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chapter 1



            

      

      “You can’t just sing the song, Hudson. It’s not enough to sing the song. You have to own it,” said Holla Jones as she paced back and forth in front of her daughter, Hudson, on the stage of the Grand Ballroom in

         the Pierre Hotel. “Own the stage, own the song, and you’ll own the crowd. And that, my dear,” she said, pivoting to face Hudson,

         who stood half-hidden behind a curtain, “is how you become a star.”

      


      

      Hudson bit her full bottom lip. She would be playing her first show ever in just a few hours, and already her mom was using

         the S word. Then again, her mom used that word a lot. Actually, Holla Jones was much more than a pop star—she was a treasured piece

         of American pop culture. For the past twenty years, her songs had become instant hits all over the world. Her concerts sold

         out in minutes. Her albums went platinum. Her bubblegumpop-with-an-edge sound was copied by artists everywhere. And Hudson

         knew that she’d been waiting almost fourteen years to teach her only daughter everything she knew.

      


      

      “So, you walk up to the mic like this,” Holla said, taking short, quick steps on her stiletto-heeled booties toward an imaginary

         microphone at the edge of the stage. “The last thing you want to do is trip in front of an audience before you’ve even sung

         a note.” She pretended to grab a microphone. “You slip it out of the stand, and then you hold it just a few inches from your

         lips, and then you back up just a little bit,” she said, taking some steps backwards. “Then you say something to the crowd,”

         she went on. “Be witty, but brief. And then, honey, you start to sing,” she said, looking over her shoulder at Hudson and

         smiling.

      


      

      At thirty-seven her mom was still beautiful, with flawless dark brown skin, lush lips, and straightened toffee-colored hair

         that fell past her shoulders. Her tight yoga jacket and pants showed off a body that was sculpted to the extreme: carved biceps,

         a rock-hard stomach, and slender, muscular legs. Her high, regal forehead didn’t have one wrinkle, and she moved with a dancer’s

         grace—shoulders thrown back, spine ramrod-straight. Hudson had inherited that grace, along with her mom’s sweeping cheekbones

         and razor-sharp jawline. But her sea green eyes and wavy hair and French toast–colored complexion came from her dad—or at

         least she figured as much, based on the photos she’d seen of him. Michael Kelly had been Holla’s backup dancer on her second

         concert tour. He was white and preppy-looking, with thick dark hair, a chiseled face, and soulful eyes, like Billy Crudup

         crossed with Mikhail Baryshnikov. In pictures he stood next to Holla, his head on her shoulder, smiling goofily into the camera.

         But they’d had a tumultuous relationship, and when the tour ended he broke up with her, just before she learned she was pregnant.

         He hadn’t been heard from or seen since, and Holla, out of pride, had never tried to contact him. Sometimes Hudson wondered if he even knew

         he had a daughter. Holla didn’t mention him too often, and most of the time it was almost as if he’d never existed at all.

      


      

      “Mom, it’s just the Silver Snowflake Ball,” Hudson said. “It’s not Radio City or anything.”


      

      “It doesn’t matter,” Holla said. “Every show is important. Your producer and your record-label executive are coming. They’re going to want to see how you’ll do this

         when it’s time to go on tour. So come on out here. You can’t hide behind those curtains all day.”

      


      

      Hudson stepped out of the wings, still wearing the ripped jeans and black sweater she’d worn to her last final exam. As of

         today, school was officially over for winter break, and all she really wanted to do right now was go home and take a nap.

         Besides, she and her mom had already spent hours talking about this, planning this, and rehearsing this. In a million years,

         she never would have guessed that she’d end up singing at Ava Elting’s epic party. She hadn’t even been sure that she would

         go. But then Carina Jurgensen, one of Hudson’s best friends and the party planner for the event, had volunteered her as the

         night’s entertainment, and she’d had no choice but to go along with it. Needless to say, Ava had been hoping for the Jonas

         Brothers or Justin Timberlake or some other big star she thought Carina could get, thanks to her billionaire dad and his A-list

         connections. But Ava had settled for Hudson. And now she needed to be prepared.

      


      

      And her mom was right. In just six months her first album would drop, and then she would be playing shows all the time, at

         even scarier places. She needed to learn how to do this now. And even though she had a feeling that she hadn’t quite inherited her mom’s performance gene, at least she was getting a one-on-one

         tutorial that most other beginners would kill for.

      


      

      “Okay, let’s start the track,” Holla said. “Jason?” she called out to the wings. “Can we have the music, please?”


      

      Weeks ago, when Hudson was trying to decide on a song for the Ball, “Heartbeat” had seemed like the perfect choice. She’d

         written it about Kevin Hargreaves, who was four years older, a senior at Lawrenceville boarding school, and basically a complete

         stranger. But he was a Capricorn, which blended beautifully with Hudson’s Pisces sign, and he had deep, bottomless gray eyes

         that had made her heart pound and her hands sweat every time she’d seen him. Which had been exactly twice—first on the beach

         in Montauk, and the second time by accident in the Magnolia Bakery near her house. Carina knew him and had practically pushed

         Hudson into Kevin’s face both times. He’d barely made eye contact with her, and had pretty much said only “hey!” while Hudson

         stared at him, speechless. When she’d heard he was going out with Samantha Crain, a tenth grader at Lawrenceville, she was

         crushed. She’d gone straight to her piano, and two hours later she’d finished this song—a slow jazz- and soul-inflected number

         that she sang leaning over her piano, in her deep, smoky voice.

      


      

      But the song had since gone through a transformation. A few months ago, Holla decided that Hudson’s entire sound needed to

         change, that for the sake of her first album’s sales she would need to go bigger, brighter, and more radio-friendly. It wasn’t

         enough to have a small cult following—she needed to fill stadiums. So Hudson let her mom change studios. She let her take

         apart every track, layering it with digital beats and effects and backup voices. Until little by little, Hudson’s music sounded exactly like

         hers.

      


      

      Now, as the song came over the ballroom’s speakers, Hudson fought the urge to cover her ears. It was bad enough that it sounded

         fake and manufactured. Now Hudson had to sing to it. She’d never tried to sing without sitting at her piano. She had no idea

         what she was supposed to do with her hands and arms and feet. Of course, Holla knew what to do.

      


      

      “So, let’s practice those dance moves, honey,” Holla said, sidling up next to her. “First is the turn, like this,” Holla said,

         executing a perfect, weightless spin on the toes of her boots. “You try it.”

      


      

      “Mom, I told you, I really don’t want to dance,” Hudson said.


