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It is one of the blessings of old friends that you can afford to be stupid with them. 

—Ralph Waldo Emerson 















[image: ]




THE LABOR DAY sun was scorching, and as Jane waited for the light to change, she could practically hear her dark hair frizzing. It had taken her longer than she’d expected to wrap the boxes, and racing along the few blocks between her house and Ga Ga Noodle, where she was meeting Natalya and Victoria, had made her sweaty. In Los Angeles, where she’d spent the past month with her dad, it was too dry to sweat. Still bleary-eyed from her overnight flight, she was surprised to be surrounded by plane trees wilting in the late morning sun instead of palm trees swaying in an arid breeze; to see the brick buildings of Greenwich Village instead of pink stucco Spanish-style villas. 

Crossing Sixth Avenue, Jane looked down the block to her right. She couldn’t see One Room, the school where she, Victoria, and Natalya had gone since they were five, but she could picture it in her mind’s eye—the bright blue lobby, the walls of the main stairs covered in paintings and poems written by the littlest students. As memories of One Room flew through her head, her stomach turned over. And it wasn’t just because tomorrow was the first day of school. Tomorrow was the first day of high school. That would be stomach-tightening enough if One Room had a high school. Which it didn’t. 

One Room only went through eighth grade. 

Squeezing the bag of gifts to her side, she finished crossing the street and pushed tomorrow out of her mind. Through the plate-glass window of Ga Ga Noodle she could see Natalya and Victoria already sitting at their regular table. Just the sight of them comforted her, and she waved madly in the hopes of catching their attention. They saw her and waved back, grinning at her through the window. She hurried across the last squares of sidewalk and pushed at the heavy glass door. 

Inside, the room was hushed and freezing. As usual, almost every table was empty. When the restaurant had first opened, the girls had worried it had so little business that it might have to close, but then they’d realized that two delivery guys were constantly running in and out with people’s orders. 

“I am sooo sorry I’m late.” Jane practically leaped across the room as Victoria and Natalya screamed and jumped up to greet her. “I can’t believe it’s been a whole month!” she said as they hugged. 

“Just to fill you in, we’ve decided you can’t visit your father anymore,” Natalya informed Jane, slipping back into her seat and tucking her straight brown hair behind her ears. She’d spent the past year growing out her bangs, and now it was finally possible to see her extraordinary, dark brown, almond-shaped eyes. “Unless it’s just for a long weekend.” 

“Oh, and we agreed that Natalya can’t go to Russian camp again,” Victoria added, sitting down and dropping her napkin onto her lap. “She already knows enough about Russian culture.” 

“Da.” Natalya nodded. 

Victoria shook her blond head. “It has been so boring here without you guys. I’m amazed I survived.” Even in a pair of faded jean shorts and an ancient Harvard T-shirt of her mother’s, Victoria was strikingly beautiful. 

“Boring?!” Jane repeated doubtfully, pulling her bright green tank top away from where it was stuck to her stomach with sweat. “Your dad is like, a rock star. He was on the front page of the LA Times.” 

Victoria sighed and put her elbows on the table, her chin in her hands. “It is so weird. Yesterday my dad was at a fund-raiser in the Hamptons with the president!” 

Jane and Natalya stared slack-jawed at their friend. Ever since they’d been little, Victoria’s father had run a nonprofit, working to provide national health insurance. A little over a year ago he’d gotten so aggravated by the state of the nation’s health care system that he’d announced he was going to run for Senate, to go to DC and change things. The whole thing had been…well, not a joke, exactly, but almost. Only the joke was on Victoria’s dad. Because in May, the front-runner, a hugely popular Democratic congressman from Long Island, dropped out of the race when it was discovered he’d been having an affair with his au pair. 

And suddenly Andrew Harrison, Independent, became the Democrat’s only chance of holding on to a Senate seat they’d never thought was in play. 

“The president,” Natalya breathed. “That is the coolest.” 

Victoria continued, shaking her head in amazement at her own life. “Saturday I went with my parents to this county fair and some girl asked for my autograph.” 

“I am sooo jealous,” said Jane. 

Victoria shook her head. “No, you’re not. It’s really weird. What if it’s like that at school?” Tomorrow Victoria would be starting at The Morningside School, a magnet high school just a few blocks from her Upper West Side apartment. 

At the mention of school, the girls looked at each other. “I’m freaking out,” Victoria announced. 

“We need a plan,” said Natalya. 

“Different high schools,” Victoria reminded them. “Different high schools! We are going to be freshman at different high schools tomorrow.” 

“Vicks, we know,” said Jane. In April she’d received a letter telling her she’d won a spot at The Academy for the Performing Arts, New York City’s most competitive performing arts school. 

“I mean, what were they thinking?” Victoria demanded, banging her fist on the table in indignation. “Why would they create a school that only goes through eighth grade? It should be illegal.” 

Tom, the ancient waiter who had been serving them ever since the beginning of eighth grade, which was when One Room students were allowed to go out for lunch, came over to their table. “Hello. How are you girls?” He nodded and smiled. 

“We’re okay,” said Natalya. 

