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            For my parents
         

         
         


Melissa Flashman, tough-talking agent, fashionable friend: thank you for making it all happen. Cindy Eagan, editor extraordinaire:
            many thanks for your incisive feedback and conscientious advice, your humor, your cracking whip. To the lovely ladies of Compai:
            I am in awe. Jamie Mae Lawrence: without you, I never would have survived high school. And by high school, I mean, like .
            . . 
            life. Ben Nugent: I will forever cherish our Chango days. I acknowledgeth thee. Annie Baker, kasha to my pickle, sponge to my
            bone, willow to my shrub, orangutan to my feral cat: you are the love of my life, and for that I am deeply resentful. Jess:
            Que’est-ce que c’est un gallumpher? You were my first idol, and I love you. Gabe: you scream into toy cell phones and throw
            them against walls. You snort horseradish at Canter’s. You’re like a brother to me, man. And I love you. Mom: you are the
            smartest, wisest, wittiest person I know. Thank you for showing me how to be a good person. And for telling my kindergarten
            teacher I did not have a learning disability. I love you. Dad: you took me to see 
            The Little Mermaid. You bought me Doc Martens when they were cool. You made me steak and eggs the night before the S.A.T. Thank you for being
            present every day of my life. I love you.
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         The Girl: Janie Farrish

         
         The Getup: Cream cashmere cardigan, vintage Black Sabbath t-shirt rags tank, yellow silk Miss Sixty flats, silver bangles,
            and it
         

         
         
            It was still there when she woke up, hanging neatly on the back of her closet door. 
            It was still the same bright green — like a new leaf, like a traffic light set to go. 
            It was the most spectacular thing she owned, and if some other sixteen-year-old girl had owned it, it would have been the most
            spectacular thing she owned too.
         

         
         But some other sixteen-year-old girl didn’t own it. Janie did.

         
         She’d found it at one of Jet Rag’s legendary dollar sales, forever sealing Janie’s opinion that Jet Rag was, and always will
            be, the best vintage clothing store in the universe. Not that she’d been to every vintage clothing store in the universe.
            She didn’t have to. Jet Rag was right there on La Brea Boulevard, a mere twenty minutes away from her house on the other side
            of the hills, and a mere minute away from the La Brea Tar Pits. All of L.A. is divided by those who cruise La Brea for the
            tar pits and those who cruise La Brea for Jet Rag. If you go for Jet Rag, chances are you’re sixteen, beautiful, and impossibly
            unique. If you go for the tar pits, chances are you’re six or sixty or really, really lame. (So there’s a black swamp in the
            middle of Los Angeles that burps up dinosaur bones. You can’t 
            wear dinosaur bones. And if you can’t wear something, what’s the point?)
         

         
         Every Saturday morning, the Jet Rag staff dumps an enormous load of clothes in the middle of their cracked-asphalt parking
            lot and people seriously riot over them like those peasants in the French Revolution. Every piece of clothing costs exactly
            one dollar. Depending on what you find, a dollar ranges from 
            incredible deal to 
            insane rip-off. And since the deal-to-rip-off ratio is like a hundred to one, the rioting makes perfect sense. Everyone there wants to find
             it first.
         

         
         
            Par example: Janie’s best friend, Amelia Hernandez, found a mint condition, vintage wool houndstooth Yves Saint Laurent jacket. YSL jacket
            + $1.00 = incredible deal. On the flip side, Janie found a “Pinky and the Brain” t-shirt with bloodstains on it: Pinky and
            the Brain + bloodstains + $1.00 = insane rip-off. Janie was so grossed out, she actually puked up some of the orange juice
            she’d had for breakfast. Which meant the next person to pick up the shirt would have blood 
            and barf to contend with.
         

         
         But the Jet Rag dollar-sale isn’t for the faint of heart. The Jet Rag dollar sale is for die-hard, hard-core fashionistas:
            the hippest of the hip, the slickest of the slick, the sickest of the sick.
         

         
         Well, and homeless people.

         
         That summer Amelia seemed to have all the luck. In addition to the Yves Saint Laurent jacket, she found a sexy little Western
            shirt with mother-of-pearl buttons, a pair of blue suede kitten-heeled boots, and — the crème de la nonfat creamer — a vintage
            Sonic Youth “Goo” t-shirt that Janie had a sinking feeling was from the original nineties tour. Not that she wasn’t happy
            for Amelia. (She was even happier when the t-shirt turned out to be eighteen sizes too big for either one of them to actually
            wear.)
         

         
         By the end of August, Janie still hadn’t found anything. She was just about to surrender, to throw her empty-handed hands
            in the air, when she spotted 
            it.
         

         
         
            It — to be specific — was a vintage green cotton miniskirt by none other than Mary Quant, the number one designer for such sixties
            fashion icons as Mia Farrow and the British supermodel Twiggy. Janie was beginning to think she looked like a sixties fashion
            icon. Maybe that sounds egotistical; it’s not. It’s not like guys fantasize about Twiggy, even if they do know who she is,
            which of course they don’t. Why would they? In her heyday, Twiggy looked like a cross between an alien and an eleven-year-old
            boy. Seriously, who’d want to take the shirt off of that? No self-respecting guy at Winston Prep, that’s for sure.
         

         
         Janie knew firsthand.

