bother?”

“I don’t know,” I had to admit. He was so gloomy, he was making me feel blue.

I couldn’t let that happen. My mission was to make him feel better, not to make myself feel bad.

I kept up a lively one-sided conversation about the BSC and what everyone was up to. (I hoped he didn’t find it pointless.) When we arrived at my house he came into the kitchen, just the way he always used to. Mom’s rule was that he could come in while she was out, but we had to stay in the kitchen.

“You’ve told me what everyone else is doing,” he said, sitting down in a kitchen chair. “What about you? What have you been up to?”

The first thing I thought of was that I’d been doing all sorts of interesting activities in the city with Ethan — visiting art galleries, attending concerts in the park, even going to poetry readings. But I couldn’t tell him about those things without telling him about Ethan. And somehow I just couldn’t bring myself to tell him about my new boyfriend.

“The same old, same old,” I replied instead. “You know, school stuff, the BSC, seeing Dad on weekends.”

I pulled a plastic bag of sliced carrot sticks from the fridge. By the time I come home from school, I need a healthy snack to keep my blood sugar at the right level. I offered some carrots to Robert and he took a few.

“Doesn’t it bother you to do the same things day after day, year after year?” he asked.

“No,” I replied. “For one thing, I don’t feel as if I do the same things over and over.” (Especially not since I’d met Ethan, but I couldn’t say that.)

“But you just told me you were doing the same old, same old,” he reminded me.

He had me there. “What I meant was that I’ve been doing the same sorts of things. But they’re never exactly the same. The kids we sit for are always up to something new. And Kristy is always hatching some new plan or other. And there’s always something different going on in school.”

“But basically it’s all more or less the same. Isn’t it?” he challenged.

“Well, yes, but … it’s different enough to be interesting,” I replied.

Robert shook his head sadly. “I just can’t manage to see things that way. It looks to me as if we all just keep repeating the same pointless, stupid activities over and over until we die. So in the end even life itself is pointless.”

I put down my carrots and took a seat next to him at the table. This was serious. “Robert, if that’s how you feel, you have to find some friends and activities that interest you. What do you like to do?”

“Nothing,” he answered. “I’ve thought about it. There’s not really anything I can think of that’s worth doing.”

“Forget about it being worthwhile,” I said. “Think about what you would enjoy.”

“I can’t enjoy doing something I don’t see the point in doing.” Robert slumped in his chair, his head supported by his hand. He was so unlike the old Robert, who had always been ready to jump up and play tennis, or ride his bike, or play a sport. It was as if all the energy had gone out of him.

“You mean there’s nothing you like to do anymore?” I tried again, finding him so difficult to understand — and so frustrating to talk to!

He smiled, although his eyes remained sad. “Until now, I’d forgotten about one thing I like to do.”

“What?”

“Talk to you,” he said.
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“What’s going on between you and Robert?” Claudia asked me at the start of our next Wednesday BSC meeting. “I saw you walking home with him last Monday, but you haven’t said a word about anything. It’s driving me crazy.”

“I’m glad you asked, because I’ve been dying to know,” Abby said to Claudia. “And if you don’t know, I bet no one else knows either.” She turned to me. “Tell, Stacey. Tell.”

“Are you guys getting back together?” Mary Anne asked.

I held up both hands to stop them. “No! No, nothing like that. I haven’t talked about it because I didn’t want to betray Robert’s confidence. I guess I can tell you guys a little — but that’s it. Robert is going through some tough times right now. Tough emotionally, I mean. I’m only trying to help him out. You know, be a friend.”

“What kind of emotional tough time?” Kristy asked.

“He’s feeling down about things in general. And he’s feeling out of touch with his friends,” I said. “Just — down in the dumps.”

“What about the baseball team?” Kristy asked.

I shrugged.

“He can’t stay down about baseball for long,” Abby put in. “If they win next week against Howard Township, they’ll be division champs. The team is psyched. SMS Baseball hasn’t won a division championship in five years. Now they have a shot at it. Some kids think they even have a chance at being regional champs.”

“Logan is so excited he can’t think about anything else,” Mary Anne added. (Logan is also on the baseball team.)

“Has he said anything about Robert?” I asked her. “How he’s playing? How he seems?”

Mary Anne shook her head.

“Are you sure you two aren’t getting back together?” Abby pressed.

“Positive,” I insisted. Although, truthfully, I didn’t feel sure about anything that was going on between us. I cared about Robert, but I no longer felt the way I used to feel. I just wanted to help.

If only I could understand what had gone wrong with him. I remembered Claudia’s theory — that he’d broken off with me because something had started bothering him at that time. It made sense. But what was it that bothered him so? Why couldn’t he work up any enthusiasm for anything?

That night I couldn’t fall asleep because I couldn’t stop thinking about Robert, wondering what was bugging him. It was a problem I had to solve. I was involved now. I couldn’t back off the way I had done in February.

If Robert liked talking to me, then it made sense that I should spend as much time as possible talking to him. Robert had always stood by me when I had problems. When I didn’t make the cheerleading squad, he quit the basketball team to be supportive. I talked his ear off when I was deciding whether or not to stay in the BSC, back in that disastrous time when I quit for a while. No matter what my problem was, Robert had always been there for me.

Now it was my turn. I owed him that much.

The big May dance was coming up. I wondered if I should ask him to go — just as friends, of course. It might cheer him up.

But it might also give him the idea that I wanted to get back together with him. And I definitely did not want to do that. I was too crazy about Ethan. Even if Ethan weren’t in my life, I wouldn’t have gone back to Robert. That feeling we’d once shared was simply gone now. At least on my part it was gone.

I’d have to be very careful. I would have to be extremely clear that I was there for him as a friend — no more than that.

The next day, Thursday, I went to school determined to have a talk with Robert. I wasn’t sure how to bring up the subject, but he mentioned it first.

“Everyone thinks we’re a couple again,” he said casually as we walked down the hall on our way to math.

My heart started to pump harder. Did he want us to be a couple again? “Oh, yeah? Who said that?” My voice came out high-pitched and shaky. I wondered if Robert noticed. He didn’t seem to.

“Jacqui Grant,” he replied.

“Oh.” I laughed lightly. Nervously. “That’s not surprising. I think Jacqui still likes you. She’d want to know. What did you tell her?”

“I said, yeah, we were.”

I stopped walking. I couldn’t believe what he’d just said. My face must have turned pale because Robert was suddenly very concerned.

“I only told her that to get her off my back,” he explained quickly. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to freak you out. I just thought it was one way to get rid of Jacqui once and for all.” He took my arm and steered me to the water fountain. “You’d better have something to drink.”

I drank some water and felt less shaky. “So, you just said that to make her leave you alone?”

“Yes. Totally.”

I studied his face. Was he telling me the truth? Or had he simply backtracked fast when he saw how I reacted to his words? I wasn’t sure.

“You wouldn’t want that … would you?” he asked cautiously.

“A lot of time has gone by, Robert,” I said carefully. “We’ve both changed. I — I wasn’t thinking about us in that way.”

“Me neither,” he agreed quickly. “I wanted to make sure you weren’t getting the wrong idea.”

“Oh, no!” I laughed with relief. “Not at all. You don’t have to worry about that!”

“Good,” he said with a smile. “Good.”

I’d almost forgotten what a great smile Robert has.

We entered our math class. Robert sat at his desk and paid attention. He even answered a question correctly. I was very encouraged. Very.

At lunch, I always sit with my BSC pals, except for Jessi and Mallory, who have a different lunch period. I told my friends everything that had happened.

“Did you believe Robert? Is he really glad you’re just friends or is he only saying that?” Claudia asked.

“Yes, I believe him. He feels the same way I do. I think he’s cheering up too.”

Kristy scowled. “Does that mean that you have to hang out with him constantly in order for him to feel better?”

I sat back in my chair and grimaced. I hadn’t thought that far into the future.

“No way,” Abby answered for me. “She’s just helping him through a bad time. Once he feels better he’ll be able to fend for himself.”

“Right,” I agreed. Abby knew about bad times. She’d lived through horrible sadness after her father’s death. I figured she knew what she was talking about — and I hoped she was right.

On Friday, Robert really did seem to be feeling better. He wasn’t Mr. Jolly, but he seemed slightly more positive about things. “Lunch smells good today,” he commented as we walked into the cafeteria together. It may not sound like much, but anyone who can find a nice thing to say about our school lunches can’t be feeling too bad.

I sat down with my friends, but then I noticed that Robert was eating alone. “Would you mind if I sat with him?” I asked, nodding in Robert’s direction.

“I don’t mind,” Mary Anne said.

“You can’t baby-sit him forever,” Kristy grumbled.

I pretended I didn’t hear her and went off to join Robert. He smiled, glad to see me. “Where are the rest of your friends?” I asked, trying to sound light.

“I think they all cut class this afternoon,” he told me. “I’m glad they’re gone.”

“They never get bored with trouble, do they?”

“You’d think they would,” he said, shaking his head. “But they’re so boring themselves they don’t know what boring is.”

When we were going out I would have loved to hear him say that about those kids. It might have meant he was going to stop hanging around with them. Now it only worried me. I didn’t want to hear that he no longer liked kids who had always been his friends — not if he wasn’t replacing them with new friends.

“It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?” I said.

“It’s okay. You don’t have to be Stacey Sunshine around me,” Robert replied. “You can just relax, you know.”

“Oh, sorry.”

After that, we ate in silence. Robert didn’t make any effort to talk. And I couldn’t think of anything to say. I didn’t want to sound like Stacey Sunshine, and I didn’t want to complain or sound depressing in any way. He seemed slightly cheerier and I didn’t want to do anything to mess that up.

“Well, see you later,” he said when we were finished. “I can’t walk home with you this afternoon. I have something to do.”

“Right. Baseball practice,” I said. “I’ll see you Monday, I guess.”

That afternoon, I decided to surprise Robert and watch the practice. I hoped that all the excitement over the big game might have him fired up. If so, I wanted to be as encouraging as possible.

But when I arrived at practice, I couldn’t find Robert. I looked all around but there was no sign of him. I did see Logan, though. When he saw me, he waved and ran across the field to me.

“Hi. Have you seen Robert?” I asked.

A strange expression came over Logan’s face. “Didn’t he tell you?” he asked.

“Tell me what?”

“Robert quit the team. Three days ago. No one could believe he just up and quit before the big game. It really messes us up. He’s one of our best hitters. I can’t believe he didn’t tell you.”