“The usual?” he asked. 

“Oh my god, you remember us!” Victoria was amazed. 

“Vicks, we came here like, every day from September to June,” Jane reminded her. “Of course he remembers us. And yes, thank you, Tom, we’ll have the usual.” 

Jane, Victoria, and Natalya had been drinking virgin piña coladas ever since Jane’s ninth birthday, when their waiter at a bistro in Nolita had asked if the “pretty little girls” didn’t want Shirley Temples. “We are not little girls,” an irate Jane had informed the condescending waiter. That was when Jane’s grandmother, Nana, had stepped in. “Maybe you would enjoy a virgin piña colada, darling.” With its glamorous-sounding name, the drink suggestion had mollified Jane. 

Now, as Tom stepped away from their table, smiling, Natalya giggled. “Do you remember when we found out what virgin means?” 

“I don’t know what I thought it was before.” Victoria squinted at the effort of trying to remember. “I think I just thought it was an adjective. Virgin. Like…” 

“Decaf?” offered Natalya, laughing. 

“Exactly,” said Victoria. 

Jane sighed. “I miss Nana.” 

Nana had always picked the girls up from school on Tuesdays, which was the day Jane’s mother worked late. She’d taken them to art galleries in Chelsea and used-clothing stores in Williams-burg. They’d explored the neighborhood along the Gowanus Canal and seen old movies at the Film Forum. 

“Mom,” Jane’s mother used to ask, “why don’t you take them to a playground or something?” 

Nana would shrug. “New York City is a playground.” 

Nana had lived all over the world—Zimbabwe, Paris, São Paolo (her third husband had worked for the State Department). Nana had climbed Mount Kilimanjaro. She knew how to do a dance called The Hustle, and she had been to Woodstock. She had ridden a camel in Morocco and an elephant in Jaipur, India. 

Nana had had what she called a real life. She said every woman should have a real life. 

Most people talked to Natalya, Jane, and Victoria like the children they were, but Nana talked to them like the grown-ups they would someday be. 

And now she was gone. In July, the day after Nana had taken them out for Jane’s fourteenth birthday, she had suffered a major stroke. An ambulance had brought her to the hospital, but she’d died that night without ever regaining consciousness. 

“I miss her, too,” said Natalya. 

“Me three,” agreed Victoria. “Nobody’s going to call us darling anymore.” 

The girls sat in silence until the waiter placed their frothy drinks on the table. The piña coladas came straight out of a can, and the single cherries sank into the pale, creamy liquid, but they were still the girls’ drink of choice. 

Jane snapped out of her trance. “Wait!” She put her hand into her bag and pulled out three small boxes, wrapped in white and tied with blue ribbons. 

Victoria looked at Jane, amazed. “Are these for us?” 

“What are they?” asked Natalya. “How come there are three of them?” 

“You’ll see.” Jane handed Victoria and Natalya each a box, then took one for herself. “Open.” 

Natalya and Jane slid the ribbons off their boxes, but Victoria untied hers carefully. Her friends waited until she got the ribbon off. Then they all opened them at the same time, and Natalya and Victoria gasped. 

“Oh my god!” said Victoria. 

“What is this?” asked Natalya. “It’s beautiful.” Lying in the center of a small cotton square was a single pearl on a thin silver chain. Natalya took hers out to admire it. “Jane, where did you get these?” 

Jane’s smile was sad. “Remember Nana’s necklace?” 

Victoria and Natalya nodded. Of course they remembered Nana’s necklace, with its six strands of pearls, its clasp a huge, shimmery opal surrounded by sapphires. Whenever Jane’s mother had come home and seen that Nana was wearing the necklace with her jeans and sneakers, she would roll her eyes. “For heaven’s sake, Mom, you shouldn’t wear that thing while you’re traipsing all over Manhattan. One of these days it’s going to get lost or stolen, and you’ll never see it again!” 

“I’d rather lose something I’ve worn every day than keep something I never get to enjoy,” Nana would answer. Then she’d wink at the girls. “Remember, darlings, everything can be replaced except people.” 

Sliding the thin silver chain along the back of her hand, Jane explained about the necklaces. “Well, my mom brought it to a jeweler to get it appraised, and he said she should have it restrung. So before she did, she asked me if I wanted the jeweler to remove one of the pearls and have it made into a necklace because Nana always wanted the whole necklace to be mine someday, but my mom didn’t think I should have it until I’m older. She said this would be like a deposit on the whole necklace. So I asked her if she would do three necklaces, and she said technically the necklace is mine, so if I wanted her to do that, she would!” 

“Your mom is amazing,” Victoria breathed. 

“Sometimes,” Jane admitted. She opened the plain metal clasp and draped her necklace around her neck. 

“It’s beautiful.” Victoria had already put her necklace on, and she pulled it away from her body to admire it. “Thank you, Jane.” 

“It’s incredible,” said Natalya, studying the simple pearl with its tiny hat of silver. 

Victoria’s eyes were suddenly damp as she looked around the table at her friends. “First Nana, now this. What if being at different schools changes everything?” 