         
         She had always gotten straight As, and now, as she was beginning to discover, her grade average also applied to her bra size.
            Janie’s boobs, if you could dignify them with that term, were the great tragedy of her life. They were absolute traitors to
            the cause. Not that the cause was such a big deal — just her happiness, her dreams, her very will to live.
         

         
         If it hadn’t been for her legs, she might have been forced to do something drastic. Her legs — long and smooth and track team–toned
            — were her saving grace. Who cared if her bra looked like a pair of eye patches? She could pull off a miniskirt like nobody’s
            business. Which was why she was so happy to find it. That is, until she went home and tried it on.
         

         
         Then she was ecstatic.

         
         Janie felt like the kind of girl who zipped around London in an Aston Martin with Jude Law. The kind of girl who inspired
            older Italian men with cultivated taste to tip their hats in appreciation. The kind of girl who knotted silk scarves under
            her chin and hailed cabs in New York City while enchanted tourists snapped pictures ( just in case she was famous).
         

         
         She felt like the kind of girl she wasn’t.

         
         It’d be one thing if girls like this didn’t exist (Janie could just tell herself she was holding herself up to some impossible
            standard), but girls like this did exist. And what was worse, she went to high school with them.
         

         
         That bit about Italian men? Actually happened to Petra Greene. The New York City cab story? Straight from the life of Melissa
            Moon. And London? The Aston Martin? With Jude without-a-flaw Law? Just another blip in Charlotte Beverwil’s everyday existence.
         

         
         But we’ll get to them later.

         
         This year would be different. This year Janie would show up at school wearing 
            it. And 
            it would redefine her, force all of Winston to pause and reevaluate their previous misconceived notions. 
            It would banish forever their memory of her as an entering freshman; in a world of double 66 Gucci totes and monogrammed Kate
            Spade organizers, Janie had arrived sporting an ink-stained Everest backpack. In a world of eyebrows tended to biweekly by
            professional “browticians,” Janie had arrived with two self-plucked “tadpoles” on her face (or so she was informed by the
            appalled Charlotte Beverwil). In a world of flawless complexions, Janie had arrived with a spackle of zits on her cheeks,
            chin, and chest. At Winston Prep, acne was widely perceived as a 
            historical malady, like smallpox or polio. No one actually 
            got those things anymore . . . did they? Janie’s new, elite peers eyed her with suspicion, like she’d just rolled in from some
            contaminated Third World country.
         

         
         It was the acne that did her in. At the end of ninth grade, Janie Farrish’s chin ranked number two on the Winston yearbook’s
            “don’t” list. (Tommy Balinger — who streaked the Winston vs. Sacred Heart girls’ badminton championship wearing nothing but
            two shuttlecocks on his nipples — made number one.)
         

         
         But today was the first day of tenth grade, a whole new beginning. Janie’s eyebrows were smooth and arched, her ink-stained
            backpack long disposed of. Best of all, her complexion was perfect: clear and fresh and sun-kissed. For the first time in
            years, Janie could see her actual face: her neat, strong nose and defined jaw line, her extra-high cheekbones. Her upper lip,
            fuller than her lower lip, perpetually pouted. And her enormous gray eyes, shadowy with lashes, looked soft and shy. Sometimes
            — when the sun was shining and she’d had a good amount of sleep, when sweet songs played in her head and her bangs fell the
            right way, when the sky rose like a peaceful blue parachute and the world was on her side — Janie realized she was pretty.
            But the feeling was so fragile and new, the slightest setback made it disappear. The sun ducked behind a cloud, her bangs
            flipped the wrong way — and that was it. She felt ugly again. Which feeling was the right one? She honestly couldn’t tell.
         

         
         Janie plucked her new green skirt from the plastic hanger. She pulled it past her trim knees, shimmied it up around her thighs,
            lined up the seams, and zipped. Her “new” rags tank (she’d scissored the sleeves off her Black Sabbath t-shirt the night before)
            slipped down her right shoulder, exposing a bright turquoise bra strap. She turned to face the mirror, greeting herself with
            her best self-assured smile.
         

         
         She was ready.

         
         
         Even though he woke up forty-five minutes late, Jake Farrish was already dressed and eating breakfast before his twin sister.
            Jake didn’t waste too much time constructing his look, if that’s what you chose to call it. His mom preferred to call it his
            “look away.”
         

         
         Not that her opinion mattered.

         
         Jake pretty much wore old cords, faded seventies cowboy shirts, black Converse, and his gray United States of Apparel hoody
            with the Amnesiac pin every day. His hair he rewarded with his greatest investment of time — a whole five and a half minutes.
            (Who knew the distribution of one dime-sized blob of wax required so much attention?) When he was done, he inspected himself
            from all angles, furrowing his brow like James Dean. Not that Jake looked like James Dean. With his mussed black-brown hair,
            porcelain skin, and flushed cheeks (interrupted only by a trilogy of beauty marks), Jake resembled a brown-eyed Adam Brody.
            Of course, Jake 
            hated that comparison.
         

         
         “I do 
            not look like that guy!” he’d insist every time his sister put in the Season One DVD of the tragically canceled 
            O.C.
         

         
         “Don’t look at me,” came Janie’s reply. “
            I think you look like Summer.”
         