“No,” I murmured. “He didn’t say a thing.”

My mind reeled. Three days ago! That was Wednesday. On Thursday he’d seemed to be a little better. Was it because he’d quit the team?

And, I wondered, if Robert could keep a secret like that, what else wasn’t he telling me?





[image: image]



[image: image]

That Saturday, Jessi and Mallory took their brothers and sisters to the grand opening of the picking fields at Strawberry Fields Forever. Mr. and Mrs. Pike drove them, which required both of the Pike station wagons. The Pike triplets, Byron, Adam, and Jordan, had a baseball game, so they didn’t go.

“It’s always merry to pick a berry,” sang out nine-year-old Vanessa Pike as they piled out of the cars at the fields. She wants to be a poet and likes to rhyme everything. “If they’re sweet, they’re good to eat. When they’re not ripe, they’ll make you gripe.”

“What does gripe mean?” asked Margo Pike, who is seven.

“It means to complain,” Vanessa explained.

“That doesn’t make sense,” said eight-year-old Nicky Pike. “Why would a green strawberry make you complain?”

“Because it would make you sick if you ate it,” Mallory explained as she adjusted the strap on five-year-old Claire’s sun hat.

“Remember that,” Mr. Pike warned them. “Don’t eat the green ones. And don’t eat too many red ones, for that matter.” He turned the peak of Nicky’s baseball cap from the back to the front. Then he took out a tube of sunblock and slathered it on Nicky’s neck.

“Ew, Dad, that’s cold,” Nicky complained (or, should I say, griped).

“Remember the sunburn you came home with the last time you picked berries,” Mr. Pike reminded him. “I want everyone to wear this stuff.”

“And stay together,” Mrs. Pike added. “Mallory and Jessi need to be able to see you kids at all times.”

“Stop worrying,” Mallory assured them. “We’ll be fine.”

Mr. Pike handed her a twenty-dollar bill. “If this isn’t enough, you’ve picked too many berries,” he said.

“Berries!” Squirt Ramsey cried, throwing out his arms wide with excitement. (Actually he said, “Bewwies.” That’s how Jessi imitated him when she told me that story. He’s not so good at r’s yet.)

“I’m not sure he even knows what a berry is.” Jessi laughed as she rubbed sunblock into his cheeks.

“Yes, he does,” Becca Ramsey defended her little brother. “He made blueberry muffins with Aunt Cecelia last week.” She giggled. “Well, he tried to help. He smeared the batter all over the floor.”

“Oh, big help,” Jessi commented. “I’m sure Aunt Cecelia was thrilled.”

Mr. and Mrs. Pike left in one station wagon to do some shopping downtown. Jessi, Mallory, and the kids walked a few yards to a table where they were each given several empty green plastic baskets by a thin, tanned, white-haired woman.

The group set to work. Mallory stayed with Claire, and Jessi helped Squirt find red berries nestled beneath the green leaves of the low-growing plants. Vanessa, Margo, and Becca went off together in a threesome. “I’m picking more than anybody,” Nicky announced before walking off in his own direction.

“No, you’re not.” Margo took up the challenge. “I am.”

For a while, Jessi and Mallory were so caught up with helping Claire and Squirt that they forgot about the older kids. They were reminded when they heard shouting and wild squeals of laughter.

Jessi looked up first and saw Nicky and Becca hurling berries at each other. Margo and Vanessa were soon into the fight. A strawberry bounced off Becca’s head and popped into the air. Another berry hit Nicky on the forehead.

“Stop!” Mallory cried, charging across the field to them. “Stop!” A strawberry flew over her head. “Not funny, Nicky!” she scolded her brother.

The kids stopped throwing berries, but they were still covered with them. “These aren’t free,” Mallory reminded them. “You can’t throw them around.”

Margo pointed at Nicky. “He started it.”

“Tattletale!” Nicky shouted at Margo.

“I don’t care who started it. Just cut it out.” Mallory marched back to Claire. Immediately, she saw that all the berries she and Claire had picked were missing. “What happened to the strawberries?” she asked.

Claire grinned at her. “They were good,” she said, rubbing her tummy. She ended her statement with a very loud burp.

“Oh, no!” Mallory wailed. “You ate all of them?” She scowled at Claire. “No more. Don’t eat another berry. You’ll get sick.”

“But they’re good,” Claire protested. “I like them.”

“It doesn’t matter. You can’t eat any more. Besides, Mom and Dad will want some, and so will Byron, Adam, and Jordan.”

They continued to pick. Mallory suspected that every time she looked away to pick a berry, Claire popped one into her mouth. “How come our basket never gets any higher?” she asked Claire suspiciously.

Claire shrugged innocently. “Maybe you need to pick faster,” she suggested.

“Maybe you need to eat slower,” Mallory responded.

Claire only grinned at her, her teeth a telltale red. When Mr. and Mrs. Pike returned an hour and a half later, they found a disheveled, berry-stained crew waiting for them. “Do you have ten dollars by any chance?” Mallory asked.

“You picked thirty dollars worth of strawberries?” Mr. Pike cried as he dug out his wallet from his back pocket.

Mallory nodded. “Becca, Margo, Vanessa, and Nicky are terrific pickers,” she told him. She was trying to present the bright side of things.

The kids stood together, surrounded by piles of brimming baskets. “I picked the most,” Nicky announced proudly.

“You did not,” Margo disagreed fiercely. “I picked all these.” She pointed to the cluster of full baskets at her feet.

Claire chose that moment to throw up.

All over Mallory’s shoes.

“Oh, yuck!” Mal cried, jumping away from her. “Claire!”

Claire gazed up at her with large, pitiful eyes. There was no sense scolding her. She was being punished already.

Mrs. Pike found a towel in the car and began cleaning up.

Mr. Pike paid for the berries and everyone piled into the two cars. Jessi told me that the smell of strawberries was nearly overwhelming inside the car. Squirt fell asleep almost immediately. His arm flopped down and he knocked a basket of strawberries onto the floor. “Oops,” Jessi said, bending to gather them up. “Sorry, Mr. Pike.”

“That was fun!” Margo announced. “When can we come back?”

As Mr. Pike buckled his seat belt, he looked over the strawberry-stained kids and the strawberries rolling on the car floor. He gazed at pale Claire, holding her head and slumped against the side of the car. “Not soon,” he muttered. “Not anytime soon.”
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“What’s the big deal?” Robert said on Monday morning when I confronted him about quitting the baseball team. I’d gone straight to his locker to talk to him.

“The big deal is that you’re letting the team down before the game,” I replied.

“Oh, they’ll do fine without me,” he scoffed. “Trust me.”

“Logan says you’re one of their best hitters.”

“There are a lot of other guys who can hit.”

“But why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because you would have made a big deal out of it, just the way you’re doing now,” Robert answered, an edge of annoyance coming into his voice. He shut his locker with a little too much force. “I just don’t want to play anymore, okay? Is that all right with you?”

“No!” I replied, starting to sound annoyed myself. “You’re a good player. Why quit?”

“You didn’t mind when I quit basketball. You didn’t like the kids on the basketball team, so that was all right. But you like the baseball team, so I can’t quit. Is that it? I need your approval before I can quit a team?”

“That’s not the point,” I insisted. “Back then, you were involved in lots of activities. But now baseball was the only thing you were involved in.”

“So what?”

“So — so —” I stammered, too angry to find the words I wanted. “What’s the matter with you, Robert? Why don’t you care about anything anymore?”

“Why don’t you get a life, Stacey, and stop trying to live mine for me,” he shot back angrily. He turned and stormed down the hall.

I watched him go, stunned. Claudia appeared beside me. “Wow! What did you say to make him so mad?”

I told her what had been said. “You’re right. He’s in bad shape,” she said when I was done. “Now he’s turning on the one friend he has left.”

“Could I really be the only friend he has?”

“It looks that way,” Claudia replied. “I don’t see him with anyone else anymore.”

We headed for homeroom. I couldn’t stop seeing a picture of Robert, alone. Always.

How terrible. And there was no reason for it. It was all Robert’s own choosing. But he obviously wasn’t happy. He had to feel lonely.

Even though I didn’t like his old friends, I decided to talk to them. It was possible they simply didn’t realize what was happening to Robert. If they did, they might try to help. Or maybe they knew something about him that I didn’t know.

I started with an easy one. Alex Zacharias is the friend of Robert’s I like best. In between classes, I spotted him coming out of the boys’ room. “Can we talk?” I asked him.

“Sure. What’s going on?”

Again, I didn’t want to reveal anything Robert had told me privately. But I figured that everyone would soon know he had quit the team, so I started there.

“Did you hear that Robert quit the baseball team?” I asked.

He nodded. “Everyone has.”

“Well, you’re his friend,” I began. “Do you have any idea why —”

“I was his friend,” Alex corrected me.

“You don’t consider him a friend anymore?”

“Definitely not,” Alex said, sounding bitter. “When I needed somebody to talk to, he wasn’t around. He started avoiding me the moment my parents got divorced.”

“Maybe he just didn’t know what to say,” I offered.

“He could have thought of something. Having divorced parents isn’t exactly unusual. I needed him and he wasn’t there for me.”

I couldn’t blame Alex for being angry with Robert. He felt let down, and it sounded as if he had a right to feel that way. Still, I tried to defend Robert. “He was going through a lot himself,” I said.

“Ha. He’s so self-absorbed, he doesn’t think there’s anyone else in the world but Robert Brewster. No one else has any problems but him. I’m not surprised he quit the team. He only cares about himself. Who wants a friend like that?”

The conversation went dead. I didn’t know what else to say. We stared at each other uncomfortably for a moment. Then Alex walked away.

Alex’s words rang true. Robert was very self-absorbed lately. All along I’d been thinking, Oh, poor, poor Robert. Now I saw that Robert’s attitude was hurting other people: Alex, the baseball team, and me.

After my next class, I spotted Robert’s other ex, Andi. Talking to her wouldn’t be as easy as talking to Alex, but I forced myself to walk up to her. “Hi, Andi. Do you have a minute to talk? It’s about Robert.”

Her expression was uneasy, but she nodded. “Okay.” She chewed on her lower lip as I laid out my concerns in a general way. I knew she understood. Back in February she’d pretty much told me the same sorts of things. “It doesn’t seem to be improving at all, and I don’t know how to help him,” I confided.