      

      “You’ve got to do something,” Holla insisted. “Come on. Try it. You’re such a good dancer.”

      


      

      Hudson threw herself to the left and barely did half a turn.


      

      “You’re not trying, Hudson,” Holla said. “Come on. I know you can do better than this.”


      

      Hudson gazed out at the brightly lit ballroom, filled with tables and chairs yet to be moved out. At least nobody was watching

         them yet. How much more fun would tonight be if I could just go to this party like everyone else? she thought. Just hang out with Carina and Lizzie and check out people’s dresses and scope the room for cute guys?


      

      “Mom, I really can’t do this,” Hudson said after trying to imitate her mom’s shimmy. “Do I need to dance? Why can’t I just

         sing?”

      


      

      “Oh, honey, don’t be so negative,” said Holla. “Don’t you know what I always say about negativity?”


      

      “ ‘Negative thoughts draw negative things,’ ” Hudson recited.


      

      “That’s right,” Holla said, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “And you, my dear, are being extremely negative about this. Let’s play that again!” she called over her shoulder to Jason in the wings.

      


      

      Hudson waited for the music to begin. This isn’t right, a voice said inside her. Get out of this now. People will understand. Even Ava will have to understand.


      

      “Come on, Hudson, here we go,” Holla said. “Let’s do the turn, and then a shimmy to the right… that’s it.”


      

      It was just one night, Hudson told herself. She’d get through this, somehow. After all, she was the child of two dancers.

         She had to have gotten some of their talent.

      


      

      But inside, she wasn’t so sure. Her mom was the star in the family. And something told her that it was always going to stay

         that way.

      


      

   











      

      

      
chapter 2



      

      

      

      Several hours later Hudson was back behind the same curtain, trying not to hyperventilate. On the other side, the Silver Snowflake

         Ball was in full swing. Butterflies flew around her stomach as she clutched the scratchy silk fabric. At least she knew she

         looked good. Gino, her mom’s hairstylist, had straightened her hair and then curled it into soft waves. Suzette, her mom’s

         makeup artist, had dusted her face with shimmery powder and lined her eyes with a thick purple pencil. Her vintage black silk

         halter dress felt cool and soft against her skin. She looked like a star. Now all she had to do was act like one. And not

         pass out.

      


      

      But first it would help to get a glimpse of her friends. She peeked out from the wings, ready to signal Carina or her other

         best friend, Lizzie Summers. And there, smack in front of her, was Carina, kissing some guy Hudson had never seen before.

         He was skinny, with spiky black hair and beat-up Stan Smiths, and he looked nothing like the guys Carina usually liked. It

         had to be Alex, the cool downtown DJ Carina had been talking about nonstop for the past few weeks. Normally she would have given them

         space, but this was an emergency, so Hudson marched right up to them and tapped Carina on the shoulder.

      


      

      “Sorry to interrupt,” she said, “but I think I’m supposed to go on now.”


      

      “Oh my God, you look gorgeous!” Carina said, breaking away from the kiss. With her beachy-blond hair, cocoa brown eyes, and

         freckled nose, Carina usually looked like the picture-perfect surfer girl. But in her emerald green minidress and gold heels,

         she was stunning.

      


      

      “Oh my God, I’m so happy I made you do this,” Carina said, jumping up and down. Then she remembered that they weren’t alone.

         “Oh, and by the way, this is Alex.”

      


      

      Hudson turned to the guy. He was definitely cute, with large, liquid brown eyes and sharp cheekbones. “Hey, it’s nice to meet

         you,” Hudson said. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      


      

      “Hi there,” Alex said, shaking her hand. “Um, sorry to change the subject, but is that Holla Jones standing back there?” he

         asked, pointing into the wings.

      


      

      Hudson barely turned around. She knew that her mom was hovering nearby.


      

      “Holla’s Hudson’s mom,” Carina told him.


      

      “Wow,” Alex said. “This is some school you go to.”


      

      As they chatted, Hudson could see that Alex was head over heels for Carina, despite his cool exterior. But she was starting

         to get more and more nervous. The Silver Snowflake Ball was the most exclusive holiday party in the city. Ava had made sure

         to invite only the highest-ranking students from all the New York City private schools, and even some boarding schools. Hudson

         couldn’t quite see the crowd below the stage, but she could picture them, milling around, too cool to dance, too jaded to

         be excited about anyone who’d be performing. She knew that if she didn’t do a good job tonight, she’d be the laughingstock

         of New York. But she also knew that she just needed to get this over with, so she reminded Carina and Alex that it was time

         for her to start.

      


      

      “Okay, fine, break a leg,” Carina said to her.


      

      As Hudson turned to walk backstage she saw her mom coming toward her. Holla had changed into a tight black top and leather

         jeans.

      


      

      “You ready?” Holla asked, reaching out to touch Hudson’s curls. “Oh my God, what did Gino do to your hair? It’s so… unruly.”


      

      “Mom—”


      

      “Are you going to be able to dance in that dress?” Holla asked, looking her up and down with a disapproving frown. “It doesn’t

         look like your hips can move in that. I thought you were going to wear the blue dress with the Lycra in it.”

      


      

      “Mom,” Hudson said, feeling her heart rate start to rise. “Everything’s fine.”


      

      “Now just remember, when you get out there, there’s this thing called the fourth wall,” Holla said, putting her hands on her

         slender hips. “It’s like an invisible barrier between you and the audience. But you have to break it, over and over. You have

         to reach out into the audience and let them know that you’re there—”

      


      

      Hudson began to tune her mother out as the butterflies flitting around in her stomach turned into baby dragons.


      

      “—and make sure, whatever you do, that you project your voice, even with the microphone, and remember”—she paused for dramatic

         effect—“Richard is here from Swerve Records. Chris is here. Everyone’s watching you tonight. This has to be good.”

      


      

      Hudson nodded. From out of the corner of her eye she saw Ava Elting approaching. “Okay, fine, I have to go,” she said, slipping

         away from her mother’s stare just as Ava bossily inserted herself in front of her.

      


      

      “So are you ready?” Ava asked. She wore her auburn curls piled up on top of her head and an electric purple dress with a side

         slit that was cut way, way too high up her leg.

      


      

      “Sure,” Hudson said, because she knew from the way Ava was looking at her that she didn’t have a choice. “Let’s go.”


      

      “Just remember, it’s only one song,” Ava emphasized. “We don’t have time for any more.”

      


      

      “Don’t worry,” said Hudson. “I wasn’t planning to do a full concert.”