         
         
         The Farrish kitchen was small and square, and the appliances old and broken-down. Not that their mother used those words.
            Mrs. Farrish preferred the term “temperamental,” as in “temperamental appliances require special treatment.” Jake and Janie
            were warned to be “gentle” with the dishwasher, “careful” with the microwave, and “mindful” of the freezer door. If Mrs. Farrish
            had her way, the twins would tip-toe around the kitchen like it was a mental ward. She acted as if slamming the refrigerator
            door would drive the toaster to suicide.
         

         
         By the time Janie entered the kitchen, Jake was well into his second bowl of Cheetah Chomps. “Hey,” she said, staring into
            the fridge and doing her best to look casual. She could feel her brother assessing her outfit the way overprotective brothers
            sometimes do. Jake was fundamentally hypocritical when it came to female fashion. The equation went something like this: 
         

         
         Girl + Miniskirt = Smokin’ 

         
         Girl + Shared Genetic Material + Miniskirt = Repulsive

         
         She opened the fridge, letting her straight brown hair fall like a curtain across her face. Janie would not look away from
            the fridge until Jake said something. She sort of hoped he’d tell her she looked like a slut. Then she could just toss her
            hair back, arch one cool eyebrow, and thank him for the compliment.
         

         
         “Dude,” he began at last, “did you know cheetahs can achieve speeds of up to seventy miles per hour?”

         
         Janie slammed the fridge shut. What kind of guy reads the back of a cereal box while his sister, his own 
            flesh and blood, was tricked out like a wanton whore?
         

         
         “Wow, Jake,” she scowled. “What an amazing and fun fact.”

         
         “Whoa . . . ,” he continued, hunching over his cereal like a caveman. “One of its natural predators is the eagle. How awesome
            is that? Like the eagle’s all . . . 
            bwa! And the cheetah’s all, I don’t 
            think so!”
         

         
         With that, he unleashed a mighty eagle-cry and karate-chopped the air for a full fifteen seconds. Janie watched him, doing
            her best not to crack a smile. She folded her arms and asked the inevitable.
         

         
         “Um  . . . are you retarded?”

         
         “Yes,” he replied. He scooted his chair back and pointed at his sister with his spoon. “What are you doing dressed like that?
            You look like a skanky-ass ho.”
         

         
         “Come on” — she grinned, tossing him the car keys — “we’re gonna be late.”

         
      


         
         The Girl: Petra Greene

         
         
         The Getup: Still in her pajamas (oversized 
            SAVE THE UNICORNS t-shirt)
         

         
         On the other side of the hill, in the ten-bedroom Beverly Hills estate her mother dreamed up as a “tasteful fusion of Mount
            Olympus and Versailles,” Petra Greene was sleeping through her alarm. Again. She made the mistake of setting her radio clock
            to Mazzy Star, whose monotonous, dreamy tones only served to plummet Petra deeper into an REM state. If it hadn’t been for
            her sister Isabel’s sudden, piercing screams, she may never have woken up.
         

         
         “What’s going on?” Petra yawned upon entering the kitchen. She wiped some invisible sand from her wide, hazel-green eyes and
            stretched, pulling the frayed elastic from her honey-blond hair. Her unleashed ponytail spilled to her waist in a chaos of
            tangles, some of which were dangerously close to dreads. Still, even at 7:28 a.m., with no makeup and little to no sleep,
            Petra Greene looked like a goddess. If the Victoria’s Secret supermodel Laetitia Casta had a little sister, Petra would be
            it. (And Laetitia would be the ugly one.)
         

         
         Lola, the Greenes’ tireless nanny, was on her knees, wrestling six-year-old Isabel into a tight, navy blue pinafore. Four-year-old
            Sofia, obedient and already dressed in her own pinafore, watched her sister with quiet fascination. The Greenes adopted Isabel
            and Sofia from an orphanage in China when they were just two years and four months old, respectively. To hear her parents
            tell it, “You can’t save the world. But if you can provide two 
            terribly unfortunate little girls the opportunity to grow up in a stable, loving environment, then why not?” Petra had to laugh. Sure,
            her parents were loving and stable — if you compared them to the beleaguered staff of an underfunded Chinese orphanage. Compare
            them to anyone else, however, and they were who they were: complete and utter nutcases. Her mother was clinically depressed,
            but she was small potatoes compared to Petra’s father, who was, according to Mrs. Greene, a sociopath. “Imagine if Pinocchio
            not only ignored Jiminy Cricket but slowly fried him to death under a magnifying glass,” her mother once explained to a bright-eyed,
            nine-year-old Petra. “
            That would be your father.”
         

         
         To make up for her insane parents, Petra became particularly devoted to Sofia and Isabel. Even when they screamed their heads
            off, she was a pillar of unconditional love and patient support.
         

         
         “She no like the new uniform for school,” Lola explained with a heavy sigh. Isabel let out another earth-shattering scream.

         
         “Come on, Iz.” Petra crouched to the floor. “Let me see. . . .”

         
         Lola sat back as Isabel turned toward her older sister, red-faced and clenching her fists. In addition to the navy blue pinafore,
            Isabel wore a white button-down shirt with a starched lace Peter Pan collar. Her immaculate white socks folded neatly above
            her patent leather Mary Janes, and her stick-straight black bob was held in place by an argyle headband.
         