“I didn’t know either,” she replied. “That’s why I broke up with him. I didn’t see it at first. I thought he was just upset about breaking up with you. He told me he didn’t know how to handle it. I thought once that was over with, he’d lighten up. But he never did. After awhile, I didn’t know why he was even going out with me. He didn’t seem interested in anything I had to say or anything I wanted us to do together.”

It gave me secret pleasure to hear this. It had always bothered me to think of Andi and Robert having a great time together — the way he and I used to. The fact that they’d never really had fun or been close was nice to hear, even if it wasn’t exactly noble of me.

“That’s a shame,” I said. “Did he ever tell you why he suddenly felt so bummed about everything?”

“Nope. At first, I assumed it was me. I thought I was doing something wrong. But, after awhile I figured if he didn’t like me the way I was, then we had to break up. That was all there was to it. I’m happy it’s over.”

Obviously I could add Andi to the list of people Robert had hurt. I didn’t particularly want to feel sorry for her, but I couldn’t help it. No one likes to be made to feel unlikable.

Later that day I was in the middle of speaking to another friend of Robert’s, Heather Epstein, when Jacqui Grant barged into the conversation. “I hear you’re back together with Robert,” she said nastily.

“We’re not back together.”

“Oh, don’t deny it. Robert told me himself. I can’t believe you’d go back for more. You must love to be hurt.”

“You are so full of it,” I told her. “You’ve been chasing Robert for months.”

“That is a lie!” she huffed as she stormed away.

Heather laughed. “She’d go out with Robert in a heartbeat, except she finally realizes it’s useless to try. She’s not the only one either.”

“You?” I asked, surprised.

“Yeah, why not? I wouldn’t even try, though. No one can get close to Robert anymore.”

“He and I are pretty close,” I said.

“Of course. Robert’s still madly in love with you.”

“That’s not true. We’re friends.”

She laughed. “Yeah, right. Think what you like.” She shook her head slowly, as if she thought I was the most pitifully stupid person on earth. “Well, have fun solving the Riddle of Robert. I’m out of here.”

I was more confused than ever. None of Robert’s friends had helped me understand him.

And Heather thought Robert was still in love with me.

He’d told me he wasn’t, though. Told me himself, straight out.

But he’d also told Jacqui we were back together again. Which one of us had he lied to?

Then I remembered something else. Our fight this morning. The next time I saw Robert he might not be too friendly. He might still be mad at me.

If our friendship fell apart, he’d be completely alone. In the future I’d have to ease up on him. Of all his friends, I had the best chance at reaching Robert. I couldn’t afford to blow it.
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I went to Robert’s locker the next morning. Without looking at me, he shut it and walked away down the hall just as I was nearing him. He made it seem as if he hadn’t noticed me, but I was pretty sure he’d seen me coming.

If that was what he wanted, fine. I tried not to care.

He called after supper that evening. “Stacey, it’s Robert. Please don’t hang up. But I don’t blame you if you do. I’m sorry. I’ve been acting like a moron.”

I laughed. “Maybe I was butting in too much.”

“No, you weren’t. It’s me. I expected fallout about quitting the team and you were the first person to give it to me.”

I glanced out the window. It was still light. “Want to go for a walk or something?” I suggested. “We could talk.”

“Can’t. I’m grounded.”

“Grounded? What for?”

“They sent a note home about my grades today.”

“What about them?” I asked warily.

“Nothing. I’m failing. That’s all,” he replied.

“Failing!” I shrieked. Then I remembered my decision to lighten up on Robert. I lowered my voice. “Failing? What subjects?”

“Let’s put it this way,” he said dryly. “I’m not failing art.”

“Be serious,” I insisted. “You’re not failing everything else. You always had decent grades.”

“Not anymore. But don’t worry about it. I’m not upset.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Who cares about grades?”

“You don’t want to be left back,” I reminded him, trying not to sound as frantic as I felt.

“I won’t be. This is just the last quarter. With my other grades, everything will average out to pass.”

“What about college?”

“Nobody’s going to look at my eighth-grade marks for college,” he scoffed. “Besides, I don’t see the point in college.”

“You don’t?” I asked in disbelief.

“No. Do you know how many people with college degrees can’t find jobs? A bunch of guys in my father’s company were just laid off — after twenty years on the job. My father could be next. That’s what their college degrees did for them.”

“But without a degree it’s even harder,” I argued.

“What’s the difference if you’re laid off from a crummy job or a good one?” he countered.

Talking to Robert was so maddening! If you accepted his basic idea — that everything was pointless — then he made perfect sense. But I couldn’t accept that idea. To me, things are worth doing. Sometimes you do things just for fun, to enjoy life. You do other things to help the people around you. To show your love and respect for them. And the rest of what you do is to build a good life for yourself in the future.

That was clear to me. But then, I still felt connected to people and events in my life. I wasn’t floating around all by myself.

And Robert had an argument for everything I said.

“You haven’t failed yet,” I told him. “You’re not going to fail either.”

“Stacey, I don’t think you should worry about it. It just means I can’t go for a walk right now because I’m grounded.”

“See? It’s already stopping you from doing something you want to do. Can you have visitors?”

“Sure. That wasn’t part of the prison sentence.”

“Then I’m coming over. And I’m bringing books. I’m going to tutor you until you bring your grades up.”

There was silence on the other end. Robert must have been considering my words. “Okay. It gives us a chance to spend time together. I guess it’s cool.”

“Be right there,” I said, hanging up. The first thing I had to do was phone Claudia and tell her I couldn’t come over.

“But I was going to sketch you, remember?” she objected. I’d asked her to sketch me for the cover of an English project. We were assigned to write a “Personal Self-Portrait.” I thought a sketch of myself would be a nice touch.

“It will have to wait,” I said. “Robert really needs me. He’s failing all his subjects.”

“I thought your project was due next week,” Claudia reminded me.

“It’ll be finished,” I assured her. “It’s not as if I have to do research or anything. I know my own life. If we don’t get the sketch done, I’ll use a photo.”

“A sketch would be so much cooler,” Claudia said.

“I know. We can do it tomorrow. But Robert’s grounded and I don’t think he should be alone right now.”

“You can’t be with him every second.”

“Claudia,” I said. “Imagine that you only had one friend left. Wouldn’t you want that friend to be there for you when you needed her?”

“Why do you have to be that friend?” she asked, sounding hurt. “You haven’t talked to Robert for months, and then, suddenly, you’re his best and only friend.”

“Don’t be upset. You’re my best friend. But you’re not in the middle of bad times. If you were, I’d be with you all the time.”

“I guess I understand,” she muttered. “I was just looking forward to working on this sketch. Go be with Mr. Mental.”

“Don’t call him that!”

“Sorry. See you tomorrow.”

After hanging up, I checked with Mom, then walked to Robert’s house. Patti smiled when she opened the door. “Robert jumped into the shower when he heard you were coming.” She giggled. “I think he’s out now, though.”

Robert came down the stairs, his hair still wet, looking as if he’d just changed into fresh clothes. “Ready to do some math?” I asked him cheerfully.

“Not really,” he replied, but his voice was lively.

Mrs. Brewster came into the front hall and greeted me. “See, Mom? I have a tutor,” Robert told her.

“Thank goodness,” she said.

We sat down in the dining room and I spread out my textbook, notebook, and some of our old tests. “Let me see your tests,” I began. “Then I can tell what part of this you’re not understanding.”

Robert ran upstairs and returned with some old tests. I checked through them and was stunned by two things. One was his grades. They were horrendous.

But the second, more baffling thing was the way in which he’d failed the tests. “Robert, you didn’t even complete half of each test,” I observed. “The answers you finished are mostly right. What happened?”

He shrugged. “I’d just start daydreaming, I guess.”

“Daydreaming?” I echoed in disbelief. “In the middle of a test?”

“I’d kind of … run out of steam.”

“So there’s nothing here you really don’t understand?” I said.

“No, I pretty much understand it all.”

Hmm. I didn’t know how to tutor someone who just “lost steam.”

“How long are you grounded for?” I asked.

“Mom!” Robert called. His mother came into the dining room. “How long am I stuck for?”

She thought about the question. “Is Stacey going to keep tutoring you?” Robert looked to me and I nodded. “How often?” she asked.

“Every day,” I offered impulsively.

“All right, then,” his mother said. “As long as you’re doing something about your grades I suppose we can lift the grounding.”

“Thanks,” Robert said as she left the room. He turned to me. “Now you have to come over every day, though.”

“That’s all right. We can do our homework together. I have to do it anyway. I might as well do it with you.”

“Cool.”

“Listen, I was thinking,” I went on. “Why don’t you come out with my friends and me tomorrow?”

“I don’t know,” he replied, shaking his head.

“Come on. We’re going to the mall before our BSC meeting. You might enjoy hanging out with some different people.”

“All right, if you don’t think they’d mind.”

“They all like you, Robert,” I assured him. “We’ll have fun.”

I called Kristy as soon as I got home. I asked if she minded if Robert joined us at the mall. “It’s a free mall,” she replied. That didn’t lead me to believe she was thrilled about the idea.

It didn’t matter. I was more concerned about Robert than anything else. I called Mary Anne, and she was more helpful. “Logan says Robert seems really down,” she said. “If it will cheer him up, sure.”

The next day Kristy, Mary Anne, Abby, Robert, and I took the bus to the mall. Claudia had a sitting job and couldn’t come. Robert sat there like a lump while the rest of us chattered excitedly about what we wanted to buy. He did not say a single word. It annoyed me. He could at least have tried.

“So, Robert, psyched about the big game?” asked Abby.

“I quit the team,” he mumbled.

“Oh, yeah, I forgot,” she said, looking embarrassed.

“Why did you go and do that?” Kristy wanted to know.

“I didn’t feel like playing.”

“It’s not as if the team was counting on you or anything,” she said sarcastically.

“They’ll survive without me.”

“Of course, but can they win without you?”

“Is it that important?” Robert slumped into his seat and turned his gaze out the window, making it clear he wanted to close the subject.

Kristy rolled her eyes. Abby shook her head helplessly. Mary Anne sighed. I folded my arms tensely. So far, this wasn’t going well.

The rest of the trip wasn’t much better. Every time one of my friends made an attempt to draw Robert into conversation, it fell dead. He wasn’t involved with anything, he hadn’t done anything lately, nothing particularly interested him — so he had nothing to say. After half an hour, they stopped trying. He trailed behind us like a zombie as we went from store to store. “Would you mind if I went home?” he asked eventually.