      

      Ava was oblivious to Hudson’s sarcasm. “Good luck!” she called out. Then she strode out onto the stage and right up to the

         mic, grabbing it like a pro. “Thanks everyone for coming!” she yelled. “And now I’d like to introduce to you the next huge

         pop music sensation, in her debut performance, the daughter of my really good friend Holla Jones, Hudson Jones!”

      


      

      “My good friend Holla Jones”? Hudson thought as the applause roared from the ballroom. Ava hadn’t even met her mom.

      


      

      But then the applause started to die, and Hudson knew that it was time to walk out onstage. Her heart began to race. She took

         her first, tentative steps. Here we go, she thought. You can do this. You can totally do this.


      

      With her eyes on the mic stand, she took the shortest steps she could on her three-inch heels. The last thing you want to do is trip in front of an audience before you’ve even sung a note, her mom had said.

      


      

      Hudson looked out into the audience and blinked. She’d expected to see Lizzie’s and Carina’s smiling faces out in the crowd,

         but thanks to the blinding spotlight, there was only darkness. She couldn’t see anything or anyone. She felt her throat tighten

         but she took the mic out of the stand and took a few steps back. She had no idea what to say.

      


      

      “Hi, everyone. It’s great to see you all here,” she half-whispered, holding the microphone an inch from her lips. Her heart

         was beating so hard she thought it might fly up out of her throat and onto the stage. “This is a song off my first album.

         It’s called ‘Heartbeat.’ ”

      


      

      She started to turn around, instinctively going to her piano. Then she remembered that it wasn’t there. She was all alone.

         She bowed her head, gripping the mic with her sweaty hand. And when the song finally came blasting out of the speakers, Hudson

         raised her head to the audience—only to realize that she couldn’t remember the song’s first line.

      


      

      The music—the awful, cheesy music—went on, blasting through the speakers. She stared into the darkness. If she turned her

         head and looked offstage, she knew that she’d see her mom jumping up and down, trying to get her to do some of the dance moves

         she’d spent so many hours trying to teach her. And she couldn’t handle that right now.

      


      

      Finally, the words came to her, just in time for her cue. She brought the mic to her lips and opened her mouth. The words

         were there, thank God, ready to be sung. She took a breath…

      


      

      You can’t just sing the song, Hudson. You have to own it.


      

      … And nothing came out. She couldn’t sing. It was as if she’d been running to the end of the diving board, preparing her body

         for a perfect swan dive, and then had just come to a dead stop.

      


      

      She opened her mouth, ready to try again, ready to own that stage even though she was starting to shake and sweat and was

         pretty sure that she would probably never own a stage as long as she lived…

      


      

      Nothing. She had no voice.


      

      The music rolled on. She looked out into the darkness. This couldn’t really be happening, could it? For a second she floated

         outside her body and saw herself standing there, mute and sweating. She couldn’t see anyone, but they were definitely out

         there, watching this happen to her, watching her completely freeze up. And she already knew what they were thinking. She could

         practically feel it.

      


      

      Her hands shook. Her whole body trembled.


      

      Please, God, this isn’t happening, she thought. This really can’t be happening.


      

      Finally the mic fell out of her slippery hands and hit the stage. BOOM! went the sound through the speakers. It shocked her awake. Somewhere inside of her, a loud voice spoke up. And this time

         it wasn’t Holla’s. It was entirely Hudson’s.

      


      

      Get out of here… NOW!


      

      So she turned and ran.


      

   











      

      

      
chapter 3



      

      

      

      Alone in the hotel bathroom, Hudson tried to catch her breath. She looked into the mirror above the sink. The perfect waves

         that Gino had spent an hour making with a curling iron now stuck, deflated, to her sweaty neck. Her kohl eyeliner had bled

         into Goth-like purple circles under her eyes. One of her gold drop earrings was mysteriously missing. And what was that smell?

         She sniffed under her arm. Yuck.

      


      

      She turned on the water and splashed her face. Did I really have to run offstage? she asked herself, pumping some liquid soap into her hands. Couldn’t I have just walked gracefully into the wings? Or at least just hummed along? She knew what people upstairs were thinking. And texting. And posting on Facebook right this very minute. The one thing she

         had never expected people to say about her:

      


      

      OMG!! Holla Jones’s daughter can’t SING!


      

      She blotted her face with a towel, trying not to shudder. Maybe it wasn’t that bad. Maybe people didn’t really care. Maybe it just looked like she’d forgotten something, or like she had

         to go to the bathroom. Really had to go to the bathroom.

      


      

      She gazed at her clean, bewildered face in the mirror and shook her head. She’d totally screwed up. She’d completely and unforgettably

         blown it. But had it been all her fault? Holla had turned her into a wreck. For days, her mom had picked apart her voice,

         her body, her dancing, even her hair—especially her hair. And who told her kid when she went out onstage to sing for the very first time that “this has to be good”?

      


      

      She heard the door to the ladies room creak open.


      

      “Hudson?” said a hushed, familiar voice. “You in here?”


      

      Hudson stepped away from the sink to see Carina and Lizzie stepping hesitantly into the powder room. Both girls looked almost

         as worried and out of breath as Hudson felt. Lizzie’s hazel eyes seemed even larger than usual, or maybe it was that her red

         curls had been twisted up into a knot, away from her face. Her strapless, smoky blue gown showed off her pale shoulders. Both

         of her friends looked so pretty.

      


      

      “Hey, guys,” Hudson said meekly.


      

      “Holy shnit,” Carina said, rushing over and throwing her arms around her friend. “What happened up there? Are you sick or something?”

      


      

      Hudson hugged Carina and felt the knot in her stomach slowly loosen. “I wish,” she said. She stood on her tiptoes to hug Lizzie.

         “Sorry I’m a little sweaty.”

      


      

      “It’s okay,” Lizzie said, letting her go but holding her by the arms. “But are you okay?”

      


      

      Hudson’s face burned. She could barely look at Lizzie. Of the three of them, Hudson was supposed to be the performer, the

         professional. She stepped back and shrugged. “I just blanked out, you guys. I froze.”

      


      

      Lizzie and Carina traded a look, their faces strained with concern.


      

      Hudson looked down at the moss green carpet. “I got out there and I couldn’t do anything. All the stuff my mom’s been saying

         the past few weeks—that I’m singing the wrong way, I’m dancing the wrong way, I’m holding my arms too stiff, I’m not ‘selling’

         the song enough… I couldn’t get it out of my head.” She glanced up at her friends. “Was it bad? What are people saying up

         there?”