“What are you talking about?” asked Jane. Tom stepped toward the table to take their order, but Jane asked him for another minute. 

Victoria shrugged. “I don’t know.” She toyed with the paper of her straw, not looking at her friends. “You guys are so much better than me at meeting people. You’ll probably have all these new friends.…” 

“WHAT?” Jane glared at Victoria. 

Natalya held up her hand to calm Jane down. “Vicks, you can’t mean that. We’re best friends. We’re always going to be best friends. Going to different high schools isn’t going to change that.” 

“Seriously,” Jane said. “Look—” She whipped out her Sidekick. “I’m putting it down in my calendar right now. Tomorrow right after school…” 

“What?” challenged Victoria. “We’ll meet here for a late lunch? My parents aren’t going to let me go from school to here and all the way back uptown.” In the air in front of her, she traced the route she would have to take to meet her friends at Ga Ga Noodle and then go home again. 

“Well…” Natalya began. But she couldn’t come up with a plausible scenario in which they would be able to meet after school. The Gainsford Academy, an exclusive girls’ school to which she’d received a full scholarship, was on the Upper East Side, and the trip back to Brighton Beach, Brooklyn, where she lived, would be a long one. Her parents were definitely going to want her to come right home at the end of the day. 

“See?” Victoria said into Natalya’s silence. “I’m scared.” 

Jane frowned, considering Victoria’s despair. “We need Nana.” 

Victoria sighed. 

“Guys,” Natalya said. She was holding her pearl out away from her neck and studying it. “We know what Nana would say.” She looked at her friends. For a second, their faces were puzzled, and then they both realized exactly what she meant. 

Knowing they had understood, Jane lifted her glass. Natalya raised hers to meet Jane’s. Hesitantly, Victoria did the same. 

Glasses touching, they recited together the toast Nana had made every year on Jane’s birthday. “May you always do what you’re afraid of doing,” 

“Here’s to us, darlings,” said Natalya, her eyes shining. 

“To us making Nana proud,” Jane said, and her eyes were misty, too. “By doing all sorts of things we’re afraid to do.” 

“Including going to high school,” added Victoria. 

Each wondering what tomorrow would bring, they clinked glasses, then sipped their watery but delicious piña coladas, the pearly liquid almost the exact same color as their new necklaces. 











[image: ]




NATALYA WAS PRETTY sure she was the only freshman at The Gainsford Academy who’d started her day getting spit on by her mother. 

Spitting on someone for good luck was a tradition her parents had brought from Russia, where they’d lived before Natalya was born. The good thing was that over the two decades they’d lived in Brooklyn, her parents had eased up on the spitting a little. Natalya had a distinct memory of truly getting spit on when she’d started first grade, but now that she was heading off to high school, her mom just went tu-tu-tu, and no actual saliva emerged from her mouth. (Her dad had left for his job as a driver early that morning, so last night they’d played a game of speed chess together, and he’d done the fake-spitting thing before she’d gone to bed. Later, her brother, Alex, who was ten and still asleep now, had spit on his hand and tried to rub it on her, but she could still tackle him—just—and so his spit had ended up on his own cheek.) 

“Look at you!” her mom exclaimed after she’d made the spitting noise. “You’re a Gainsford girl!” 

Natalya rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t completely hide her smile. In her crisp, white, button-down shirt and short plaid skirt, she felt special, like she was part of something somehow larger than herself. Right now, every single Gainsford girl was (or would soon be) getting dressed in the same combination she was wearing. The only thing she’d had to choose was whether or not to wear socks with her shoes, and she’d gone with not. 

Natalya’s mother mimicked Natalya’s eye roll, adding, “Oh, Mama, you’re such a drag.” 

Natalya laughed at her mother’s accented slang, then reached out and hugged her, taking in the sweet smell of her moisturizer and shampoo. The familiar combination plus the hug made it impossible for Natalya not to whisper into her mother’s shoulder the secret fear that had kept her up much of the night. “What if everyone’s smarter than I am?” 

Her mom squeezed her back so tightly she made Natalya gasp. “You are every bit as smart as those girls.” Her voice was fierce, and when she pulled away, Natalya thought for a second that she saw tears in her eyes. 

“Mom?” 

Her mother shook her head and sighed, waving away either her own emotion or Natalya’s concern. “You’re going so far away.” 

“It’s just the Upper East Side.” Natalya laughed a little: it wasn’t like she was going away to college or anything. 

“Well…” Her mom paused, then tapped her daughter lightly on the nose. “Just don’t be surprised if it’s further than you think.” 

Natalya was about to ask what she meant, but right then the cuckoo clock in the kitchen chimed the half hour. 

“Oh, I’ve gotta go!” Natalya grabbed her backpack, momentarily panicking. “Bye, Mama. Love you!” 

As she sped out the front door, Natalya’s mom called, “Tu, tu, tu, I spit on you.” And even though, objectively, the idea was gross, Natalya couldn’t help laughing. 