“If that’s what you really want,” I replied. I could see he was having a terrible time. “I’ll come over to tutor you after dinner tonight.”

“Okay,” he said as he headed toward the mall bus stop.

I told my friends he’d left. “What am I going to do about him?” I asked.

“I don’t see that it’s your job to do anything,” Kristy said. “He has to help himself. Anyone who would quit a team one week before their most important game …” She looked at me as if to say that the rest should be obvious. It was obvious. Robert was in bad shape, which was exactly why I couldn’t give up on him.

During the BSC meeting, several people called, wanting us to take their kids to Strawberry Fields Forever while they shopped. We accepted the jobs, but after Mallory and Jessi’s report, we were a little worried. We decided to double up on all Strawberry Fields jobs, no matter how many or how few kids there were.

“Want to do that sketch now?” Claudia suggested after the meeting ended.

“I have to tutor Robert tonight. Sorry.”

“Again?”

“If I didn’t agree to it, he’d still be grounded,” I explained as I grabbed up my backpack.

“Who cares if he’s grounded,” Claudia said, flopping dismally onto her bed. “He doesn’t do anything anyway.”

I couldn’t stay to discuss it. I had to hurry home, grab a quick dinner with Mom, then run to Robert’s. “I’ll call you later,” I said.

Later, on the way to Robert’s, I decided that he had to do something, whether he liked it or not. No matter what it was, he had to become involved again.

“Robert,” I said decisively as soon as I arrived, “what is the one event you think you could stand to be involved in?”

He sat at the dining room table, resting his head on his arms. “I’m not exactly sure I made a good decision about baseball,” he admitted after a moment’s thought. “Talking to Kristy today made me think. Quitting might not have been the right thing to do. And I sort of miss it.”

“Excellent!” I cried. “Then you should rejoin the team.”

He lifted his head, interested. “Do you think the coach would take me back?” Then he lowered his head onto his arms again. “Nah, he never would.”

“Sure he would. He has the game to think about, and you’re an awesome hitter.” I was determined to get him back on that team no matter what it took. “Work with me, Robert,” I said. “We have to come up with a plan.”
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“I can’t do it, Stacey,” Robert insisted on Thursday afternoon. We hadn’t been able to devise much of a plan for getting Robert back on the team. I thought that perhaps he could apologize to the coach.

If the coach wouldn’t let him return to the team, my backup idea was to see if the team would sign a petition asking to have him reinstated. I’d checked it out with Logan. He said even the guys who were angry with Robert for quitting would probably sign a petition like that, because Robert’s return would put them in a better position to win.

Now, though, Robert was chickening out on me. We were standing by the baseball field after school. Baseball practice was starting. The guys were doing jumping jacks to warm up. The coach wasn’t busy yet. Now was the perfect time to speak to him. “Go tell him you were upset the other day. You’re sorry you quit, and you want to come back,” I said.

“Why don’t I write him a letter?” Robert suggested.

I pushed him forward lightly. “Go. Get it over with.” Looking very unhappy, he walked toward the coach. The coach looked up from his clipboard. I’d hoped he’d smile, but instead he scowled at Robert with a what-are-you-doing-here? expression.

It didn’t take long. Robert turned to me and gave a thumbs-up signal. “All right!” I cheered, and returned the thumbs-up.

That afternoon I walked home with a bounce in my step. I hadn’t felt this happy in awhile. Robert’s depression had been weighing me down too.

Now, though, I felt proud of myself. By encouraging him to rejoin the team, I’d pushed him in a very positive direction. I was proud that I’d stuck with the problem and come up with a solution.

I imagined the game. Robert would be the star. He’d hit a home run in the final inning. Everyone would cheer for him. His enthusiasm for sports would return, and his funk would be a thing of the past.

This called for a celebration. Maybe I’d ask Robert to the May dance — as friends, of course. It would be a way to announce to the whole school that Robert was back in action. Not only had he won the game, but he was ready to have some fun, just the way he used to.

While I was tutoring him that day, he told me the practice had gone well. Some of the guys had acted cool toward him at first, but they’d warmed up as practice went on. He’d played well too.

“That’s great,” I said. “I have an idea. Why don’t we go to the May dance together. As friends. Would you like to? It’s next weekend.”

“You don’t have a date?” he asked.

This was the moment when I should have told him about Ethan. Ethan couldn’t go to the dance with me because he had an overnight trip to the National Gallery in Washington, D.C., with his art class that weekend. I’d already asked him. He’d offered to stay home from the trip but I told him the dance wasn’t that important. And it wasn’t. It was just a dance.

But once again, I couldn’t bring myself to tell Robert about Ethan. I guess I was afraid the news would upset him. I couldn’t take that chance, not when things were going so well. “No, no date,” I replied. “You don’t have a date, do you?”

He shook his head. Of course, I knew he didn’t. “Everyone will say we’re going together again,” he pointed out.

“Oh, who cares what they say. It will give them something to talk about. And we’ll know the truth.”

“All right,” Robert agreed, his face breaking into a cautious smile. “We’ll go.”

“Great,” I said, smiling back. “Great.”

I slept well that night. I drifted off to sleep thinking about my autobiography. I had less than a week to write it. But that would be plenty of time.

On Friday, I didn’t go to Robert’s locker and he didn’t come to mine. I took that as a good sign. He was probably involved with his teammates.

Instead, I visited Claudia at her locker. She was pleased when I told her what had been going on. “Now you can get back to normal,” she said. “Do you want me to do that sketch of you today after the meeting?”

“Definitely,” I agreed.

The BSC meeting seemed to go quickly. We had a lot of calls. Spring is always a busy time and many parents wanted us to sit for their preschoolers while they attended different functions their older kids were involved in — plays and concerts, gymnastic exhibitions, and all sorts of late-spring events. Plus, people were lining up sitters for Memorial Day events.

After everyone left, I stayed behind in Claudia’s room. I tried to sit still while she attempted to capture my image with pastel crayons. “I’d love to read your autobiography,” she said as she worked. “Do you have it with you?”

“Have it?” I laughed. “I haven’t even started it. I’ll work on it this weekend, though.” We sat quietly for a while as she worked and I posed. “What do you think makes a person happy?” I asked thoughtfully.

“I don’t know,” Claudia replied. “Art makes me happy. My friends. My family. The kids we sit for. Just being alive.”

I felt the same way. Art wasn’t important to me, of course. And math didn’t actually make me happy, although I enjoy working out problems. More than anything my connection to people made me happy.

How had Robert lost track of that? What had thrown him so off course? It didn’t matter anymore, though. The important thing was that he was back on course. He’d realized there was something he did like to do — play baseball. And he was doing it again.

Claudia was about half finished with her sketch when I stood up. “Robert will be back from practice soon. I’m really sorry, but I have to run home and eat, then go tutor him. I promised his mother.”

“Okay,” Claudia agreed reluctantly. “See you tomorrow.”

I hurried home, grabbed dinner with Mom, and was just about to leave for Robert’s house when the doorbell rang. It was Logan. “Is Robert here?” he asked.

“No. Why?”

“He wasn’t at practice. I called his house and his mother said he wasn’t there either. She thought he was at practice. I was on my way to Mary Anne’s and I figured I’d stop off here and see if he was with you.”

My jaw dropped. I didn’t know what to say. Why hadn’t he gone to practice? “The coach took him back, didn’t he?” I asked.

“Yes. Everyone was really psyched about it too. But then today he didn’t show.”

“What did the coach say?”

“He was really mad. He says Robert is definitely not going to play tomorrow and he might not let him back on the team at all.”

“Not let him … oh, no!” How could Robert have done this?

“He just keeps messing things up for himself, doesn’t he?” Logan commented. “I can’t believe how much he’s changed.”

I wanted to cry. But I was too stunned and worried to let tears come. Where could Robert be? And why had he backed out of the one thing that seemed to make him happy? What was he doing that was more important than baseball practice?
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On Saturday, when Kristy rang the Papadakis family’s bell, no one answered. She was certain she had the correct time and day. Mrs. Papadakis had called just the day before and requested a sitter.

Kristy waited, then rang again. Still, no one answered.

After a few more minutes, she decided to leave. She reached the curb just as the Papadakises’ car appeared on McLelland Road. Kristy waited there while it pulled into the driveway. Mrs. Papadakis jumped out of the passenger side as soon as her husband shut off the ignition.

“Oh, Kristy, I am so sorry. We were delayed,” she apologized. “Were you waiting long?”

“No,” Kristy replied with a smile. “Is everything okay?”

Mrs. Papadakis rolled her dark eyes and brushed her hair from her tanned face. That’s when Kristy noticed the red stains on her hands. “Don’t tell me,” Kristy said. “You went to Strawberry Fields Forever.”

Mrs. Papadakis laughed. “It’s pretty obvious, isn’t it? Yes, that’s where we were. Wait until you see the kids.”

Kristy didn’t have to wait long. Nine-year-old Linny Papadakis joined his mother, dragging a shopping bag crammed with baskets of berries. His face was pinched and unhappy. “Mom, I don’t feel so good.”

Mrs. Papadakis knelt so that she was face-to-face with Linny and felt his forehead. “You’re not feverish,” she observed. “I bet you ate too many berries. Does your tummy hurt?”

Linny nodded.

“Oh, no!” Mrs. Papadakis cried, suddenly looking down at his bag. Kristy saw the problem. The moisture from the strawberries had soaked through the shopping bag. A trail of the glistening berries led back to the car.

At the same time, Mr. Papadakis lifted Sari, who is two, from her car seat and set her onto the lawn. Instantly, she yanked off her canvas slip-on shoes and jumped on the berries. Squash! The red and green berries oozed up between her toes. “Tickles!” She giggled.

“Mom! Don’t let her do that,” Linny groaned, burying his head in his mother’s side. “I worked hard picking all those.”

“You worked hard eating them too,” Mrs. Papadakis said as she ruffled her son’s dark hair affectionately. “Sari, stop, honey. Don’t squish the berries.”

Seven-year-old Hannie Papadakis scurried from the car and began picking up the fallen berries. “Hi, Kristy,” she said, flashing that spectacular Papadakis smile, which all the kids have in common. “Look, we have our own strawberry field right here in the front yard.”

Mr. Papadakis took an empty brown grocery bag from the trunk. “Put them in here, Hannie,” he offered. In minutes, she’d picked them all up.

Kristy scooped Sari into her arms and followed the family into the house.