      


      

      “Nothing,” Carina said, a little too quickly.


      

      “Alex is already spinning some songs.” Lizzie brushed some red tendrils out of her face. “People’ve already forgotten.”


      

      “Yeah, I’m sure they have,” Hudson said bitterly.


      

      “Look, Hudson, you can’t listen to your mom,” Carina declared. “She’d drive anyone crazy. She’d drive me crazy.”

      


      

      “You were just nervous, that’s all,” Lizzie said. “I would have had a heart attack up there.”


      

      “It’s my fault,” Carina exclaimed, kicking off her gold shoes and stretching her toes out on the carpet. “I made you do this. I put you on the spot with Ava. I knew you didn’t want to do it. It’s my fault. I should be arrested by the friendship police

         or something.”

      


      

      “No, it’s not your fault,” Hudson said soberly. “It’s my fault.”


      

      “How is this your fault?” Lizzie asked.

      


      

      “Because I shouldn’t even be trying to be a singer,” Hudson said. “Why would I even try?”


      

      “Because you’re incredibly talented,” Lizzie answered firmly.


      

      “But what good is that if I can’t sing on a stage?” Hudson said. And if my mom is always going to make me do things like her? she thought, but didn’t say.

      


      

      “If it makes you feel any better,” Carina said, “Alex thought you were really cool.”


      

      Hudson smiled. “He’s cute. My guess is he’s an Aquarius. Which would be perfect for you.” Hudson loved checking up on whether

         her friends were compatible with the guys they liked.

      


      

      “So what are you gonna tell your mom?” Lizzie asked, bringing them back on topic.


      

      “I don’t know,” Hudson admitted. “If anyone has any ideas, now would be a good time to share.”


      

      “You should just come back up to the party,” Carina offered. “Just have fun for the rest of the night. Who cares about what

         happened onstage?”

      


      

      “I do,” Hudson said, walking over to the mirror and giving her damp curls one last shake off her shoulders. She tried to picture

         walking back into the ballroom upstairs, past all the people who’d just watched her run away. Maybe Carina could do that,

         but Hudson couldn’t.

      


      

      Lizzie put her arm around Hudson’s shoulders. “You’re gonna be okay. I promise you.”


      

      “Thanks, Lizbutt,” Hudson said. “Where’s Todd tonight?”


      

      Lizzie opened her purse. “I’m gonna text him now,” she said. “He wanted to stay home with his dad tonight. I guess his dad’s

         been really depressed.” Todd’s dad, Jack Piedmont, had been released on bail after being arrested for allegedly stealing money

         from the company he ran. Even though Todd was going through the worst time of his life, he and Lizzie still seemed very much

         together. They’d even dropped the L bomb a couple of weeks earlier.

      


      

      Carina opened the door. “You’re totally welcome to join us up there,” she said, wobbling a little on her heels. “If you want

         to put off the Holla fallout a little longer.”

      


      

      “Are you kidding?” Hudson said as they stepped out into the small, deserted foyer. “She’d find me in five minutes.”


      

      Just then, Hudson heard the unmistakable sound of stiletto heels hurrying across a marble floor.


      

      “There you are!” yelled a voice, and Hudson whipped around.

      


      

      It was her mom, running toward her with her arms outstretched and her silky, highlighted hair bouncing softly against her

         shoulders. “Oh, honey, come here,” she cried, throwing her arms around Hudson and pressing her firmly against the collection of necklaces resting against

         her chest.

      


      

      Holla’s amethyst-encrusted owl pendant dug into Hudson’s cheek.


      

      “Thank God,” she said, squeezing Hudson so hard she couldn’t breathe. “I’ve been looking for you all over this place.”

      


      

      Hudson pried herself away from her mom’s embrace. “I just went to the bathroom for a minute. I’m fine.”


      

      Little Jimmy, Holla’s linebacker-sized bodyguard, caught up to them, huffing and puffing slightly. Behind him was Sophie,

         Holla’s new, perennially frazzled assistant, her Bluetooth still secured to her ear. Hudson gave them both an embarrassed

         smile. They smiled back, before politely looking down at the gray marble floor.

      


      

      “Oh, honey, look at you,” Holla said tenderly, touching Hudson’s hair and then her cheek. “You’re a mess.” Holla pushed Hudson’s hair off her shoulder. “What happened to your other

         earring? Did you know that you’re missing an earring?”

      


      

      “Yes,” Hudson said.


      

      “Do you want to tell me what happened up there?” Holla asked, her voice softening. “Can you at least tell me that?”


      

      Hudson stared at her mom. Do you really not know? she wanted to say. You drove me crazy. “I’m not really sure,” she finally said. “I think it was just stage fright.” She couldn’t get into the truth. Not with so

         many people standing around them.

      


      

      Holla folded her arms and her expression changed from concerned to controlled. “Go back upstairs and tell everyone it was

         food poisoning,” she said curtly to Sophie.

      


      

      “Food poisoning?” Hudson asked.

      


      

      “She had some bad sushi,” Holla added, ignoring Hudson’s question. “And we’re all really sorry for the inconvenience.”


      

      “Do I say what kind of sushi?” Sophie asked, scrambling inside her purse for her pen and notepad.


      

      “It doesn’t matter,” Holla said in a clipped voice. “Just go.”


      

      Sophie turned on her heel and dashed down the hall, back toward the ballroom. Hudson glanced at Lizzie and Carina. They’d

         seen Holla flex her amazing powers of spin before, but they seemed stunned. “Mom, are you sure?” Hudson asked.

      


      

      Holla put her arm around Hudson’s shoulder and hugged her again. “Don’t you worry about a thing,” she said firmly. “Let me

         take care of this.”

      


      

      Before Hudson could respond, she heard Chris Brompton call out, “There you guys are! We got a little turned around.”


      

      She turned to see Chris approaching from the other end of the hallway, followed by Richard Wu, the executive from her record

         label. In all the chaos, she’d completely forgotten about them. She would have given anything for these men not to have seen

         her run offstage. Now they were going to comfort her. Ick.

      


      

      “Hudson, you okay?” Chris asked, coming to stand next to her and peering into her face with his bright blue eyes. He wore

         his usual Levi’s and a black button-down, instead of one of his vintage concert T-shirts.

      


      

      He dressed up for me, she thought.

      


      

      “Is there anything I can do?” he asked.


      

      Just having him standing next to her was making her feel dizzy. “No, I’m fine,” she managed to say. “Just a little”—she glanced

         at her mom—“food poisoning,” she said, wincing at the lie.