Her trip was a long one, and Natalya had plenty of opportunity for people-watching, which she loved. First were the Brighton Beach commuters: women with bright pink lipstick and enormous hair, men reading their Russian-language papers. Then came the Park Slope crowd: women in plain, pale, summer separates, parents holding hands with little kids carrying enormous backpacks. Almost everyone wearing a suit stepped off the crowded car at Wall Street, and Natalya studied the remaining passengers, wondering where they were headed. When she transferred to the 6, she thought she saw a Gainsford uniform, but it turned out to just be a girl in a similar skirt and a white shirt. She looked down at her new black Keds with the white piping and wondered if she’d been right to go without socks. 

Stepping off the train at Seventy-seventh Street, Natalya felt the coming heat of the day lurking behind the early morning cool. The butterflies in her stomach had evolved into pterodactyls, and she grabbed her phone and sent Jane a text. Now I m freaking out. A minute later, her phone buzzed a reply. u have 2 do what ur scared 2 do, darling. Well, she was definitely scared to go to school. And it wasn’t as if she could just not go. Natalya smiled at the double meaning in Jane’s text. 

As she approached the stately limestone mansion that housed The Gainsford Academy (formerly The Gainsford Academy for Young Women), Natalya was relieved to see that almost none of the other girls were wearing socks. Her first call, and she’d gotten it right! Once again she felt like part of a team—Team Gainsford. 

Still, even if they were all part of the same team, as she climbed the steps, Natalya felt hyperconscious of being the newest member. Every girl she walked by seemed to be hugging at least one person, and often as many as two or three. Gainsford started in preschool, so most of the other freshman had been here since they were three years old. When Natalya had gotten the news that she was the only student from One Room who’d been accepted to Gainsford, she’d been so proud. Now she wouldn’t have minded seeing a familiar face. 

Pulling her backpack close to her side, she pushed open one of the heavy wooden doors and entered the lobby. Crossing the threshold brought all of Natalya’s excitement rushing back. From the second she’d walked into the building for her interview last January, she’d dreamed of this moment. Gainsford was the most elegant, beautiful building she’d ever been in—a holy space dedicated to higher learning. The walls of the entryway were dark wood paneling; the ceilings, which seemed to hover hundreds of feet above the marble floor, were decorated with intricate plasterwork. Natalya felt her new shoes sink slightly into the thick Persian rug as she made her way to the office. 

The main office at her old school had felt almost like an extension of the classrooms—there was always a huge pile of kids’ backpacks and instruments in the corners, and the walls were covered in student artwork. The Gainsford office was nothing like that. There were real oil paintings in heavy frames, with lamps focused on them, and the desks were huge and old-looking and made of dark, shiny wood. At One Room, the assistants who worked in the office usually wore jeans and T-shirts. But here, the older woman who sat behind her fancy desk was wearing a suit, and she looked serious. 

“Hi, I’m Natalya. I got a letter saying I should come to the office before my first class.” 

The woman smiled and shook Natalya’s hand. “Hello, Natalya. I’m Mrs. Bradley. I’ll get your schedule.” Her voice was crisp, and there was something a little scary about her professional smile and handshake. Nervously, Natalya touched the small pearl at her throat, feeling better as she thought of Jane and Victoria wearing their necklaces in their distant corners of Manhattan. 

Natalya’s first-period class was Intro to Greek. Ever since she’d told her dad that Intro to Greek was a mandatory class for freshman, he’d been going around saying, “It’s all Greek to me.” As she slipped into an empty desk and looked around the room of unfamiliar faces, Natalya wouldn’t have minded even a corny joke from her dad right about now. 

Mr. Schweitzer barreled into the room, coffee dripping onto his hand from a paper cup as his bag swung wildly on the crook of his elbow. “Hello, hello!” he barked. “Let’s see who’s here and who’s not.” 

As the girls in the room studied their teacher, Natalya took the opportunity to study them. For the first time she saw the downside of uniforms: it was pretty much impossible to figure people out when they were all dressed identically. Were these girls jocks? Nerds? Even stuff like shoes and jewelry didn’t provide clues—Natalya was wearing Keds because she couldn’t wear flip-flops (no open-toed shoes). Was that why the girl next to her was wearing simple black ballet flats? Or did she really love black ballet flats? 

Mr. Schweitzer clearly saw taking attendance as a total waste of time, and called the roll way too fast for Natalya to catch most of her classmates’ names. Then he dimmed the lights and flashed a map on the whiteboard at the front of the room. 

“Welcome,” he announced, pausing dramatically and shining a red light at a spot on the map, “to ancient Troy!” 

Natalya leaned forward slightly in her seat. In third grade, her class had spent almost the whole year studying Greek mythology. Was that why she’d always thought of Troy as a mythological place, like Atlantis or Narnia? Had her third-grade teacher even told them Troy was real? 

Out of the darkness behind her, a disembodied voice called, “My family went to Troy last summer. We chartered a boat and went to a bunch of Greek islands.” 

Natalya whipped her head around, but before she could identify the speaker, a girl across the room announced, “We did that for my parents’ twentieth wedding anniversary. It was a total bummer. They have this really cheesy fake Trojan horse.” In the dim light, Natalya could just discern the outline of a small girl wearing glasses. 