The full strawberry baskets covered half the kitchen table. “Kristy, please take some of these home,” Mrs. Papadakis pleaded. “We have way too many.”

“Thanks, but we have a ton of strawberries already,” Kristy told her. “Everyone has been giving us baskets of berries they’ve picked.”

“It was hard to tell the kids not to pick any more. They were having such fun,” Mrs. Papadakis said. “We were late getting home because we couldn’t convince Linny and Hannie to stop picking.”

“I filled ten baskets,” Hannie announced proudly. “But I dropped one on the way to the car, so now I only have nine.”

Linny collapsed into a kitchen chair and held his head in his hands.

“Nine is more than enough,” Mr. Papadakis commented. “Linny picked seven, and even Sari picked two.”

“I never want to see another strawberry again in my life,” said Linny, groaning.

“Too bad. You will,” Hannie teased him. She held a strawberry in front of Linny’s eyes, waving it back and forth. “We have a bazillion of them. You’ll be seeing them forever.”

Linny swatted at the berry. “Get out of here with those,” he snapped at his sister. With that, he clamped his hand over his mouth and ran out of the kitchen.

Mr. Papadakis went to help Linny. As Mrs. Papadakis wiped Sari’s red toes with wet paper towels, she explained that she and Mr. Papadakis would be going to the hospital to visit a sick friend. She put Sari down and then wrote the phone numbers Kristy needed on a pad. Furrowing her brow, she glanced at the strawberries on the table. “I’ll gladly pay you extra if you wouldn’t mind washing and cutting up those berries,” she added.

“I’ll do it. You don’t have to pay me extra,” Kristy volunteered. “I’ve been doing that job at home all week. I’m pretty fast.”

Mrs. Papadakis went upstairs to change, while Mr. Papadakis settled Linny on the couch. “I’ve given him some Pepto-Bismol for his stomach,” he told Kristy. “I think he’ll be all right.”

Kristy sat on the edge of the couch and told Linny how the same thing had happened to Claire Pike just the week before. Linny nodded. “I’ll never eat another strawberry,” he said with a moan.

Kristy smiled and patted his leg. “Oh, I bet you will — as soon as your stomach stops hurting.”

After Mr. and Mrs. Papadakis left, Kristy popped a new video into the VCR. Linny lay on the couch, groaning occasionally, and the girls stretched out on the floor. Kristy spread out a towel, then sat cross-legged on the floor and watched the video with them as she cut up the strawberries she’d rinsed.

Whenever Kristy has any quiet time like this, the same thing happens. It never fails. Kristy’s brain starts to work overtime. The result — a great idea.

I learned about this one right away, because she called me. When I heard the phone, I jumped for it, hoping it was Robert. I still hadn’t heard from him.

Kristy was so caught up with her new idea that she didn’t even notice the hint of disappointment in my voice when I realized it wasn’t Robert. “What do you think about throwing a strawberry festival?” she asked.

“A what?”

“You know, a big festival where we make strawberry shortcake, strawberry pie, strawberry blender drinks, stuff like that.”

“Do we know how to make all that?”

“We’ll find out how,” she insisted. “And maybe some of our clients will donate strawberries. No one knows what to do with all of them. They’ll be happy to get rid of them. We can use the money we earn to do something fun with the kids at the end of the summer. What do you think?”

“It sounds great,” I agreed. “What do we have to do first?”

She thought for a moment. “We’ll call all our clients and see what they can give us. I’ll ask Watson if we can use our backyard for the festival.” She paused again. “All right. I need to start making lists.”

I smiled as I hung up the phone. I knew Kristy was now in a fever of planning. She’s never happier than when she has a project to do. I could picture her already poring over Mrs. Papadakis’s recipe books, looking for strawberry desserts.

In fact, she told me later that Linny had overheard her phone call and had come up with a great idea of his own. Forgetting about his stomach, he took Kristy to the family computer in the den. Together, they located a strawberry chat room on the Internet. (Can you believe it?)

Kristy logged on, requesting ideas for a Strawberry Festival. In mere minutes, people from all over the country were contributing recipes like crazy. She received ideas for strawberry health drinks, cookies, cakes, pies, and jams. Someone sent a list of songs that contained references to strawberries. Another person gave the address of a catalog that featured nothing but strawberry-related products. Someone else suggested drying and shellacking the berries for jewelry making.

Kristy took it all down. Within an hour, Project Strawberry Festival was well underway.
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I nearly went crazy that weekend. All Saturday I waited, hoping Robert would call. I did everything I could to distract myself. I flipped through fashion magazines. I played solitaire on the computer. I even cleaned my room.

I really should have used the time to work on my self-portrait. I started it, but I had a lot of trouble concentrating.

When I remembered learning I had diabetes, it made me think of Robert. He had perfect health. Didn’t he? Did he have some secret health problem he didn’t want to reveal? That would be upsetting.

When I first met Kristy, Mary Anne, and Claudia, I didn’t tell them about my diabetes. They could tell something was strange, though, because of the way I ate. They worried that I had an eating disorder. It took the truth to set their minds at ease.

And awhile back, Abby was worried that she might have scoliosis and would need to wear a brace. (Scoliosis is a condition in which your spine curves to one side or the other.) Fortunately, she didn’t, although Anna wears a brace now. Anyway, I remember how upset she was at the time.

Maybe Robert quit the team because of a health problem.

But he seemed fine. He wasn’t losing weight. He looked normal. Somehow I didn’t think that was it.

Then I remembered how my parents fought all the time in the days before they decided to divorce. Was there a problem in the Brewster house I didn’t know about? It was possible, although I hadn’t seen any evidence of it.

I went over everything I knew about the Brewster family. Robert had said his father was worried about keeping his job. Was that it? I remembered my talk with Patti. She’d been very up-front about her feelings. If there was an obvious family cause, she probably would have mentioned it.

I thought about the role the BSC played in my life. Naturally I thought about my friends — how wonderful and supportive they are. And that led me to think about Robert’s annoying friends. There was certainly no comparison between his friends and mine. (Mine were so much better!)

And yet the more I thought about it, the easier it was to see that Robert’s friends were not the problem either. Robert said he couldn’t talk to them, but Robert was the one who had stopped talking.

After an hour’s time, the paper in front of me had only one sentence written on it: I was born thirteen years ago. It wasn’t much of a start.

Kristy called me again around five o’clock. (And, again, I lunged for the phone, hoping it was Robert.) She gave me a list of clients she wanted me to call about the Strawberry Festival. She was so excited that she wanted to hold the festival the following Tuesday.

Making the calls kept my mind off Robert until nearly seven o’clock. Then I started thinking about him again. I couldn’t keep this up. If I had another day of waiting and worrying, I’d really go nuts. “Can I go to the city tomorrow?” I asked Mom as we were eating supper, around seven-thirty.

“I guess so,” she said. “Do you have something special in mind?”

I shook my head. “I’d like to see Ethan. And Dad, of course.”

After supper, I phoned Ethan, then Dad. And on Sunday morning, I took the train to Grand Central Station in Manhattan. Ethan was on the platform to meet me.

Each time I see Ethan, it’s as if I’m seeing him for the first time. He has the most gorgeous blue eyes. His long hair is nearly black, which makes his eyes look even more dramatic.

He’s also very sensitive. We weren’t even out of the station before he asked me what was wrong. “Something’s on your mind,” he said. “I can see it in your face.”

“Nothing’s wrong with me,” I assured him. “It’s a friend I’m worried about.” For the first time, I told him about Robert. In the beginning, I left out the part about Robert being my ex-boyfriend. It didn’t matter. Ethan guessed.

“It sounds like you know this guy pretty well,” Ethan observed. “Is he the one you were breaking up with when we met?”

“Yes,” I said. “How did you know all that?”

“I don’t know. I had a feeling from the way you were talking about him.”

“Do you mind?” I asked.

He tilted his head as he considered the question. “Maybe. A little. But …” He smiled at me. “You’re here, aren’t you? I don’t think you’d make the trip into the city if you didn’t want to see me.”

I told you he was wonderful! “You don’t know how glad I am to see you.” And that was the absolute truth. For one thing, talking to Ethan wasn’t depressing. It brought me up instead of down.

We walked to a coffeehouse and had lunch. I worked up the nerve to ask Ethan how he felt about my asking Robert to the May dance. “This guy could really use a break,” he said. “If I were bummed out, taking you to a dance would cheer me up.”

“We’d just go as friends. He knows that. We talked about it already,” I assured Ethan.

“I hope so, Stacey. I sure would hate to lose you.”

I can’t tell you how happy that made me. I reached for his hands across the table. “Believe me. That won’t happen. I’d hate to lose you too.”

Then he did look at me, and he smiled. We sat there smiling at each other, holding hands. I know it sounds goofy, but it felt great.

I spent the day with Ethan and had an early dinner with Dad and his girlfriend, Samantha, who’s really nice. By the time I got home it was nearly nine o’clock.

There was no message from Robert, so I decided to call him. “Hi, Stacey,” his mother said. “Robert isn’t here. He went out around six. He should be home soon. I’ll have him call you.”

“All right. Thanks.”

“What did you think of the big game yesterday?” she asked. “Mr. Brewster and I were stuck with a plumbing emergency and couldn’t leave the house. Robert says he didn’t do anything outstanding during the game. Is that it, or is he being modest?”

I didn’t know what to say. Robert had obviously lied to his parents and said he’d played. I don’t like to lie. But I didn’t want to be the one to break Robert’s news to his parents.

“I guess I can understand why he’d say that,” I replied. Although that wasn’t technically a lie, it felt like one and I didn’t like the feeling. I didn’t know what else to say, though.

“Hmmm,” Mrs. Brewster murmured thoughtfully. Did she suspect that something wasn’t right? “Well, then, I’ll tell him you called.”

“Thanks.”

I wandered into the kitchen, where Mom was cleaning out the refrigerator while she listened to some talk show on the radio. The announcer’s voice was peppy and bright. “Hello, this is Dr. Barbara Gupti. You’re on the air.”

Mom asked me about my day as she pulled plastic containers from the back of the fridge and checked the contents. We talked, but part of my mind was focused on the radio program.

One woman had a daughter whom she suspected of taking drugs. “Her behavior has changed so drastically,” the woman said. The radio doctor advised her to confront her daughter and to seek counseling for her. She seemed to need it even if drugs weren’t the problem.