      


      

      “Really?” Chris said, touching her back. “Do you need anything?”


      

      His touch sent a lightning bolt down her spine. She wanted to just look up into his eyes and ask him to hug her, but she restrained

         herself. “I don’t think so.”

      


      

      Richard Wu flipped open his cell phone. Hudson had never seen him without it. “I’ve got a doctor I can call,” he said, already

         scrolling through his phone. “I think he’s an internist.”

      


      

      “She’s fine, Richard,” Holla declared. “It was just a little bad tuna.”


      

      Richard’s eyebrows shot up. “Really?” he asked, glancing at Hudson.


      

      Hudson shrugged and nodded.


      

      “Okay.” He put his phone away, but he didn’t seem convinced.


      

      “I think I should probably get Hudson home now,” Holla said. “You girls should go back to the party. Especially since you

         look so adorable.”

      


      

      “Thanks, Holla,” they murmured, visibly uncomfortable.


      

      “You sure, Holla?” Richard asked, scrutinizing Hudson as if she were a jigsaw puzzle he couldn’t solve. “We’re happy to help.”


      

      “I think I just need to take care of my little girl,” Holla said sweetly, closing her hand around Hudson’s arm. “But I’ll

         let you know how she’s doing.”

      


      

      “You got it,” Richard said. “Feel better, Hudson.”


      

      “Thanks,” she said, unable to look him in the eye. “I will.”


      

      Chris waved. “I’ll e-mail you. Have a great holiday.”


      

      Hudson waved back. I absolutely won’t, she thought.

      


      

      Holla steered her in the direction of the lobby. “Tell Fernald we’re coming out now,” Holla told Little Jimmy, who pulled

         out a cell phone.

      


      

      “Bye, H,” Carina said. “We’ll text you later.”


      

      “Someone has to get back to her lov-ah,” Lizzie teased.


      

      Carina rolled her eyes.


      

      “Have fun, guys,” Hudson said as they backed away down the hall. She wondered what they thought of her, going along with such

         a blatant lie. But they knew the deal: Nobody said no to Holla Jones. She just hoped that they didn’t feel sorry for her.

      


      

      She caught up to her mom as they trotted down a short flight of stairs to the lobby. Behind them, Little Jimmy lumbered, still

         huffing and puffing. In all the years they’d had a bodyguard, Hudson had never seen Holla actually follow one.

      


      

      “I want you to look on the bright side,” Holla said, leaning in to speak into Hudson’s ear. “At least this happened here.

         And not somewhere important.”

      


      

      “But I thought this was somewhere important,” Hudson said. “Wasn’t that why you said I couldn’t make one single mistake? Isn’t that why you said

         ‘this has to be good’?”

      


      

      Holla fixed her almond-shaped eyes on her daughter. “Honey, what are you talking about?” she said, clearly puzzled.


      

      Little Jimmy jogged up next to them. “Looks like we got a crowd,” he said, gesturing to the lobby doors.


      

      Outside, through the glass, they could see that a mass of people had formed on the street. Apparently word had gotten out

         that Holla Jones was at the Pierre. Word always got out that Holla Jones was somewhere. All it took was a call to one of the

         paparazzi agencies, who usually paid handsomely for the tip.

      


      

      Holla pivoted on her toes to give Little Jimmy a stony look, and then he ran ahead.


      

      “Mom? Can we talk about this?” Hudson said.


      

      “Later,” Holla said firmly. She paused for a moment just inside the doors. Hudson watched her mom form The Face—the cool,

         tough-as-nails, mysterious exterior that she always showed to her fans. Holla dug a pair of black sunglasses out of her bag

         and slipped them on to complete the look. Hudson knew their fight was already history.

      


      

      Hudson let her mom go through the revolving doors first. When Holla emerged on the street, the crowd exploded.


      

      “HOL-LA!” people screamed. “HOL-LA!”


      

      Hudson pushed through the doors and then she was right behind her mom. Several hotel security guards rushed up to the crowd

         to keep them at bay.

      


      

      “HOL-LA!” someone screamed. “I LOVE YOU!”


      

      Holla gave the crowd a slight wave and they screamed even harder. Hudson darted over to the far side of the sidewalk, close

         to the hotel. Crowds always scared her a little. And she was still fuming. How could her mom have said this wasn’t important?

         Hadn’t three hundred people just seen the most humiliating moment of her life? How was she supposed to forget about it, when

         she knew that they never would?

      


      

      She spotted their SUV down Sixty-first Street and broke into a run toward it, eager to escape the screams. But Holla took

         her time, lingering near the crowd, deliberately egging them on with her cool detachment. Holla never wanted to sign autographs

         or shake hands, but she also didn’t like to rush past her fans. It was a little game she played with them—not wanting to leave,

         but not wanting to really do anything with them, either.

      


      

      Suddenly a girl’s voice rose out of the crowd: “I want to BE YOU, HOLLA!”

      


      

      No you don’t, Hudson thought, as she reached the car. I tried it tonight, and it really doesn’t work.


      

   











      

      

      
chapter 4



      

      

      

      The SUV snaked through the narrow, cramped streets of the West Village, going farther and farther west toward the river. Hudson

         leaned against the tinted window, listening to Nina Simone sing “Here Comes the Sun” on her iPod. The argument with her mom

         still hung in the air, but they hadn’t said a word since they’d gotten into the car. Instead they sat in silence, Hudson with

         her iPod, Holla with her knitting needles. Knitting was Holla’s new hobby. She liked to make long scarves that neither she

         nor Hudson would ever wear. Holla claimed the hobby relaxed her, but judging from how fast her hands were working, Holla seemed

         anything but relaxed.

      


      

      Fernald, Holla’s driver, zoomed right past the front door of their four-story redbrick Georgian-style mansion and turned the

         corner onto Perry Street. The mansion was more than a hundred and seventy-five years old, and supposedly Edgar Allan Poe had

         lived in it, once upon a time. But Hudson was pretty sure he wouldn’t recognize it now. Holla had gutted the inside, leaving just the staircase, the fireplaces, and the crown moldings.

         She’d added a yoga studio, a fitness room, an underground parking garage, a screening room, and, on the roof, a swimming pool.

         Architectural Digest had called it “The Queen of Pop’s Dream Palace.” The only part of the house they didn’t show in the magazine spread was the

         black iron fencing that surrounded it. Holla liked things to be secure, which was good, because every photographer in the

         world seemed to know they lived there.