“I thought it was cool,” the girl sitting next to the girl with the glasses corrected. “All that history. You could totally feel it.” 

In less time than it took Natalya to remember her trips on a plane—two, both to Florida—half the students had shared their opinions on Troy. Then someone said she’d liked seeing the sphinx and the pyramids more than Troy. By the time they’d compared Cairo to Istanbul, Istanbul to Jerusalem, and Jerusalem to Beijing, Natalya was positive she was the only girl who hadn’t uttered a word. 

Natalya wanted to say something. She always participated in class discussions. But it wasn’t like Mr. Schweitzer was asking questions about something they’d studied for homework. 

When the bell rang, she realized she hadn’t spoken a word except to say thank you when Mr. Schweitzer handed her a textbook. 

The hallways were packed with girls, all of whom seemed to have about a thousand friends. Natalya tried not to feel weird for having no one to walk with, and focused instead on finding her next class. She was sure English would be an improvement over Greek. After all, it wasn’t like people had to go on vacation to exotic locations to speak English. People spoke plenty of English right there in New York City. 

Instead of having individual desks, her English classroom had an enormous round wooden table. Ms. MacFadden, who didn’t look much older than her students, took attendance more slowly than Mr. Schweitzer, and Natalya was able to get most of her classmates’ names—she’d never met a girl named Jordan or Parker; the Parker in her class at One Room had been a boy—before Ms. MacFadden tucked away the list and said, “I’m going to hand out Othello today, so—” 

Before she could finish, a beautiful, dark-haired girl named Katrina, who was sitting two seats away from Natalya, said, “I totally saw that in the Park this summer.” 

“Oh, did you?” asked Ms. MacFadden eagerly. “What’d you think of the production?” 

Katrina stretched her lightly tanned arms lazily out in front of her. A slim silver bracelet slid from her wrist almost to her elbow. “It was okay. Morgan’s mom’s on the board, so we had really good seats.” At the word Morgan, Katrina gestured slightly at the girl sitting between her and Natalya. Morgan had been digging around in an enormous leather bag, but at the sound of her name, she looked up. Her blue eyes sparkled between thick lashes straight out of a Maybelline commercial. 

Across the table, a girl named Amy leaned forward eagerly. “I saw you guys there. After. At the cocktail party.” Amy turned to Ms. MacFadden. “There’s a patron’s cocktail party opening night. I was there.” 

Neither Katrina nor Morgan acknowledged Amy’s comment or said anything to Amy about having seen her at the party. It was as though she hadn’t even spoken. 

“That must have been just wonderful,” said Ms. MacFadden, and Natalya could tell their teacher was impressed that three of her students had gone to a show and then had drinks with the actors. Ms. MacFadden smiled at Morgan, who gave the tiniest shrug in response, as if having cocktails with famous actors was so not a big deal that she couldn’t see why Ms. MacFadden even cared. 

“Well…” began Ms. MacFadden. “I guess it’s time to hand out the play.” She stood up and walked to the bookcase at the back of the room, then returned to the table. 

Morgan pushed her bag to the floor between her chair and Natalya’s, and Natalya checked the label, betting that it would say Coach or Marc Jacobs, which were the bags all the richest girls at One Room had. 

But the label read Juniper Bush in blocky print letters. 

The words meant nothing to her. As Ms. MacFadden handed each girl a copy of the play, Natalya found herself thinking of her dad again. 

So far, it was all Greek to her, too. 
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IN HER HOT pink sundress and green sandals, Jane had been sure she’d stand out at The Academy for the Performing Arts, but apparently everyone else in the freshman class had also dressed to be noticed. Even the bright red toenail polish she’d gotten at her mother-daughter pedicure on Friday wasn’t particularly eye-catching. She practically needed sunglasses just to look around her math class, where boys in shrieking-neon jams were sitting next to girls in bright floral patterns who sported shimmery necklaces and bangles that clanked together every time they raised their hands. As much as she would have liked to be unique, Jane got a contact high from the palpable energy in the hallways and classrooms, the sense that people in the building were channeling their artistic energy into their clothes until next week, when auditions for the school’s dozens of productions would start. 

After class, as Jane shoved her new math textbook into her bag, she felt a hand touch her lightly on the shoulder. “I love your dress.” 

Jane looked up. Sitting at the desk next to hers, a girl in canary yellow baggy overalls was staring at Jane. 

“Thanks,” said Jane. 

As the girl nodded eagerly, her enormous glasses slid slightly down her nose. “It’s so pretty. I love pink.” She pushed her glasses more firmly against her face. “It’s kind of the perfect color, don’t you think? And it looks so good on you.” 

“Thanks,” Jane repeated. It wasn’t that getting a compliment was bad, but the girl’s enthusiasm felt a little over the top. Jane stood up and slung her already heavy bag over her shoulder. 