The next caller dated a guy who didn’t treat her nicely. The doctor told her to dump him and to ask herself why she put up with him at all. “You have problems with self-esteem you need to explore,” she said.

The third caller was a man who couldn’t get a date. The doctor directed him to become a better conversationalist by being more interested in the women he was talking to. “Don’t always talk about yourself,” Dr. Gupti advised. “Be other-directed. Ask questions about the other person. People like you when they sense you like them and are interested in what they have to say.”

All her answers made sense to me. Then I had a flash of inspiration — or maybe I was feeling desperate. Anyway, I decided to phone Dr. Gupti and ask her about Robert. Maybe she could tell me how to help him.

I took the cordless phone upstairs and punched in the number they’d given over the radio. “If you have a problem, call Dr. Gupti at 555-HELP.”

I definitely had a problem. I had never called a radio station before and didn’t know what to expect. The first four times I dialed, the phone beeped out an annoying busy signal. But on the fifth try a man’s voice told me to hold on, and a few minutes later he picked up again. “Dr. Gupti’s help line. What’s your problem?” he asked.

“Shouldn’t I tell Dr. Gupti?” I replied.

“Tell me first. I have to make sure you’re not a nut before we put you on the air.”

I began telling him about Robert (making an extra effort to sound completely sane). A sharp beeping sound cut me off. “You’re on the air,” the man said abruptly. “Go!”

The next thing I heard was the soothing tones of Dr. Gupti. “Hello, who am I talking to?”

I froze. I couldn’t say my name.

“Hello?” Dr. Gupti prodded. “Who is this?”

What could I do? If anyone I knew heard my name, they’d know who I was talking about. Robert would be mortified. He’d hate me.

Dr. Gupti couldn’t wait any longer. “Can we have our next caller, pl —”

“Annie!” I blurted. “My name is Annie.” (Technically, it could have been true. The name on my birth certificate is Anastasia.)

“How can I help you today, Annie?” Dr. Gupti inquired kindly. “What’s bothering you?”

There was something about her voice that really made me want to talk. But I had to watch what I said. “There’s this boy, uh … Cody. And he’s super-depressed, but no one knows why.” I gave her some details. “He quit the … soccer team. And he doesn’t want to do his schoolwork or hang out with his old friends.”

Dr. Gupti listened quietly while I spoke. She asked about drugs or drinking. I said I didn’t know for sure, but I didn’t think he was involved with that stuff.

She began talking about how teenagers often suffer from depression. The changes in their hormones — the chemicals in their bodies that are important in turning young people into adults — can be one cause. There could be a lot of other causes too: school or family pressure, uncertainty about the future, a changing value system, confusion over identity issues. “I don’t know what your friend’s specific problem is, young lady,” she said, “and the causes or reasons aren’t necessarily the most important issue here, but I can tell you one thing for certain.”

I drew my breath in expectantly, waiting hopefully for the one certain thing.

“You cannot handle this alone.”

“Wha — what do you mean?” I asked.

“Your friend’s problem is beyond your ability to solve. Take yourself off the hook, Annie,” she said. “Help Cody find the help he needs. Have him speak to a responsible adult — a teacher, a relative, a coach, someone who can advise and guide him.”

“All right. Thank you. ’Bye.” I hung up quickly. I sat there with my hand still on the phone thinking about what she’d told me to do. Who could Robert speak to? If I suggested he talk to an adult, would he do it?

The phone rang.

My hand flew off the receiver and my heart pounded in my chest.

Without picking up the receiver again I just knew it was Robert. And that he was furious. He’d heard me on the phone. Now he wanted to wring my neck.

My hand shook as I picked up the phone. “Hello?”

“Is that you, Annie?”

I’d been caught, but not by Robert. It was Claudia. “How did you know?” I asked.

“Come on.” She laughed. “I know your voice. Janine loves Dr. Gupti. I was in her room while she was listening and I couldn’t believe it.”

“Do you think Robert knows what I did?” I asked anxiously.

“You mean Cody? If he listens to Dr. Gupti, yes,” she replied. “But most guys don’t listen to that kind of thing. In fact, I thought Janine was the only person on earth who listened to it. I guess not, though.”

“What did you think?” I asked.

“I think Dr. Gupti was dead-on,” Claudia answered. “I agree one hundred percent with her advice.”

In my heart, I did too. Then and there I decided to talk to Robert about seeking out some responsible adult to speak to about his problem. And boy was I not looking forward to doing that.
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I was dreading my conversation with Robert. But I worked on my speech the rest of Sunday night, and by the time I went to sleep, I had some idea of what I would say to him. My strategy was to say it quickly and kindly.

On Monday I arrived at school and went straight to Robert’s locker. No Robert. This wasn’t good, because my determination began to fade as I hovered awkwardly around the locker waiting for him. Trying to appear casual and cool, I leaned against the locker, pretended to write a note, fiddled with his combination as if I knew it. Anything to look occupied.

It was nearly time for homeroom when I realized Robert wasn’t coming. I hadn’t missed him, because I’d arrived pretty early. In any case, I couldn’t wait any longer. This put me in a great mood, as if I’d been excused from performing a horrible task.

By first period, though, my happy mood had faded. I was worried. Where was Robert? Was he sick?

In between classes I used the pay phone to call his house. No one picked up. And something was odd: The answering machine wasn’t on. The phone simply rang and rang.

As I was hanging up, Mrs. Boyden passed by. She’s Robert’s homeroom teacher. I ran to catch up with her. “Mrs. Boyden,” I said. “I’m a friend of Robert Brewster’s. Do you know if he’s in school today?”

“No, he’s not,” she replied pleasantly. “I checked at the front office. His father called and said Robert wasn’t feeling well.”

“Oh … okay. Thanks.” My mind raced. If he were home sick, why hadn’t anyone picked up the phone? Had he been taken to the doctor? That thought made me comfortable. Whatever was going on, Mr. and Mrs. Brewster had it under control. I relaxed for a moment — but only for a moment. Less comforting images crept into my mind. I pictured Robert home alone, lying on the couch, too depressed even to answer the phone. Or what if he were out walking around aimlessly. What if he were really falling apart?

Calm down, I commanded myself. You’re jumping to conclusions. There was no sense freaking out when Robert had probably gone to the doctor with a cold or something else minor. The machine was just broken. I was being silly.

The rest of the day was an academic washout. I didn’t hear a word any teacher said. Mr. Zizmore even asked me a math question I couldn’t answer because I had no idea what he’d asked.

I called the Brewsters’ between every class. No Robert, no answering machine, just endless ringing.

After school I went to the BSC meeting and listened as everyone discussed strawberries. To be truthful, this seemed incredibly ridiculous to me. How could I talk, or even think, about berries when Robert might really need me?

It was so … pointless. Uh-oh. That word — pointless — brought me up short. Was I becoming like Robert, thinking everything was meaningless?

No. I was just worried. It’s hard to concentrate on fun when something serious and frightening is on your mind.

“Did you have your talk with Robert?” Claudia asked me after the meeting.

I told her that he hadn’t been in school and that no one had answered the phone.

“I have to go home,” I said. “I want to be by my phone. I have a feeling he may really need a friend right now. And I’m the only one he has.”

Claudia nodded. “Okay.” I was at her bedroom door when she spoke again. “Stacey, everything will be all right,” she said.

I nodded and then ran down the stairs.

It didn’t take me long to get home. I was hurrying toward the back door when I saw someone step out from the side of the house. “Robert!” I cried.

Words can’t describe the overwhelming relief I felt. Tears leaped to my eyes. “Oh, Robert, you’re okay!” I cried.

Robert laughed. “Of course I’m okay.”

He was laughing?

“Where were you?” I demanded, roughly wiping the tears from my eyes. “Why weren’t you in school?”

“Can’t a guy be sick?” he asked nervously.

“If you were home sick, why didn’t you answer the phone?”

He shrugged. “I was too sick.”

“You don’t look so sick to me!”

“I started to feel better. Stacey, you’d better chill.”

“You need help, Robert. You’re in a bad way and I can’t help you anymore,” I blurted out. There, I’d said it. And I was glad I had.

“Who asked you to help me?” he shot back. He scowled at me. “I never asked you to.”

“You need help,” I said again, at once furious and tearful. “You need to speak to someone older, some adult who can help you before you just go crazy.”

“You’re the crazy one. You’ve been watching too many daytime dramas or something.”

“You know I’m right.”

He turned away from me. “I can’t take any more of this. I’m getting out of here.” He started to walk down the path.

“That’s right, Robert, run away,” I said, following him. “Just like you ran away from your friends, from the baseball team, and now from school. Just run away — that really solves everything.”

He whirled around furiously. “You don’t know how I feel. You’re still in some middle-school fantasyland, like a little kid. You think everything is so easy. Well, you have no idea what I’m feeling.”

“No, I don’t,” I admitted. “I’m completely clueless. You’re right.”

“So don’t judge me,” he said, starting to walk again.

I grabbed the sleeve of his shirt. His eyes opened wide, and they blazed at me. For a second I thought he might even hit me. But he just yanked his arm from my grasp and kept walking.

“I’m not judging you,” I called after him. “I’m trying to help you!”

“Do me a favor,” he called over his shoulder. “Don’t help me anymore. Forget you ever met me.”

I didn’t know what else to say. I watched him storm down the street. My emotions were a jumble.

I’d spent my whole day in a state of anxiety worrying about him, and he’d simply cut school. That much was clear to me now. He’d phoned the school himself and probably shut off the answering machine to avoid his parents’ receiving any messages that would make them suspicious.

I felt relief. I’d be happy to forget I’d ever met him, just as he’d suggested. It would be a quick and easy way to get rid of an enormous problem I felt unable to solve. I’d told him to get help. I’d done all I could do. Now I should be able to walk away, guilt-free. But could I? I didn’t know yet.

I thought about the Robert I had known before this terrible unhappiness had grabbed hold of him. I remembered his humor and his caring. I remembered all the fun we used to have.

That life-loving person had to be in there somewhere. He couldn’t have disappeared completely.
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After all the worry I’d felt, my big blowup with Robert had left me completely drained. It’s amazing how emotions can tire you out just as much as a long run.

That night, Mom had to encourage me to eat my dinner. Because of my diabetes, she pays a lot of attention to what I eat. “Finish your vegetables,” she advised me.

“Mom, I’m not three,” I said as I speared a few green beans with my fork.

“What’s bothering you, Stacey?” she asked. “You haven’t been yourself for days now.”

“I haven’t?” I replied, genuinely surprised.