      


      

      As they coasted up to the garage door and waited for it to rise, several photographers leaped out of the shadows and aimed

         their zoom lenses at the car. They were always there, camped out across the street, ever watchful for an arrival or a departure.

         Hudson waved at them; she figured it was the polite thing to do. Holla didn’t look up from her knitting. She only sighed as

         they drove past. “What do they think they’re getting?” she asked. “The windows are tinted.”

      


      

      Fernald steered their car down the curving ramp and into the garage, right next to Holla’s silver Mercedes and black Lexus.

         Holla owned three cars and didn’t drive any of them—not because she didn’t know how, but because she couldn’t park and walk

         away. The last time Holla had tried to walk down the street, she’d been mobbed in under five minutes.

      


      

      “Thanks, Fernald,” Holla said when they’d parked.


      

      “You’re welcome, Miss Jones,” he said.


      

      “And how’s your wife doing?” Holla asked. “Does she like the elliptical?”


      

      “She loves it,” Fernald said happily, turning around. “I think we’ve already lost five pounds apiece.”


      

      “Great!” Holla said, patting Fernald on the shoulder. “Keep up the good work!” Holla loved to give generous gifts to her staff,

         even if they did always seem to be tools for self-improvement—exercise equipment, a haircut, a free session of tooth-whitening.

         Fernald wasn’t even overweight—he’d just had a little potbelly—but that didn’t matter to Holla.

      


      

      Hudson followed her mom out of the car and walked behind her on the way to the elevator. She shivered in the unheated space,

         pulling her unbuttoned coat closer around her bare shoulders. “Honey, just put that on,” Holla said, turning around. “You’re

         gonna catch cold.”

      


      

      “I’m fine,” she said stiffly.


      

      At the elevator, Mickey, one of Holla’s iron-jawed security guards, held the door open for them. “Evening, Miss Jones,” he

         said.

      


      

      “Evening, Mickey,” she murmured in response. Hudson and Holla squeezed up against the wall to make room for Little Jimmy,

         who jogged toward the elevator, panting. The doors began to close before he got there, but Holla kicked out one leg and forced

         the doors back with a bang. He scooted inside.

      


      

      “Thanks, Miss Jones,” he said as the doors rumbled shut.


      

      “You know, Jimmy,” Holla said. “You’re welcome to join me in any of my exercise classes. I’ll have Raquel give you a schedule.”


      

      “Thank you, Miss Jones,” said Little Jimmy, and Hudson could hear the embarrassment in his voice.


      

      Since she was twelve, Hudson had been expected to attend at least two fitness classes a week, which could be anything from

         yoga to power hula-hooping. Now poor Little Jimmy was going to get roped in, along with the rest of the staff. She just hoped

         that he wouldn’t be caught eating meat or cheese in front of Holla; that would be enough to get him fired. Holla had been obsessed

         with being “healthy” for years. Diabetes and heart disease ran in the Jones family, so Holla had cut meat, wheat, white flour,

         and sugar from her diet. This left fish, vegetables, fruit, whole grains, and all kinds of tofu. Naturally, everyone around

         Holla—including Hudson—was expected to eat this way, too. Even though Hudson could technically eat whatever she wanted when

         she wasn’t at home, she found that she stuck mostly to food that was Holla-approved. Eating anything sweet—even Pinkberry—actually

         felt a little dangerous.

      


      

      The elevator opened and they stepped into Holla’s spacious all-white chef’s kitchen. It was lined with gleaming chrome appliances

         and glass cabinets, and it had two of everything—two dishwashers, two refrigerators, and two six-burner stoves. Holla’s kitchen

         could feed at least a hundred people, not that they’d ever tried it—Holla didn’t usually have parties. The kitchen also doubled

         as the headquarters for Holla’s live-in staff. When they walked in, Holla’s blond, rail-thin chef, Lorraine, was rolling out

         dairy-free pastry on the butcher-block table; Mariana, the curvy Brazilian housekeeper, breezed through with armfuls of fluffy

         white towels; and Raquel, the sweet-faced and frighteningly competent house manager, polished a stack of silver. There was

         more staff, of course—a publicist, several yoga and fitness instructors, a business manager, a dog walker—but Lorraine, Mariana,

         and Raquel were the skeleton crew. There was also Sophie, who’d somehow beaten them downtown from the Pierre and was now sitting in front of a large computer monitor in the corner, reading e-mails. Seeing Sophie, Hudson wondered if Ava had believed

         the food-poisoning excuse. She walked over to the marble island in the center of the room and grabbed a handful of cut-up

         raw vegetables. Maybe chewing would relieve some of her stress.

      


      

      “So?” Raquel asked, looking up from the silver ladle she was polishing. “How did it go?” Raquel had always worn her long,

         thick black hair in a braid, until the previous month, when Holla had decided she needed a change. She’d sent Raquel off to

         a boutique salon in SoHo, where they’d given her a layered bob. It still didn’t look quite right on her.

      


      

      “It didn’t go so great,” Hudson said.


      

      “She had stage fright,” Holla said bluntly, removing her leather coat and draping it over a chair.


      

      “Oh,” Raquel said, her face crumpling. “I’m sorry.”


      

      “It’s fine,” Hudson said, suddenly mortified. “It wasn’t so bad.”


      

      “Would you like a little tea?” Lorraine asked gently, putting the kettle on the burner.


      

      “That’s okay,” Hudson murmured.


      

      “I’ll have some,” Holla said, brushing a perfect curtain of hair over her shoulder. “And Sophie? What did you say to people?”


      

      “That it was food poisoning,” Sophie chirped, avoiding eye contact with Hudson. “From tuna.”


      

      “Good,” Holla replied.


      

      Hudson felt the staff’s eyes on her. It was Holla’s lie, but she felt like a liar, too.


      

      “And where are we with the tour?” Holla asked.


      

      “Wembley in London, Madison Square Garden, Slane Castle in Dublin, and Staples Center in Los Angeles all sold out,” Sophie

         read off the computer screen. “Tokyo goes on sale tomorrow. Sydney’s still a question mark.”

      


      

      “Hmmm,” Holla said. In May, Holla would release her tenth album. This summer would be her fifth world tour. “And where are

         we with Saturday Night Live?”

      


      

      “You’re booked. March seventh.”


      

      “Wonderful!” Holla clasped her hands and turned to face Hudson. “Wait—I just had a thought.”


      

      “What?” Hudson asked cautiously. She didn’t like the way her mom was looking at her.