         
         “She 
            have to wear,” Lola explained, half to Petra, half to Isabel. “Is rule.”
         

         
         “No!” Isabel cried, stomping her foot.

         
         “Isabel,” Petra began slowly, “are you the kind of girl who’s rude to people?”

         
         “No . . . ,” Isabel replied with considerably less force.

         
         “Then apologize to Lola.”

         
         “Sorry, Lola,” Isabel muttered to the floor. And then, working herself up again, she whimpered, “I wan . . . I wann-wear my
            . . . Sponge! Bob! Shirt!”
         

         
         “I know, Iz . . . ,” Petra sighed. “But you have to wear the uniform. You know that.”

         
         “But YOU don’t,” Isabel pointed out, her face puffing at the injustice.

         
         “You’re right. That doesn’t seem very fair, does it?” Sofia and Isabel shook their heads. “Okay,” Petra frowned. “Let me put
            on my thinking cap.” She reached for her oversized sunflower print coffee mug and placed it on top of her head. Sofia giggled
            while Isabel sniffed, wiping her nose. Petra closed her eyes, as if to summon the thinking cap gods.
         

         
         “I’ve got it,” she announced, and swiftly removed the coffee mug.

         
         “What?” Isabel asked.

         
         “
            I’ll wear a uniform to school too,” Petra explained. “Except I don’t have one, so you guys will have to make it for me, okay?
            You can pick out 
            whatever you want. And I won’t argue and I won’t scream and I won’t cry because . . .” She paused for effect. “It’s my 
            uniform. And I’ve
             got to wear it.”
         

         
         “We can pick out whatever we want?” Isabel’s eyes widened.

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         An expression of pure delight broke across her six-year-old sister’s face. “Come on!” she ordered, pulling Petra by the hand.
            “We have to get you dressed 
            now or you’ll be late for school!”
         

         
         Janie and Jake shared custody of their mom’s old Volvo, a black 240 DL sedan. The car, like the Farrish twins, was born sixteen
            years earlier, which meant 
            technically they were all the same age. However, as Jake explained to his parents on the eve of his and Janie’s birthday last year, one
            human year is 
            actually the equivalent of seven for a Volvo.
         

         
         “Like a dog,” Janie had chimed in.

         
         “Exactly.” Jake lay a supportive hand on his sister’s shoulder. “According to my calculations, you’re about to bequeath to
            us a one-hundred-twelve-year-old mode of transportation.”
         

         
         “I mean, is that safe?” Janie continued. Her brother tilted his head and pressed his lips together as if to say 
            I’m not so sure.
         

         
         They knew it was a long shot, but maybe their parents would do something cool. Like enable their loving children to arrive
            at Winston 
            in style. For once.
         

         
         “Like a cute new MINI Cooper?” Janie suggested.

         
         “No!” Jake blurted, shooting her the Death Glare. “What she meant to say,” he corrected, returning a modified gaze to their
            parents, “was a Mercedes CLS 600.”
         

         
         “I’ll look into it,” Mrs. Farrish replied. But, of course, she didn’t. Neither of them did.

         
         Their parents were actually kind of selfish, when you thought about it.

         
         The commute to Winston took twenty to thirty-five minutes, depending on traffic. The first five minutes belonged to Ventura
            Boulevard, the San Fernando Valley’s main drag. Jake sped down the wide, four-lane street, and Janie watched the slender trunks
            of palm trees whip by. The early morning sky was the gray of wet cement, and the streetlights were still on. The twins passed
            by DuPar’s Coffee Shop — where Valley kids gather on weekend nights — and stopped at Laurel Canyon Boulevard. To their right,
            in front of the Wells Fargo bank with the mosaic tile mural of  “The Old West,” a bunch of people protested the war. To their
            left, in front of the Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf, a bunch of people protested the protesters.
         

         
         Janie looked out the window and sighed. If only they could take a right, she thought. They could get on the 101 South and
            head over to the Los Angeles County High School for the Arts that Amelia attended. In eighth grade, Janie and she made plans
            to apply to L.A.C.H.S.A. together. Amelia would apply for music, Janie would apply for visual arts, and together they would
            start new lives as Tortured Artists. But then Janie and Jake were awarded academic scholarships to Winston Prep, the impossibly
            exclusive private school in the Hollywood Hills. Winston was an oppor-tunity she could not — according to her education-obsessed
            parents — turn down. And so Janie and Amelia, who’d gone to the same schools since second grade, went their separate ways.
            Amelia took a right where Janie took a left. While Amelia got to be the Tortured Artist, Janie just got to be tortured.
         

         
         As they pulled into Laurel Canyon, Janie faced ahead. As usual, their Volvo was last in an endless line of cars coursing uphill
            like the interlocked teeth of a shiny new zipper. Every time Jake eased on the brakes, the black Volvo released a low, moaning
            noise like a dying whale. After three dead whales, Janie flipped on the radio. In a matter of seconds, the noise was replaced
            with “I Will Remember You,” by Sarah McLachlan, which was, in their humble opinion, a trillion times worse.
         

         
         “I will remember poooop . . . ,” Janie crooned.

         
         “Will you remember peeee . . . ?” Jake crooned back.