“I’m Laurie,” said the girl, standing up also. “Isn’t this so exciting?” She looked around the emptying room and shivered with pleasure. “I totally can’t believe it. When I got my acceptance letter, I was like”—and she sang—“Oh my god!” Turning back to Jane, she explained in a normal voice, “I’m a singer. I mean, I’ve always sung with a chorus, but I never thought I’d be accepted here.” She giggled excitedly. “Do you sing?” 

Jane shook her head. “I’m an actress.” 

“Oh my god, that is so amazing!” Laurie literally jumped up and down twice, following Jane out the door of the classroom and into the crowded hallway. “What did you audition with? I was like, freaking out about my audition. After it was over I went home and cried. Do you want to have lunch together?” 

Listening to Laurie talk was like drinking a third orange soda. Jane’s teeth hurt. 

“Actually, I was going to find out about this improv group I saw a sign for.” Jane hadn’t exactly planned to look into the improv group her first day, but she figured she might as well. She had time now, and she didn’t think she could sit through an entire lunch with Laurie. 

Laurie’s eyes grew huge. “Oh. Wow. That is really cool. Only, can I tell you one thing?” She made her voice so low, Jane could barely hear what she said next. “Just so you know, this guy Mark told me that group totally sucks.” 

It took Jane a second to piece together what Laurie had whispered, but once the sentence registered, she was curious. “How does Mark know?” She stopped walking, and Laurie stopped too. 

Laurie shook her head, her eyes still wide with amazement. Or maybe it was just the glasses. “I don’t know, actually. But he’s in my history class, and this morning we walked by one of those posters they have up, and he told me they’re”—she paused to indicate she was quoting Mark—“‘totally talentless.’” 

Totally talentless. Could people at the Academy be totally talentless? Wasn’t the whole point of the school that no one was totally talentless? 

Who, exactly, was this Mark person? 

Jane looked around: they were just a few steps from the open doors of the enormous, slightly run-down cafeteria. 

Laurie glanced toward the doors and shuddered. “It’s kind of freakazoid not to know anyone.” 

Jane looked across the room. Somewhere in the crowd she was facing were the people she’d have to beat out for lead roles, boys she’d be playing opposite for four years’ worth of plays, girls who would be her fellow cast members and understudies. Without being conscious of doing it, she toyed with the slim chain of her necklace. 

Did this Mark, another freshman, really already know about the Academy’s talent pool? Jane was intrigued. 

“Let’s find Mark,” she said. 

Laurie’s eyes opened even wider. “Oh my god. I mean, I think—he seemed like he knew a bunch of people already. He’s probably sitting with them.” 

Jane nodded. Laurie’s words were all the more reason to find him. 

They’d barely made it halfway around the chaotic lunchroom when Laurie spotted Mark. He was sitting with two other guys, neither of whom Jane recognized from her classes. After pointing him out, Laurie hesitated to approach the table, but Jane made her way right over to it. Do what you’re afraid to do. 

“Mind if we join you?” she asked. 

Laurie materialized at her shoulder. “Hey, Mark.” She waved. 

“Oh, hey,” said one of the guys. His black hair was gathered in a low ponytail, and he wore a T-shirt that said mean people suck. One of the boys sitting opposite him also had long hair, and the other had a mop of curls that hid his face except for his nose. 

Jane pulled out a chair across from Mark. “I’m Jane.” She liked the way he looked—scruffy but not too scruffy. 

“Hey,” the guys said. 

Laurie sat down but didn’t introduce herself. 

“We want the scoop,” Jane announced, looking at Mark. The words were uttered almost as a challenge. 

Mark stared at her for a moment, then grinned a slow, knowing grin. “Oh, you do, do you?” 

Jane met his stare, flirtatiously raising an eyebrow. “I do.” 

Looking around, Mark said, “All right, ladies, you’ve requested a tour of the significant players at The Academy for the Performing Arts. My name is Mark and I’ll be your guide.” 

The curly-headed guy stood up. “Much as I’d love to stay and enjoy the sights, I gotta find Moshinksy and drop Lighting,” he announced. 

“I thought we couldn’t drop classes until next week,” said the other guy. 

Curly shook his head. “Nah, he said if I find him today he’ll deal.” 

Other Guy stood up. “Wait, I’m going with you.” He waved at the table. “See you.” 

“Later,” said Mark. 

Mark was cute. Mark was funny. Mark hung out with guys who knew how to get special dispensation to drop classes. 

Jane had hit the mother lode. 

Still searching the room, Mark said, “Let’s see. What have I got, what have I got?” He stroked his chin, then nodded and gestured to his right. “Our resident model, Michael Thomas.” 

“Model?” Laurie gasped. She and Jane looked in the direction Mark was pointing. The African American boy they found themselves staring at was wearing a tight white T-shirt that showed off his well-defined pectoral muscles. His face was nice, but it was nowhere near as perfect as his body, and Jane wondered what he modeled. 

“Underwear,” Mark answered her unasked question. “When he’s not attending classes here at the Academy, Michael Thomas can be found wearing Calvin Klein underwear in a magazine near you.” 

“Wow.” Laurie’s voice was a near whisper. 

Jane pushed her hair away from her face and stared at Mark. “That’s what you’ve got for me? An underwear model?” 