      

      “What if you did Saturday Night Live with me?” Holla asked. “A mother-daughter duet.” She looked at Sophie and Raquel. “Don’t you guys think so? It would be fun!”

      


      

      “Are you… are you serious?” Hudson stammered.


      

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be a pro at this by then,” Holla said, accepting a mug of ginger tea from Lorraine. “Oh, Sophie, call

         them back, would you? Call them back and tell them that—”

      


      

      “Can I talk to you upstairs?” Hudson asked.


      

      “’Course, honey,” Holla said, taking a sip of tea. “You go on ahead. I’ll meet you in your room.”


      

      Hudson grabbed her coat and walked to the staircase, stomping with barely concealed rage. Forty-five minutes earlier she’d

         frozen onstage and fled in terror, and now her mom wanted her to repeat the whole thing on live television? Hadn’t she seen

         what had just happened? As usual, her mom was in complete denial of reality, just because she wanted something. She’d have

         to be honest with her about the real reason she’d run off the stage; she would have to tell her exactly how much pressure she’d put on her. And this probably meant having a terrible, earth-shattering fight.

      


      

      When she reached the third floor she heard the sound of tinkling metal and scuttling paws as Matilda, her brindle-colored

         French bulldog, ran to greet her.

      


      

      “Hi there!” Hudson said, scooping the dog into her arms. “How’s my little girl?”


      

      Matilda gave Hudson’s chin a good licking, and Hudson rubbed Matilda’s stubby head. “Mommy totally blew it,” Hudson said.


      

      Matilda gave an uncertain snort.


      

      “Nope, it’s true,” Hudson said, and then put her down. Sometimes she wished she could be Matilda and not have to worry about

         anything but finding a cozy place to lie down and sleep.

      


      

      Hudson walked into her room, which was technically a suite. The first room was where she did homework and practiced piano,

         and the second was her bedroom and closet. It was lucky that she had two rooms because every square inch of both was stuffed.

         Hudson loved to collect clothes, furniture, albums, Barbies—anything, really. Traveling with her mom on tour over the years,

         Hudson had been able to find items from all over the world. In the living room were a sheepskin rug from Denmark, a mirrored

         vanity table from an antiques store in Paris, and a battered leather armchair from a flea market in SoHo. In her bedroom stood

         a full-length mirror with claw feet; a shabby-chic, whitewashed dresser; and a vintage wrought-iron daybed from London, which

         was in turn covered with silk cushions from India. She could spend hours at a flea market, rifling through what other people

         thought was junk. And even though she loved all fashion, vintage designs were her favorite. She liked to think that she was stepping back

         in time whenever she slipped on clothes from another era.

      


      

      “Why would you want to have other people’s furniture?” Holla would ask, slightly aghast, whenever Hudson lugged home a cool

         footstool or area rug. Hudson would just shrug and smile. That was the entire point: Other people’s marks on her clothes and

         furniture always made them seem more real.

      


      

      As Hudson padded across the sheepskin rug, she tried not to look at her most important secondhand item, standing in the corner:

         a baby grand Steinway piano. It had been her Grandma Helene’s. It was the first piano Hudson had ever played, back when she

         was five. She’d climbed right up onto the bench and started picking out chords by herself as her grandmother watched, amazed.

         Grandma Helene could play anything by ear, and she’d tried to teach her two daughters, Holla and Jenny, from the time they

         were little. Neither of them had cared much for it. Hudson, though, was different. She’d gotten all of Grandma Helene’s talent,

         and then some. Grandma Helene became her first teacher, and Hudson was a fast learner. At seven, she learned Beethoven’s Moonlight

         Sonata. At eight, she could play Chopin’s Minute Waltz. At nine, she began to write her own songs. Grandma Helene gave Hudson

         the piano shortly before she became too sick to play it anymore. When she passed away, Hudson had the piano brought to her

         home and put in her bedroom, where she covered the walls and floor with special sound-absorbing pads. She played every night

         before she went to sleep, imagining that her grandma was still listening.

      


      

      “Lizzie writes stories, I surf, and you play piano,” Carina would say, and it was true. If she didn’t play for a couple of

         days, Hudson would feel herself start to get anxious, and she would toss and turn in bed at night, thinking about scary things.

         But as soon as she sat down at her piano and played, all of that would go away. Writing music calmed her down and helped her

         cope.

      


      

      But now, as she walked into her bedroom, she ignored the beautiful Steinway. The piano was what had gotten her into this mess

         in the first place. She wouldn’t even look at it, let alone play it.

      


      

      Hudson unbuckled the straps of her heels and pulled off her dress, then changed into a pair of flannel pajamas. Even with

         her mom’s expensive renovations, the heating system in the old house could be a little funky.

      


      

      “Honey?” Holla called out from the other room. “I brought you some tea.” She walked into Hudson’s bedroom and placed the mug

         on a side table.

      


      

      “I didn’t really have food poisoning,” Hudson said.


      

      “I know,” Holla said, playing with the chains of her necklaces. “But you’ve had a rough night.” Holla leaned down and straightened

         some picture frames on Hudson’s bedside table.

      


      

      “And asking me to be on Saturday Night Live is gonna make me feel better?” Hudson asked, flopping down on the bed and grabbing one of her silk-covered pillows.

      


      

      Holla looked at her. “If you’re going to make this your career, honey, you have to learn to let things go.”


      

      “Right. Like when your whole class watches you blank out,” Hudson said. “Those were people I know. People I go to school with. It wasn’t some random audience. And they’re not gonna let it go.”

      


      

      “You can’t care what people think,” Holla said more forcefully. “That’s what being an artist means. Do you think I ever cared about what people thought?”

      


      

      “So the solution is for me to do live television,” Hudson said.


      

      “You just got afraid up there,” Holla declared. “By the time you do the show, that’ll be over with.”


      

      “What if it’s not?” Hudson asked.


      

      “Why do you always have to look on the dark side of everything?”


      

      “And why do you always have to freak me out about everything?” Hudson asked.

      


      

      “What? How did I freak you out?”


      

      “By picking me apart. By telling me I’m doing everything wrong, all the time.”


      

      “I was giving you advice,” Holla said flatly. “Can’t I do that?”


      

      “But ever since I started this album, it’s like I can’t do anything right. You want me to do things exactly like you.”


      

      Holla furrowed her brow, the way she did whenever Hudson said something she thought was ludicrous.


      

      “You changed everything on my album,” Hudson went on. “You changed every song.”


      

      “Because I wanted your album to sell,” Holla replied.