         
         Jake slid in the new Franz Ferdinand CD, ending their sophisticated duet. Janie loved Franz Ferdinand. The driving beat made
            her want to spin around and dance and cheer, but the lyrics made her want to lie down, stare at the ceiling, and cry. Maybe
            because their music pulled her heart in opposite directions, Franz Ferdinand reminded her of Paul Elliot Miller.
         

         
         Oh, Paul. Would she ever see him again?

         
         The Volvo continued to wheeze up the hill, passing the dramatic ruins of a house that collapsed in the mudslides the year
            before. Janie thought it looked cool — all those huge slabs of broken concrete, crumbling plaster and shattered glass in the
            grass. Like a modern art sculpture, she thought. Unfortunately, Jake thought the same thing:
         

         
         “Ah yes,” he announced. “My 
            pièce de résistance.”
         

         
         When they reached the top of the hill, Jake turned right, taking the car down Mulholland. Janie leaned back into the cracked,
            tan vinyl seat, remembering the lyrics to that old R.E.M. song her parents liked: “If I ever want to fly . . . Mulholland
            Drive . . . I am alive.”
         

         
         Michael Stipe could feel alive all he wanted. Janie, on the other hand, felt something else. She felt, suddenly, inescapably,
            
            on her way to Winston Prep — the exact 
            opposite of alive. Janie pulled at the hem of her miniskirt, letting it sink in for the first time. She took a deep breath. She wasn’t
            nervous. She was fine.
         

         
         But then her brother took a sharp left. Were they really on Coldwater Canyon already? The Volvo sailed across a dip in the
            road, and Janie gripped the sides of her seat. She was going to be sick.
         

         
         “Wait,” she squawked.

         
         “What?” Jake replied, still staring straight ahead.

         
         “We need to go home.”

         
         “What?” He scrunched his forehead. “Why?”

         
         Wasn’t it obvious? She was Clashing! With a capital 
            C.
         

         
         Clashing with a capital 
            C is different than clashing with a lowercase 
            c. Lowercase 
            c clashing is, like, wearing gold earrings with a silver necklace. Or leopard print with zebra print. Or black pants with navy
            blue socks. At the end of the day, lowercase 
            c clashing is just sort of ugly. And just sort of ugly isn’t the end of the world.
         

         
         Clashing with a capital 
            C, on the other hand, is. Because Clashing with a capital 
            C is when what you’re wearing doesn’t match 
            your entire life: Laura Bush in a string bikini, Marilyn Manson in yoga pants, 50 Cent with a parasol.
         

         
         Janie Farrish in a bright green micro-mini.

         
         Her early morning rush of confidence vanished like a hallucination. Why oh why had she decided to wear this skirt? What had
            she been thinking? Even if she did have nice legs, micro miniskirts were the uniform of attractive people, not her! Janie
            stared down at her upper thighs in horror. She looked like a complete and utter poseur.
         

         
         She turned to her brother with pleading eyes. 
            Please, God. Pleasepleaseplease make him understand.
         

         
         “I,” she began. She was calm. She was rational. “I kinda just realized . . . I can’t wear this.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “I need to go home and change.”

         
         Jake looked closely at his sister, his eyebrows furrowed with concern. Janie exhaled, basking in her brother’s sympathy. He
            could be really great when he wanted to be.
         

         
         Then he burst into laughter.

         
         “Jake!” She pushed his shoulder. “I’m not joking!”

         
         “I know,” he continued to laugh. “That’s what makes it so funny.”

         
         Janie watched in horror as Winston Assembly Hall came into view, peeking through the branches of the school’s trademark weeping
            willows. Winston Prep was comprised of one large U-shaped stucco building and some small neighboring bungalows. The main structure
            used to be an apartment complex, and not just any apartment complex, but an old-school 1930s Hollywood Spanish-style complex.
            The central quad featured terracotta tiles and stucco walls. Staircases spiraled down from classroom doors. There were wrought-iron
            banisters, multitiered fountains, and classical archways. From a distance, the school looked like a gigantic, peach-colored
            wedding cake. Up close, it looked like a Mexican prison.
         

         
         At least it did to Janie.

         
         Jake put on his blinker. Janie’s heart jumped up, somersaulted, smacked itself unconscious, and splashed into the icy pool
            that was her stomach.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” she gasped.

         
         “Parking,” Jake replied, shifting the clutch.

         
         “You’re parking in the 
            Showroom?”
         

         
         “Uh . . . yeah.” Jake responded, as if that made perfect sense. As if they hadn’t always parked underground. Janie felt a
            little woozy. She’d always been a little scared of heights, and the Showroom was her highest peak yet. Even if it was, technically,
            ground level.
         

         
         [image: art]
         
         
         The Showroom was Winston’s crowning glory (in addition to their stellar academic reputation, of course). It featured cars
            most people only dream about. These were drive-into-the-sunset cars. Speeding-through-the-Alps cars. Escaping-in-a-hail-of-gunfire
            cars. Seriously. Most kids at Winston were so rich, cars were just another accessory, as accessible (and in some cases, disposable)
            as gummy bracelets. From BMW to Mercedes, Porsche to Ferrari, Hummer to Prius — no brand went unrepresented, no engine went
            un-revved.
         

         
         The Showroom was called the Showroom because it was the only level of school parking located outside. Which meant your car
            was on display. And if your car was on display, then you were too. Which probably meant you liked to be looked at. More importantly,
            people liked to look at you, which could only mean one thing. You were popular.
         