“No. You’ve been unusually quiet and you seem distracted. And last night you disappeared from the kitchen so abruptly. Did something on that radio talk show upset you?”

“No, but you’re close,” I admitted. “I went upstairs to call in. And I got on.”

“You did?” Mom looked surprised. “I didn’t hear you…. Wait a moment.” She thought for a few seconds. “I turned the radio off after you left.”

“If you’d left it on, you would have heard me talking about Robert, even though I disguised the details.”

“Robert?” Mom repeated, looking confused. I filled her in on everything that had been happening, including our fight this afternoon. “Oh, Stacey. You should have told me sooner,” she said. “You should have let me know what was going on.”

“What could you have done?”

“I could have told you not to take on this huge problem by yourself.”

“That’s what Dr. Gupti said.”

“Thank goodness,” Mom said. “She was right.” She stood up and walked to the phone. “I’m going to call Mrs. Brewster.”

I practically leaped across the kitchen to Mom. “Please, don’t,” I begged her. “Robert would never forgive me. It would be as if I’d betrayed him completely.”

Mom looked doubtful. “You can’t keep this kind of information to yourself, Stacey.”

“Patti knows too,” I said. “She’s tried to tell her parents but they won’t listen. They just think Robert’s being a weird teenager.”

Mom reached for the phone. “Then maybe it will help if they hear it from another source, an adult.”

I grabbed her hand. “Please, don’t. Robert confided in me. He trusted me not to tell.”

She wasn’t happy about it, but Mom agreed not to call the Brewsters. “Maybe this information shouldn’t come from me,” she said, although she seemed unsure.

I wasn’t sure either. Maybe someone did need to talk to the Brewsters. But couldn’t they see what was right in front of them? If they couldn’t, would it really help to hear about it from someone else? They didn’t believe their own daughter.

It was nearly eleven when I finally began to nod off to sleep that night. I was barely awake when I became aware of an odd noise.

Rubbing my eyes, I sat up in bed and listened. It was a crackling kind of sound, a little like corn popping in the microwave. I realized it was coming from my bedroom window.

Moonlight washed through the window and I saw something black spraying up from under the outside sill. I stumbled to the window and leaned toward it. Just as I did, a shower of small stones hit the glass and made me jump back, startled. Someone was throwing gravel at the window. I peered down onto the moonlit lawn.

Robert stood there, gazing up, about to throw another handful. He spotted me, though, and waved. His hair was a mess. Something about his face wasn’t right. He waved for me to come down.

I hurried into the dark hall. First, I stuck my head into Mom’s room. She was asleep. I ran down the stairs, through the kitchen, and opened the back door. A slight breeze blew my nightgown around my legs. “Robert?” I whispered.

He wasn’t there, so I stepped outside, barefoot. “Robert?”

“Over here.” His voice was raspy, choked. As if he’d been crying. It came from the side of the house, to the right of the door.

When I reached him, I saw why his face looked so strange. He had been crying. And hard. His eyes were swollen. His complexion was blotchy. “Oh, Robert, what’s wrong?” I cried. “What happened?” He looked at his feet and mumbled something. “I can’t hear you,” I told him gently.

“I do need your help,” he repeated, lifting his head. Tears sprang to his red eyes. “I don’t know what’s the matter with me,” he choked out. “I’m really scared.”

I put my arms around him and he clung to me tightly. He started to cry in terrible, wrenching sobs. I tightened my grip on him. He had to know I was there and that he could cry if he needed to. I had never heard anyone cry like this. Such awful, anguished sobs, as if he might fall apart into a million pieces on the ground if I didn’t hold him with all my strength.

After a minute, his sobs subsided. I leaned away from him. “It just hurts inside me all the time,” he said, closing his eyes and shaking his head. “I can’t make it stop.”

I nodded. I didn’t know how he felt. But I could see it was horrible. “And you don’t know why?” I asked gently.

He kept shaking his head. “I don’t know why.”

I took a deep breath. “Can you think of an adult you could talk to?” I asked him.

He thought a moment then shook his head. “No, there’s no one.”

“Think harder. There has to be someone.”

“Well …” he said after a moment. “You might not believe this.” He shook his head. “No, forget it.”

“What? Who were you going to say?”

“Coach,” he said. “I mean, it’s crazy because he’s someone who probably never wants to hear my name again. But he did let me back on the team and … I just always liked him. I think I could talk to him.”

“Let’s go inside and call him,” I suggested.

Robert shook his head and turned away. “He’d hang up on me. I wouldn’t blame him either.”

“I don’t think he will,” I said. “He’ll want to know what happened to you.” I reached my hand to him. “Come on.”

Robert took my hand and let me lead him into the kitchen. I turned on a light. Robert told me the coach’s number, which he knew by heart. He said all the guys on the team knew it. “It’s too late to call,” Robert objected.

“If he’s not awake, leave a message on his answering machine,” I insisted. Something told me some action had to be taken right now, even it was only a message. “Make an appointment to see him.”

“You call,” Robert said.

I held the phone out to him. “You have to. I can’t do it for you.”

He took the phone from me and made the call. No one answered, so Robert left a message. “Uh … uh … this is Robert … Robert Brewster…. I’d like to talk to you … if you have some time … and you want to…. You probably don’t. I don’t want my parents to know, so you could call me at this number. Stacey McGill’s. She’ll give me a message.” He gave the coach my phone number. “If I don’t hear from you I’ll look for you tomorrow at school. But, it’s okay if you don’t want to talk to me.”

He hung up and glanced at me. “Now what?” he asked.

“You should go home and get some sleep,” I said.

He nodded. I hated to send him away, but I didn’t know what else to do.

A terrible, haunted kind of look came into his red-rimmed eyes. He didn’t want to leave.

“Want some juice or a soda or something?” I asked.

“Some juice would be good,” he said.

I took some from the refrigerator and poured him a glass. He sat at the kitchen table just staring at it.

I jumped when the phone rang. “Hello?” I said.

“Hi, this is Jack Romano, Robert Brewster’s baseball coach. He left me a message to call him here.”

Thank goodness!

“He’s right here,” I said.

“Thank you.”

“It’s for you,” I said, handing Robert the phone.

Silently, I backed into the dining room to give him some privacy. I heard a footstep and turned to see Mom coming down the stairs in her robe. “Stacey, what’s going on?”

I told her, then added, “Robert is talking on the phone to his baseball coach right now.”

Mom put her arm around me. “Good,” she said. “Very good. I didn’t feel right about not talking to his parents. I had decided to call them tomorrow.”

“Now you don’t have to.”

“After he speaks to the coach, have him call his parents,” Mom said, heading back upstairs. “It’s late.”

“Okay,” I agreed. I stuck my head back in the kitchen to see what was happening. Robert’s back was to me, but I could hear what he was saying.

“All right. I’ll come see you tomorrow. Thank you. Thank you.”

I leaned against the dining room wall and drew in a breath. Maybe the worst was over. Maybe.
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The next day, Tuesday, I felt awful, as if I might be coming down with a flu or something. I was running a low fever. Mom insisted I stay home and rest.

I felt so achy that I was happy to stay in bed. The only down side was that I missed the Strawberry Festival. Fortunately, I received a complete report from Claudia that night.

Naturally, Claudia’s response to the event was a creative one. She arrived at Kristy’s backyard with her face-painting kit and set it up on a card table.

The festival started at four o’clock, after school. It was amazing how many people showed up with strawberry dishes. I guess they couldn’t wait to unload some of their berries.

Kristy had filled the yard with tables, benches, and chairs. She set out all the dishes and charged a quarter for every slice or piece we served.

Jessi and Mallory were in charge of a table near the house. With the help of an extension cord that reached an outlet on the outside of the house, they had plugged in a blender. Using plenty of ice and a variety of ingredients — though the main one was strawberries, of course — they whipped up icy drinks. It was a warm day, so their booth was a big hit.

In the middle of the festival, Kristy came up with another great idea. She wasn’t prepared for it; it just hit her. She’d collect all the strawberry recipes and put them together in a book. People were so overloaded with strawberries that they’d love to have some ideas on what to do with them.

She ran into the house and grabbed some index cards. Then she hurried through the crowd, interviewing anyone who had donated a dish. Some of the recipes she received were for Bavarian strawberry pie, strawberries Romanoff, strawberry bombe, and strawberry bread. She also took down directions for canning strawberries and making strawberry jam. Mrs. Newton told her how to make homemade strawberry ice. Mrs. Papadakis gave her a recipe for strawberry punch. And Mary Anne’s father even showed up with a strawberry chiffon pie, for which he gladly shared the recipe.

Abby organized a race in which kids had to run to the finish line without dropping a strawberry from the bowl of a spoon that they had to hold between their teeth. The kids loved it. But Claudia said she wasn’t sure whether they liked the challenge or simply enjoyed stepping in their bare feet on the strawberries that fell to the ground. Either way, they had a lot of fun.

Mary Anne and Logan emptied the small baskets of strawberries people had brought into a big basket. At first they told everyone that if they could guess how many berries were in the basket, they’d win all the strawberries.

No one even tried. They didn’t want all those strawberries back!

They quickly switched strategies and decided Mr. Spier’s strawberry chiffon pie would be the prize. That generated a much bigger response. Kids and adults lined up to take a guess. Who wouldn’t want to bring that home for dessert?

Claudia’s face painting was probably the most popular table of all. She painted strawberries on foreheads, cheeks, and chins. For the really adventurous, she offered an entire strawberry face. Margo and Vanessa Pike were the first two to wear the strawberry face. Once the other kids saw them, the strawberry face became super popular.

Her table was so popular, in fact, that within two hours, she wore out her tin of red face paints. Luckily, Karen Brewer had some face paint, which she donated to Claudia.

The second most popular table was the one with strawberry shortcake. Shannon and her younger sisters, Tiffany and Maria, had arrived with cartons of little angel food cakes and tubs of whipped cream. They sliced up the cakes, spooned sliced strawberries onto them, and slathered them with whipped cream. Instant strawberry shortcake. Claudia said the cakes were delicious. Parents had to ask Shannon and her sisters to set a two-cake limit so that their kids wouldn’t make themselves sick eating so many.

At six o’clock, Robert showed up with Patti. Claudia was surprised to see him. (She’d called me earlier from school to see why I wasn’t there. We talked a little about what had happened with Robert, so she knew how things were.) As you can guess, I was very happy to hear he’d been there. At least he was somewhere!