      

      “But those were my songs!”


      

      “So you don’t want to be a success?” Holla said, letting her voice get loud. “You don’t want to sell out stadiums and be on the radio and have little girls scream your name when you walk down the street?”

      


      

      Hudson squeezed the pillow. Here we go, she thought. The unanswerable questions. “I just don’t want to be told over and over that I’m doing something wrong.”

      


      

      “Is that what you think?” Holla folded her arms. “Honey, you are gonna have to get a thicker skin. That’s all this business

         is, you know. Being criticized. For everyone who loves you out there, there’s someone who thinks you’re awful. But that’s

         not what I was doing. I’m just trying to help you. Who believes in you more than I do? Who’s been your biggest champion your

         whole life? Who got you the best piano teacher in the city? Who put you in dance classes when you were five because you wanted

         them?”

      


      

      Hudson picked at a loose thread on her bedspread, waiting for her mom to finish.


      

      “I wish someone had believed in me enough to cheer me on,” Holla went on. “I had to beg my mother to give me dance lessons. I had to beg her to take me to talent

         contests in Chicago. I had to do everything myself. My mom didn’t care. That’s why your aunt Jenny still doesn’t know what

         she’s doing with her life. Running around the world, pretending she’s some kind of fashion designer—”

      


      

      “Jewelry designer,” Hudson corrected.

      


      

      “Jewelry designer, whatever.” Holla snorted. “She could have been dancing Swan Lake at Lincoln Center, and now she’s flailing around, going nowhere. God knows I tried, but there was only so much I could do,

         after all.” She shook her head, as if the memory of her younger sister was too much. “So listening to you complain about my interest in your career… It just sounds a little ungrateful. And tonight wasn’t my fault. You can’t pin that on me.

         I’m sorry you got scared, but that wasn’t my fault.”

      


      

      Hudson knew her mom was right. She was trying to blame Holla, when the real problem was that Hudson just didn’t have what

         it took. She’d thought she did. She’d thought she could be a musician. But she’d been wrong. How had she ever thought she’d be able to do this?

         When she could barely talk in class?

      


      

      “I don’t think I can do this,” she said. “I want to get out of it.”


      

      “You’re the one who wanted to do this,” Holla said. “You’re the one who told me you were ready.”

      


      

      “I know,” Hudson said quietly. “I’ve changed my mind.” Just saying it was such a relief.


      

      “Honey,” Holla said, moving closer to Hudson and taking her hand. “You’re just upset. Don’t say things you don’t mean.”


      

      “I do mean it,” Hudson said, looking her mom straight in the eye. “I’ve never meant anything more. I don’t want this,” Hudson

         said. “I’m not like you. We both know that.”

      


      

      Holla’s face grew serious. She stood up from the bed. “You’re making a big mistake. One that you will regret the rest of your

         life.”

      


      

      “I’m fourteen,” Hudson said. “I’ll have another chance.”


      

      “Not like this,” Holla said. “I’m not always going to be able to help you this way. You’re throwing away a huge opportunity

         here, an opportunity other girls would kill for.”

      


      

      But I’m not like other girls, Hudson wanted to say.

      


      

      “And what are we going to tell your label?” Holla asked, her voice rising again. “That you just want to scrap it all? After

         we made all those changes?”

      


      

      “Tell them I’m so sorry. Tell them I have stage fright. I don’t know. Tell them anything.”


      

      Holla tapped her foot on the wood floor. “It’s a good thing you’re my daughter. Otherwise they would sue you for breach of

         contract.”

      


      

      “I know I’m your daughter.” Hudson sighed. “Believe me.”


      

      Holla stared at her for a few more seconds. “I never thought that you’d be the type to give up.”


      

      For a second Hudson felt a twinge of sadness, mixed with fear—a feeling of regret before it had actually become regret. “Well,

         I guess that’s who I am,” she said, and lay down on her bed, facing the wall.

      


      

      For a moment there was silence, and then she heard Holla walk out of the room. Hudson listened as the door shut, her eyes

         still on the wall. It was over.

      


      

      Hudson lay there, unable and unwilling to move. Outside a car alarm wailed. She shut her eyes and wondered if she could just

         stay in this position for the rest of her life. So that’s it, she thought. The album. Her music. Her dream. Everything. It was all finished. She knew that she’d done the right thing,

         but it didn’t feel right. She felt even worse now than she had in the bathroom at the Pierre. But she hadn’t had a choice,

         really, when she thought about it. Tonight had shown her that.

      


      

      After a few minutes, Hudson got up and walked into the next room. Matilda stared at her from her dog bed, tilting her blocky

         head as if to say, That didn’t go so well, huh?


      

      Hudson grabbed her laptop. In times of crisis, she always needed to do two things: text Carina and/or Lizzie, and check the

         next day’s horoscope. First she logged on to signsnscopes.com and checked Pisces for the next day, December 21.

      


      

      

         Congratulations! With Uranus, the planet of surprise, moving into your tenth house of career, expect a major work development

               that will have you smiling!


      


      

      Hudson closed her laptop. She hated it when she did something to contradict her horoscope. But maybe astrology was just a

         bunch of nonsense, anyway. According to her chart—the one Aunt Jenny had given her for her last birthday—she was supposed

         to be incredibly successful. Famous, even. “Almost as famous as your mom,” Jenny had whispered, with a wink.

      


      

      Hudson went back to her desk and got out the chart. It was covered in one of those sheets of plastic used for term papers.

         The chart was a large circle, sliced into wedges and covered in weird hieroglyphics and waves and cut through with straight

         lines radiating in all directions. She didn’t know enough to actually read charts yet, but she remembered the spot on the

         circle where her career was. It was a mess of squiggly lines and shapes.

      


      

      “Whatever,” she thought, and put it back in the drawer, shoving it in far enough that she wouldn’t be able to look at it again

         without doing some serious spring cleaning.

      


      

      Just then her phone, which was still in her purse, on the floor, chimed with a text. She reached down and pulled it out.


      

      It was from Lizzie.


      

      

         Why’d u leave me w/this??:)


      


      

      Just below the text was a photo of Carina and Alex with their arms around each other at the Ball, smiling and looking goofily

         into each other’s eyes.

      


      

      Hudson wrote back:


      

      

         Because I have food poisoning, remember??


         Hope you’ve been throwing up for hours [image: image] Lizzie wrote.

         


         U know it.

         


      


      

      At least she still had her friends, she thought later, as she climbed into bed. And no matter what happened, that would never

         change.
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