         
         Popularity at Winston was easy to spot. There were obvious clues, like beauty, confidence, and style. And then more subtle
            ones. 
            Par example, popular girls tend to attach their keys to purple squiggle bracelets. And they almost always have small, white wads of gum
            between their perfect, smiling teeth. And they call each other chica, bitch, and slut — and then they hug, squealing like
            they’ve won some kind of award.
         

         
         Which, in a way, they have.

         
         Popular guys were easier. Popular guys were just guys popular girls happen to like.

         
         There were exceptions, of course. Some kids were popular because they were impossibly talented. Or impossibly funny. Or impossibly
            cool.
         

         
         
            But not impossibly dumb, Janie thought as her brother pulled into one of the coveted Showroom spots. She sank deep into her seat, willing herself
            to disappear. He couldn’t possibly mean to park here for real, right? Jake turned the engine off, unbuckling his seat belt.
            
            He’s worse than impossibly dumb, she realized as he opened the door. 
            He’s clinically insane. Janie watched in stunned disbelief as Jake got out of the car. Of course, stunned disbelief was nothing compared to the spine-numbing
            paralysis she felt next. When he lifted his hand and waved. And Charlotte Beverwil, leaning on the hood of her mint condition
            1969 cream-colored Jaguar, waved back. And 
            smiled.
         

         
         That’s when she realized: her brother wasn’t dumb. He wasn’t insane.

         
         Somehow, when Janie wasn’t looking, Jake had become popular.

         
      


         
         The Girl: Charlotte Beverwil

         
         The Getup: Silk Blumarine dress with grapevine pattern, yellow Marni headband, plum-colored Marc Jacobs knit leggings, black
            patent-leather Chanel flats
         

         
         With her winter cream skin, unruly espresso-dark hair and almond shaped pool green eyes, Charlotte Sidonie Beverwil most closely
            resembled the “Tiffany” supermodel Shalom Harlow. Except while Shalom Harlow measured in at six feet, Charlotte stood a full
            foot shorter. Fortunately Charlotte had long legs that, she argued, gave her the “illusion of height.” It was true, in a way.
            She 
            did seem a lot taller than she was. But it had nothing to do with her legs. She looked a lot taller than she was because she
            
            said she looked a lot taller than she was.
         

         
         And you didn’t argue with Charlotte Beverwil.

         
         For the first day of school, she chose a feminine dress to wear over knit leggings and ballet flats. She hoped the dress,
            which she’d embroidered with an intricate pattern of interlocking grapevines, would remind Jake of their summer together.
            Jake and Charlotte had gone to school together for over a year, but they hadn’t really met — that is Charlotte hadn’t 
            cared to meet — until that August.
         

         
         Charlotte was supposed to have spent the entire month of August in Bruges, a quaint little port town in Belgium. There, amid
            crumbling buildings and murky canals, she would perfect her sewing in an exclusive embroidery class taught by Belgian nuns.
            But after just four days of pinpricked fingers and a nine o’clock curfew, Charlotte couldn’t take it anymore. She called her
            dad and — after a thirty-minute begathon — arranged her escape. She laughed every time she remembered the nuns rushing outside
            as Daddy’s Augusta 109 luxury helicopter descended upon the roof of a neighboring brewery. The whirring blades whipped the
            pristine garden into a frenzy — uprooted their precious petunias, exploded their prim white roses. As Charlotte ran toward
            the aircraft, the blizzard of petals whirled like confetti, toasting her newfound freedom. The nuns stood by and watched in
            shock, clutching their habits and their hearts.
         

         
         As the Augusta lifted into the air, Charlotte sank into one of the supple leather chairs and sucked sweetly on a Bloody Mary.
            She was on her way to Northern California, Napa Valley to be exact, where her father was starring, directing, and producing
            the film adaptation of 
            Dead on the Vine, the Pulitzer Prize–winning Depression epic by the famous recluse author Benjamin Nugent. Everyone said it was “unadaptable.”
            Daddy was out to prove them wrong.
         

         
         When she arrived, her father took her on a brief tour of the vineyard, kissed her on the forehead, and told her to “stay in
            trouble.” After dabbing the kiss off her forehead with a Bioré wipe, Charlotte took a moment to look around. The vineyard
            surrounded a beautiful ranch house with a wraparound porch and a hammock. She instantly declared the hammock her spot, perching
            inside like a dainty spider in her web. (No wonder the cute production assistants hovered around like gnats.) Hundreds of
            scenery actors, called extras, dotted the hills like cattle. They were there to mime the harvest. While the extras practiced
            looking starved and dejected, prop guys went around with clusters of phony grapes, hanging them from the vines. Charlotte
            let her hand drop from the edge of the hammock to the Spanish tile floor. If only it really was 1931. How 
            romantic would that be? Sure, a lot of people were poor — but not movie stars. People always went to the movies, no matter how hard
            things got. Charlotte nestled into her web and sighed. The Beverwils would have been just fine.
         

         
         “Yo.”

         
         Charlotte fluttered her green eyes open and frowned, annoyed. Who said “yo” in 1931?

         
         “Would you, um . . . like an ice-blended cappuccino?” A dark-haired guy around her age extended a trayful of Dixie cup–sized
            beverages and cleared his throat. She frowned again. As far as historical accuracy, “ice-blended” was almost as bad as “yo.”
         