She said she couldn’t read Robert’s mood. He wore a kind of blank expression. But he walked around with Patti and sampled some strawberry dishes.

When Patti wanted to have her face painted, Claudia asked her how Robert was feeling.

“I’m not sure,” Patti replied. “But he seemed a little happier after he came home from school today.”

I decided that meant that Robert had spoken with his coach, which was good news.

At seven o’clock, Mary Anne announced the winner of Mr. Spier’s chiffon pie: Hannie Papadakis! Mary Anne handed Hannie the pie, and she grinned down at it, licking her lips.

After that, Kristy made an announcement. She was going to use the money we had earned to take the kids we sit for on a trip to Splash Down, a new water park that was about to open just outside Stoneybrook. This news was met with wild cheering. (The Strawberry Festival wasn’t even over and Kristy was already planning her next big event.)

Claudia’s booth would have earned the most money, but at the last minute, Kristy outdid her. She ran into the house and photocopied all her index cards on Watson’s copier. With Jessi’s help, she stapled them together and made packets of the strawberry recipes she’d collected. She sold them for a dollar apiece as people were leaving. Every single person bought a packet.

Leave it to Kristy!
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By Wednesday, I still felt too crummy to go to school or to the BSC meeting. At three-thirty, Robert called me. “Dealing with me made you sick, huh,” he said lightly.

“No,” I replied with a laugh. “It’s just the flu.” I wondered, though. Had so much worrying churned up my insides so that the flu germ could reach me? I supposed it was possible.

“How did it go with the coach?” I asked.

“He was great. I apologized and explained what was happening with me. We talked for a long time. He’s pretty smart about life, and feelings, and things like that. He might even let me play again. I hope so. I’d really like to play in the regional championships.”

“Do you think you need to talk to him some more?” I asked.

“He made me feel a lot better,” Robert said. “And he told me to come talk to him any time I need to. He didn’t seem to mind at all. I always liked him. I never realized he was such a cool guy, though.”

“Excellent,” I said. “Totally excellent.” This was the first time I’d heard Robert sound positive about anything in a long, long time.

“What about the dance?” he asked. “Do you still want to go together — as friends?”

“Definitely. I should be better by Friday. At least I hope so.”

“Oh, and speaking of friends,” Robert added, “I spoke to Alex today. Coach told me I should realize that everyone has problems sometimes. That made me think about Alex’s parents splitting up. I told Alex I was sorry about not being a better friend to him. We talked and I think we’re pals again.”

“That’s great,” I said. “Really, really great.”

I stayed home again on Thursday. But I felt well enough to work on my self-portrait for English class. It was funny, but all I’d been through with Robert made me appreciate my life more than I might have before. I had such good friends and such a supportive family. I felt lucky. Really lucky.

And Robert would feel lucky again too. He would work through this. I’m grateful that I’ve always been able to pull out of my sad times. If they didn’t go away after awhile, I don’t know what I’d do.

On second thought, that’s not true. I do know what I’d do, because I’ve been through it with Robert. I’d talk to someone older and I’d seek some help.

By Friday I felt well enough to go back to school. I found a note in my locker from Robert. I hope you’re feeling better and are in school today. Good news. I’m back on the team! Thank you for being the best friend in the world. My dad will drive us to the dance. We’ll pick you up at seven-thirty. Your true friend forever, Robert.

I smiled and stared down at the paper. I took a deep breath and realized I felt as if I’d been out in a terrible storm and just when I thought I couldn’t stand another second of it, it had finally stopped.

I realized something else too. Dealing with Robert had made me sick. It might sound crazy, but in my heart I suddenly knew it was true. I’d been so emotionally drained that I didn’t have the strength left to fight the flu bug when it hit.

My self-portrait wasn’t as well written as it should have been. I didn’t even have to wait for my grade to know that. I usually write two, even three drafts of anything. This had been handed in as it was written the first time, with spelling and grammar errors. I’d simply let Robert take up too much of my time.

I wouldn’t let that happen again, though. This experience had taught me not to lose myself in someone else’s problems. Sure, I could care. And I could help. But not at the expense of my own health and my own work.

In the future, I’d try to be as good a friend to myself as I was to others.

I didn’t see Robert all that day. I didn’t mind. I wasn’t worried about him any longer.

That night, I was ready when the doorbell rang at exactly seven-thirty. I was wearing a sundress with a sunflower print. I’d bought it in Manhattan months ago. “You look great,” Robert said when I answered the door. “New dress?”

“Not really. You’ve seen it before,” I replied.

“I guess I didn’t notice. It’s nice, anyway.”

“Thanks.”

Mom came to the hall and smiled at us. “Have fun, you two,” she said.

“We will,” Robert told her as he held the door open for me. “My dad’s picking us up at ten.”

Did we have fun? Yes. Robert wasn’t the life of the party or anything like that. We danced, though. And we talked. We didn’t talk about anything super-heavy, just about baseball and school and people we knew.

While we were standing by the refreshment table, drinking punch, I worked up the nerve to tell Robert about Ethan.

For a second, Robert just stared into his paper cup, as though he were shocked. Or disappointed. I couldn’t tell. Finally, he looked at me and spoke. “He sounds like a good guy.”

“He is. We have a lot in common.”

Robert nodded thoughtfully. “He doesn’t mind that you’re here at the dance with me?”

“No. I told him we’re friends now.”

“You know, Stacey, I think we really are friends. Finally. I never thought we could be, but it feels as if we are.”

He was right. I felt it too. And, oddly, I felt closer to Robert then than I had ever felt while we were boyfriend and girlfriend.

My heart wasn’t fluttering or racing the way it used to do when I was near him. I simply felt a love for him. A love that was different from romance, but very real.

“Don’t take this the wrong way,” I began, “but I really love you, Robert.”

He smiled sadly. “I won’t take it the wrong way,” he said. “Because I know what you mean. It’s the same way I feel. I love you too.”

I put my paper cup on the table and hugged him. We stood there holding each other, feeling very happy.

Jacqui Grant walked by with Heather Epstein. I saw them from the corner of my eye. Jacqui glanced at us and smirked. “Well, I guess we know what’s really going on with them,” she said to Heather, in a voice meant to be overheard.

I smiled to myself. She didn’t know at all. She didn’t even have a clue.







Dear Reader,

In Stacey’s Ex-boyfriend, Stacey wants to help Robert but realizes that she can’t help him alone. At first, she does everything she can to make Robert feel better. But soon, Stacey is letting Robert’s problems become her own. She discovers that Robert needs more help than she can give him.

When helping a friend, it’s always important to know your own limits. Your friend might need to talk to more than one person. Or he or she might need to talk to an adult — a parent, a teacher, or, (as in Robert’s case) a coach. As Stacey found, helping a friend to share his or her problems is sometimes the best thing you can do.

Happy reading,

[image: image]







The author gratefully acknowledges

Suzanne Weyn

for her help in

preparing this manuscript.





About the Author

[image: image]


ANN MATTHEWS MARTIN was born on August 12, 1955. She grew up in Princeton, New Jersey, with her parents and her younger sister, Jane.

There are currently over 176 million copies of The Baby-sitters Club in print. (If you stacked all of these books up, the pile would be 21,245 miles high.) In addition to The Baby-sitters Club, Ann is the author of two other series, Main Street and Family Tree. Her novels include Belle Teal, A Corner of the Universe (a Newbery Honor book), Here Today, A Dog’s Life, On Christmas Eve, Everything for a Dog, Ten Rules for Living with My Sister, and Ten Good and Bad Things About My Life (So Far). She is also the coauthor, with Laura Godwin, of the Doll People series.

Ann lives in upstate New York with her dog and her cats.





[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: image]





Copyright © 1998 by Ann M. Martin

Cover art by Hodges Soileau

All rights reserved. Published by Scholastic Inc. SCHOLASTIC, THE BABY-SITTERS CLUB, and associated logos are trademarks and/or registered trademarks of Scholastic Inc.

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this publication may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher. For information regarding permission, write to Scholastic Inc., Attention: Permissions Department, 557 Broadway, New York, NY 10012.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First edition, May 1998

e-ISBN 978-0-545-87449-6



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/sign.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Ann M. Martin





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/p109.jpg
Iroaday

JMWMWMW shudarrias i,
m»a%f;%motﬂ-hm L 2wen want B
ws Guct L onb, Sarmdy
M&WM‘I—%. ™4





OEBPS/images/bm2.jpg





OEBPS/images/bm1.jpg





OEBPS/images/bm4.jpg
Four Girls. Four Generations.
One Family.

From Newbery Honor Author

ANN M. MARTIN

QBeﬂep\t,o \Xﬂé}; £

mly Tree

% “Authentic.. .poignant...sure to satisfy.”

— Publishers Weekly, starred review

“The story has that addictive quality of the
multigenerational family saga .. .We’re hooked.
Bring on the next book...” — The Horn Book

Available in print
'SCHOLASTIC and associated logos and eBOOk Edltlons
are trademarks and/or registered

trademarks of Scholasti Inc. scholastic.com/Family Tree FAMTREEe





OEBPS/images/bm3.jpg
A'nn| M Martin

(An_n M. Martin m

r—n‘

"
Welcome to

M ®SCHOLAST)

The Baby-Sitters Club series
Main Street series
Belle Teal
A Corner of the Universe
Here Today
A Dog’s Life
On Christmas Eve

MSCHOLASTIC

SCHOLASTIC and associated logos are trademarks 2 .
and/or registered trademarks of Scholastic Inc. scholastlc.com/AnnMartln ANNMARTINe






OEBPS/images/p76.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
B/A/B|Y} S|1]T|T/E]R

C/L]uB

Stacey’s Ex-Boyfriend
Ann M. Martin

SCHOLASTIC INC.





OEBPS/images/ch14.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER

114






OEBPS/images/ch15.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER

11|15






OEBPS/images/ch12.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER

112






OEBPS/images/ch13.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER

113






OEBPS/images/ch10.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER

110






OEBPS/images/ch11.jpg
/

e

CHAP|T ER

111






OEBPS/images/ch2.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch4.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch3.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch6.jpg
/

e

CHAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/p45.jpg
You woudt be lﬂc.a.rl'nﬁ G om me,

Jessi. T want 4o ervase the word ‘s%a,wbcrrgu

-pfcwg m‘f bra I.V‘.





OEBPS/images/ch5.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch8.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch7.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch9.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