“Hey, give me a break here. I’m doing my best.” Mark threw out his hands in a gesture of helplessness, then announced, “There! Julia Rappaport. She’s Meryl Streep’s cousin. By marriage.” He pointed directly behind Jane, but she didn’t bother to turn around. “What, you’re not even going to look?” 

Jane crossed her arms and cocked her head. She liked Mark’s smile. “When you point out Meryl Streep, I’ll look.” 

Mark rubbed his thumb over his lips as he searched the room. Suddenly he snapped his fingers. “Here’s something for you. Fran Sherman, four o’clock. Fran Sherman is the biggest star at the Academy. Last year she played Adelaide in Guys and Dolls and Nora in A Doll’s House.” 

Jane whipped her head around. A tall pale girl with long reddish hair stood at what would have been four o’clock from where Mark was sitting. 

“Hey, way to be subtle,” Mark chastised her. Jane looked over her shoulder at him and winked, then looked back at the girl, who waved to someone and made her way to the other side of the room. She was very thin, wearing a pair of slightly loose jeans that only made her look thinner. The girl wasn’t exactly beautiful, but there was something about her that made Jane think she would have noticed Fran Sherman even if Mark hadn’t pointed her out. Fran moved as if she were crossing a stage, not the cafeteria. When she waved to someone outside Jane’s line of vision, it was a dramatic wave, one that said hello not only to whomever Fran was waving at but to the room at large. 

Jane watched until Fran sat down. Then she turned back to Mark. 

Mark pointed a finger in Jane’s direction. “Someone’s got her eyes on the prize, doesn’t she?” 

Jane nodded. It was cool how he could see that about her. “Someone does.” 

Mark smiled a slow grin that took its time to spread across his face. “I respect that.” He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Here’s a little tidbit for you: Fran’s the only student who ever got a role in a main-stage production as a freshman.” 

“What’s a main-stage production?” Jane asked. 

Mark chuckled. “Wow, you don’t know anything, do you? Every year there are three main-stage productions—a fall drama, a spring musical, and a wild card.” 

“A wild card?” Laurie repeated. Jane had completely forgotten she was even there. 

“Dance recital, opera…You guys planning on being drama majors?” 

Laurie nibbled her lower lip. “I don’t know.” 

“I’m going to be a drama major,” Jane announced. She totally could not understand people like Laurie. How could you ever get anywhere by being intimidated? 

Mark looked at Jane, a long, penetrating stare. “I think I get you.” 

Jane couldn’t believe it. Lunch on her first day and she’d already met the cutest, coolest guy in the freshman class. She returned his stare with one of her own. 

Oh, you’ve got me, all right. 
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THE GOOD NEWS was nobody at Morningside said anything to her about her father’s running for senator even though at the newsstand across the street from her house, Victoria passed a Time magazine with his picture on the cover and the headline, “Could Andrew Harrison Be Health Care’s Only Hope?” 

It wasn’t like she was ashamed of her dad. She was proud of him. Really proud. But it was so weird how now that he was becoming famous, everyone Victoria met acted strangely—both starstruck and familiar. She’d told Jane and Natalya about the girl who’d asked for her autograph at the county fair, but she hadn’t told them the whole story, how the girl had called her Vicky, then immediately apologized. “I’m so sorry, my mom read on your dad’s Web site that you’re going to be a freshman too.” Her long brown hair fell to her butt and she was wearing a pink tube top and tight black pants. “I totally feel like I know you, you know? Like we could be friends. Oh my god, we should be friends. Are you on Facebook?” She clutched the piece of paper Victoria had signed to her chest as if it were something truly precious. 

Victoria didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know this girl. She didn’t feel like they were friends. And her dad’s scary new campaign manager had warned her not to have any activity on her Facebook page until after the election. Anything you do or say can and will be used against your father—even if to you it seems perfectly innocent. 

“Um, I don’t really check Facebook that much,” Victoria stammered, just as Ellen, whose job title was assistant or associate something, swept over and slipped her arm around Victoria’s waist. 

“I’m sorry, we need to go.” Ellen smiled smoothly at the girl. “Thank you so much for your support.” 

The girl, still clutching the paper with Victoria’s name scrawled across it, waved and called, “Bye, Vicky!” 

Victoria realized she had no idea what the girl’s name was. “Bye,” she called simply, and then she and Ellen turned around and were swallowed up by a crowd of Andrew Harrison’s supporters. 

What if that happened at school? What if the kids at Morningside asked for her autograph or called her Vicky or wanted to be friends with her just because her dad was running for Senate? 

And what if, as the campaign manager had warned, anything she did or said was used against her father? 

To Victoria’s relief, no one at Morningside seemed remotely interested in getting her autograph. Actually, her dad was the least of her problems. Victoria’s first- and second-period teachers asked not if she was Andrew Harrison’s daughter, but if she was Emily Harrison’s sister. Both times she said yes, and the teachers got special smiles on their faces. The smiles said, I’m so lucky. I know I have at least one outgoing, articulate, engaged student in my class this year. 

Victoria gave them her own special smile in return. Her smile said, No, you don’t. 