         
         “Thanks.” Charlotte nodded, accepting the offer. Historical accuracy be damned. She loved ice-blendeds even more than she
            loved the Depression. She took a long sip and — maybe it was the caffeine — it instantly hit her.
         

         
         Cappuccino Boy was remarkably handsome.

         
         “I’m Charlotte.” She extended her tiny hand.

         
         “I know.” Cappuccino Boy grinned, slapping her hand high-five style. “We go to the same school?”

         
         “What?” Charlotte squinted into the sun. “Oh my god, 
            Jake Farrish?”
         

         
         He smiled — and why wouldn’t he? 
            Charlotte Beverwil knew his name.
         

         
         “Yo,” he said again.

         
         “You look . . . ,” she began, struggling to sit up. But her hand slipped through the netting and hit the floor. Charlotte
            started to slide. She was not a natural klutz, but she knew when to pretend otherwise. As the hammock threatened to flip,
            she let out a little gasp. Jake put down his tray and rushed to assist her.
         

         
         Just as she knew he would.

         
         “There.” He righted the hammock and held Charlotte’s hand as she stepped to the floor. She leaned into him in an effort to
            steady herself. As she looked up into his dark chocolate eyes, her heart surged toward her throat.
         

         
         “You look . . . ,” she began again.

         
         Jake shrugged, endlessly proud of himself. “I kinda grew this summer.”

         
         But it wasn’t only that. His face, which used to look like a bad case of diaper rash, was perfect — smooth and luminous and
            slightly flushed at the cheeks. And his 
            hair. Last year, he went around with a shamelessly long and ratty ponytail. But now his brownish-black locks were cut short and
            cutely mussed. No doubt about it. Jake Farrish had gone from metal head to 
            drop dead. As in 
            gorgeous.
         

         
         “What are you doing here?” she asked, fingering the delicate chain around her neck.

         
         “I’m helping my dad. He’s in craft service.”

         
         “Oh?” Craft service is basically catering for the movie industry, which meant Jake’s dad spent his days preparing mass quantities
            of coffee, BBQ chicken breasts, and pinwheel veggie platters. “What do you do there?”
         

         
         “Slave to the blender, baby,” he smirked. “Iced mochas, iced cappuccinos, iced nonfat sugar-free vanilla cappa-schnappa-rhinos.
            . . .”
         

         
         “Margaritas?” she asked.

         
         Jake grinned. “Those too.”

         
         So Charlotte followed him to the opposite end of the set, where the craft service truck was parked. She sat on the edge of
            the tailgate, kicking her feet like a five-year-old while Jake crushed ice by the sandwich bar. When it comes down to it,
            movie sets operate under the same hierarchy as the 
            Titanic: first class, second class, craft service. Charlotte flushed with excitement. This meant she was like Kate Winslet’s character,
            Rose, and Jake was like Leonardo’s Jack! 
            Plus romantique et tu meurs!
         

         
         Charlotte hardly left that tailgate for three weeks. And then, after the last night of shooting, she and Jake took a long
            walk through the vineyard. It was one in the morning, and the moon was bright and full. The grapevines were bathed in a silvery
            light and the churned soil was warm beneath their feet. And she could smell it: the grapes, the soil. She could even smell
            the moon.
         

         
         “Charlotte . . . ,” Jake said. He plucked a leaf from a vine. Even in the dark, it was green.

         
         “Yes?” Charlotte breathed.

         
         He stepped toward her. The wind moved a piece of her hair across the bridge of her nose. She stared at the ground. If she
            could pretend to be a klutz, then she could also pretend to be shy.
         

         
         Jake reached for her hand. The sound of crickets filled the dark, their chirps evenly measured, as if to mark the seconds
            of a countdown.
         

         
         “Here,” he said, handing her the leaf. He looked her in her eyes. “This is for you.”

         
         
            And then that was it.
         

         
         But Charlotte made a vow: it wouldn’t be for long.

         
         Charlotte heard Jake’s car door click, swing open, and close. As she would not allow herself to look directly (way too obvious),
            she closed her eyes. Maybe she could trick her brain into thinking she was blind and develop supersonic hearing. Then she
            could just 
            listen to his hotness.
         

         
         “Charlotte,” he beckoned. She opened her pool green eyes at the sound of his voice, fluttering all five million of her ink-black
            lashes.
         

         
         Too bad she was wearing sunglasses.

         
         “Hey,” Charlotte replied (like she’d only just noticed him). Jake walked toward her, a silhouette haloed by sun. 
            A perfect eclipse, she thought, proud of her analogy. Plus, it reminded her — she could really use some gum.
         

         
         
            “Qu’est ce qui se passe?” she asked, crushing a tiny white square between a flawless row of pearly teeth.
         

         
         “No, I . . . no spare change,” he apologized, pretending to search his pockets. “Sorry.”

         
         Charlotte laughed. “
            Qu’est ce qui se passe means ‘what’s up.’”
         

         
         “
            Sure it does.” He raised an eyebrow. Then folded his arms like Mr. Clean. Charlotte smiled. 
            Just the man to take on Miss Dirty.
         

         
         “Jake!” Anna Santochi shrieked, emerging from the nearby locker jungle. “Omigod! Your 
            hair!” But Jake barely lifted his hand to wave in response. He was too busy staring at Charlotte, who stood there, shaking her
            gum like a maraca.
         

         
         “Wanna piece?” she asked, once Anna turned and headed for the drinking fountain.

         
         “Okay,” he replied. Charlotte decided she liked nothing more than to watch Jake chew. He had three small beauty marks along
            his jaw and one above his eyebrow. She connected them like stars in a constellation, navigating his face like a sailor in
            search of direction. Jake looked at her and smiled, disappearing a single star into the crease at his mouth. Charlotte sighed,
            resigning herself. She was hopelessly adrift. She was doomed at sea.
         

         
         “You know” — Jake pointed to his mouth — “this stuff has saccharine in it. Causes cancer in rats.”

         
         “Do I look like a rat to you?” Charlotte smirked.

         
         “That 
            would explain the impulse to leap on your car and scream like a girl,” he remarked.
         

         
         “Whattup, gorgeous!” Someone called in greeting. Probably Jason. Or Luke. Or . . . who cared? Whoever it was, Charlotte ignored
            him.
         

         
         “Maybe we should quit gum chewing and take up smoking,” she suggested, her eyes fixed on Jake.

         
         “Excellent plan.”

         
         Charlotte cupped her manicured hand to her mouth. (Anything can be feminine — even acts of expectoration.) When she was done,
            the gum sat in the shell of her palm like a pearl in an oyster. After a moment’s hesitation, she leaned over, sticking the
            minty wad firmly to Jake’s skinny-yet-toned arm.
         

         
         “What” — he looked at his arm — “was that?”

         
         “I’m putting you on the patch,” she explained solemnly. “For your saccharine addiction.”

         
         “Awesome,” Jake responded with an amused grin. “I’m such a badass.”

         
         Charlotte looked down, feeling proud. All around her, the Showroom rioted with noise: with first day 
            omigods and shutups and 
            noways and 
            youlookamazings and 
            haveyouseenyouknowwhos. Doors slammed, lockers rattled, hands slapped, girls shrieked, radios blared, hydraulics hissed, sub-woofers woofed, sidekicks
            chirped, trunks kuh-klunked, sneakers squeaked, book bags jostled, keys jingled, engines rumbled, brakes squealed, and someone,
            somewhere, bounced a basketball: 
            buh-boom, buh-boom, buh-boom, buh-boom . . . 
         

         
         But it couldn’t compete with Charlotte’s beating heart.

         
         Jake and Janie Farrish were “scholarship kids” — an anomaly at Winston. They were also “new kids” — another anomaly. For the
            most part, Winston recruited students in kindergarten and kept them all the way through twelfth grade. Which isn’t to say
            relationships began in kindergarten. Dr. Spencer, Bronwyn Spencer’s mother, had delivered fourteen of the sixty students in
            the sophomore class 
            alone. At one time their mothers had sat in her waiting room, probably even next to one another — perusing the same 
            Peoples, sipping the same Evian, fingering the leaves of the same potted ficus. “Why shouldn’t our children attend the same school?”
            they were fond of saying. “They were clusters of 
            cells together!”
         

         
         Some cliques start at birth. Winston’s start at conception.

         
         Charlotte, however, was born in a hospital outside Paris. Her mother had wanted the privacy; that’s how famous she was. She
            was “Georgina Malta” — you might remember her as that incredibly hot chick from that Chris Isaak video. Or was it that Meat
            Loaf video? It hardly mattered. When it came down to it, she was famous for being Georgina Malta-
            Beverwil.
         

         
         Wife to Academy Award–winning actor, producer, and director William (aka “Bud”) Beverwil.

         
         Triathlete Bud (aka “Bod”) Beverwil.

         
         Avid Art Collector Bud (aka “Bid”) Beverwil.

         
         Legendary Playboy Bud (aka “Bed”) Beverwil.

         
         Okay, so her dad was a Hollywood icon. That hardly counted for glamour, not in Charlotte’s book. For one: her hayseed parents
            were from 
            the Midwest, thereby denying her the Parisian lineage she rightfully deserved. For 
            two . . . well, there was no for two. For two you have to move past one.
         

         
         And she would never move past one.

         
         There was no way around it: Charlotte was a die-hard, hard-core, hard-hitting Francophile. She was Paris Bueller. She was
            Frenchenstein. Everything she touched went the way of 
            oui: her books (Colette, Voltaire), her drink (Orangina, Perrier), her music (Air, Phoenix, the pensive Eric Satie), her good
            habits (bicycling, 
            aventure amoureuse), her bad habits (cigarettes, 
            ennui).
         

         
         And then, of course, there was fashion.

         
         Charlotte liked to think of herself as the style child of Marie Antoinette and Jean-Luc Godard. Which is to say, she 
            adored cigarette pants and pencil skirts, skinny belts and pearls. 
            Lived for lace collars and tiny puffed sleeves, knotted silk scarves and ballerina flats. And, of course, she 
            absolutely worshipped Chanel.
         

         
         And how does this relate to Jake and Janie?

         
         When you’re this obsessed with France, even insults adhere to theme. Which is to say, Charlotte was responsible for Janie’s
            highly unfortunate Winston nickname. Not that she ever took the credit. She didn’t have to. Who else could have come up with
            it?
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