Emily was now a freshman at Princeton. Victoria, having followed her sister all through One Room, knew how bad the first month of class was going to be. When Nana had died, Jane’s mother had taught the girls about the five stages of dealing with death: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance. 

That trajectory perfectly described how teachers who had once taught Exemplary Emily Harrison responded to having Average Victoria in their class. 

Except for her teachers asking if Victoria was Emily’s sister, everyone else pretty much ignored her. Was it her imagination or did all the other freshmen already have a friend? People sat down strangers, something magical happened that Victoria could neither see nor hear, and they walked out of the class practically holding hands. 

Twice Victoria opened her mouth to talk to people, but then she shut it before saying anything. Every sentence she formulated in her mind sounded too stupid and obvious to utter. 

How’s it going? 

Oh, you’re in this class too? 

So, high school. Wow. 

She had just given up on anyone talking to her when Chloe, a redheaded girl who sat next to her in English, turned toward her after the bell rang and asked, “You want to get lunch at Rick’s, that place across the street?” Victoria was in such a state of shock that her “Okay, sure” sounded less desperately grateful (which she was) and more blasé (which she wasn’t). 

“Great,” said Chloe. She shoved The Catcher in the Rye into her bag and flipped it shut. “See you there.” 

It was as if Victoria had won the lottery. She sat in her chair for a minute, trying to make sense of her amazing luck. 

Her next and last class before lunch was History, where her teacher introduced himself by saying, “This is my first year at Morningside too, so we are all freshmen in a way.” 

Okay, she was definitely experiencing some kind of miracle: someone to eat lunch with and a teacher who hadn’t taught her sister. 

More relaxed than she’d been since lunch at Ga Ga Noodle yesterday, Victoria glanced around the room, checking out the kids as Mr. Mazetti called their names. Michael Bronner, Alissa Confessore, Sean Hamil. From what she’d seen so far, she’d picked a good first-day outfit. In her pale yellow T-shirt and cropped blue pants, she looked like most of the other girls. 

“Victoria Harrison?” 

She gave Mr. Mazetti a smile and raised her hand slightly. 

He continued to look at her, almost like he knew her from somewhere, then checked his class list and ever so slightly straightened his already straight tie. “Are you by any chance related to Andrew Harrison?” 

Victoria’s heart sank, and for a second she considered lying. 

Andrew Harrison? Who is that? 

“Um, he’s my dad.” 

A few kids shifted in their seats. Was she imagining it, or was Alissa Confessore glaring in her direction? She imagined Alissa’s parents listening to Rush Limbaugh or one of the other conservatives who hated her father. 

Mr. Mazetti smiled so broadly it was amazing his face didn’t split in two. “Very exciting.” 

“Mmmmm,” she agreed. By then everyone in the class was staring at her. If she’d been Emily Harrison instead of Victoria Harrison, she would have parlayed their curiosity into the presidency of the debate club, a dozen invitations to hang out after school, a boyfriend, the dean’s list. But she wasn’t Emily Harrison. She was Victoria Harrison, and all she was doing was smiling an awkward please-stop-looking-at-me smile. 

Her fingers fluttered up to her necklace, and she slid the pearl up and down the chain, finding comfort in the gentle zzziiiipp it made as it moved. 

Victoria almost ran out of History and across the street to Rick’s. The small space was already crowded with Morningside students. At first she didn’t see Chloe, but then someone called her name, and a second later, she spotted her. “Come!” Chloe mouthed, beckoning. 

“The wraps are awesome,” she said as Victoria reached her side. “I live like, two blocks away, so I’m here pretty much every day. This is Grace, by the way.” A tall girl with braces and black hair in neat braids gave a little wave, and Victoria said hi, then looked up at the wrap menu printed above the counter. There must have been a hundred different options. Chloe ordered the Al Capone, while Grace and Victoria chose the Carol Channing. Victoria recognized the names but couldn’t see how Al Capone equaled roast beef or Carol Channing, Swiss cheese. As the three of them paid for their sandwiches and made their way back to school, talking about what classes they had, Victoria couldn’t believe how lucky she was to have found the only people at Morningside who weren’t obsessed with a member of her family. 

“These tables are so cute,” Grace observed, sitting down at one of the café-style tables sprinkled among the bigger, more traditional cafeteria tables. 

“Totally,” Victoria agreed, unwrapping her sandwich. 

Chloe glanced at the table, shook her head in amazement, then announced, “Can I just say that my dad is going to freak out that we’re friends. My parents are really into your dad’s campaign. They’ll want to come to an election night party. JK!” she added quickly. She smiled at Victoria and took a bite of her wrap, as Victoria felt her chair seem to drop out from under her. Was that why Chloe had wanted to have lunch with her—because Chloe’s parents were Andrew Harrison supporters? 

“Oh,” Victoria managed to say. “That’s…yeah.” 

They were the last words she uttered for the rest of the lunch, but Grace and Chloe didn’t seem to notice her silence any more than they noticed that when the bell had rung, Victoria’s uneaten wrap was still sitting on the table in front of her. 
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