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Cecily von Ziegesar grew up in New York City and attended a private girl’s school. She always wanted to be a writer, and she was always a gossip, so the GOSSIP GIRL novels were inevitable.




 


Enter the world of Gossip Girl and the exclusive Manhattan private school Constance Billard, inhabited by the city’s most fabulous crowd. IT HAD TO BE YOU goes right back to the beginning and will undo some of the myths created in the previous eleven novels.


Taking place over the sophomore year, IT HAD TO BE YOU unveils the secrets behind the hot and sultry summer that Blair, Serena and Nate’s love triangle begins - and there’s a lot more to this story than anyone realises. Find out how Blair first snagged Nate, why Serena really left for boarding school, and how the legendary Gossip Girl column began.




Created by Cecily von Ziegesar


The IT GIRL SERIES


The It Girl


Notorious


Reckless


Unforgettable


Lucky


Tempted


Infamous


Adored


Devious


Classic


THE GOSSIP GIRL PREQUEL:


It Had To Be You


GOSSIP GIRL:


I Will Always Love You


GOSSIP GIRL THE CARLYLES


GOSSIP GIRL THE CARLYLES:


You Just Can’t Get Enough


GOSSIP GIRL THE CARLYLES:


Take a Chance on Me


GOSSIP GIRL THE CARLYLES:


Love the One You’re With




For my family. I was born lucky.
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Disclaimer: All the real names of places, people, and events have been altered or abbreviated to protect the innocent. Namely, me.


hey people!


Ever have that totally freakish feeling that someone is listening in on your conversations, spying on you and your friends while you sip lattes on the ivory-colored steps of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, following you to premieres and parties, and just generally stalking you? Well, they are. Or actually, I am. And the truth is, I’ve been here all along, because I’m one of you. One of the Chosen Ones.


Don’t get out much? Hair so processed it’s fried your brain? Perhaps you’re not one of us after all and you have no clue what I’m talking about or who ‘we’ are. Allow me to expound. We’re an exclusive group of indescribably beautiful people who happen to live in those majestic, green-awninged, white-glove-doorman buildings near Central Park. We attend Manhattan’s most elite single-sex private schools. Our families own yachts, estates, and vineyards in various exotic locations throughout the world. We frequent all the best beaches and the most exclusive ski resorts in Austria and Utah. We’re seated immediately at the finest restaurants in the chicest neighborhoods with nary a reservation. We turn heads. But don’t confuse us with Hollywood actors or models or rock stars – those people you feel like you know because you read so much about them in the tabloids, but who are actually completely boring compared to the roles they play or the ballads they sing. There’s nothing boring about me or my friends, and the more I tell you about us, the more you’ll be dying to know. I’ve kept quiet until now, but something has happened, and if I don’t share it with the world I’m absolutely going to burst.


the greatest story ever told


We learned in our eleventh-grade creative writing class this week that most great stories begin in one of the following fashions: someone mysteriously disappears, or a stranger comes to town. The tale I’m about to tell is of the ‘someone mysteriously disappears’ variety.


To be specific, S is gone. The steps of the Met are no longer graced with her blond splendor. We are no longer distracted in Latin class by the sight of her twirling her pale locks around and around her long, slim fingers while she daydreams about a certain emerald-eyed boy.


But keep your panties on, I’ll get to that in a moment.


The point is, S has disappeared. And in order to solve the mystery of why she’s left and where she’s gone, I’m going to have to backtrack to last winter – the winter of our sophomore year – when the La Mer skin cream hit the fan and our pretty pink rose-scented bubble burst. It all began with three inseparable, perfectly innocent, über-gorgeous fifteen-year-olds. Well, they’re sixteen now, and let’s just say that two of them are not that innocent.


An epic such as this requires an observant, quick-witted scribe. That would be me, since I was at the scene of every crime, and I happen to have an impeccable eye for the most outrageous details. So sit back while I unravel the past and reveal everyone’s secrets, because I know everything, and what I don’t know I’ll invent elaborately.


Admit it, you’re already falling for me.


You know I love you,
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like most juicy stories, it started with one boy and two girls


‘Truce!’ Serena van der Woodsen screamed as Nate Archibald body-checked her into a three-foot-high drift of powdery white snow. Cold and wet, it tunneled into her ears and down her pants. Nate dove on top of her, all five foot eleven inches of his perfect, golden-brown-haired, glittering-green-eyed, fifteen-year-old boyness. He smelled like Downy and the L’Occitane sandalwood soap the maid stocked his bathroom with. Serena just lay there, trying to breathe with him on top of her. ‘My scalp is cold,’ she pleaded, getting a mouthful of Nate’s snow-dampened, godlike curls as she spoke.


Nate sighed reluctantly, as if he could have spent the rest of the morning outside in the frigid February meat locker that was the back garden of his family’s Eighty-second-Street-just-off-Park-Avenue Manhattan town house. He rolled onto his back and wriggled like Serena’s long-dead golden retriever, Guppy, when she used to let him loose on the green grass of the Great Lawn in Central Park. Then he stood up, awkwardly dusting off the seat of his neatly pressed Brooks Brothers khakis. It was Saturday, but he still wore the same clothes he wore every weekday as a sophomore at the St. Jude’s School for Boys over on East End Avenue. It was the unofficial Prince of the Upper East Side uniform, the same uniform he and his classmates had been wearing since they’d started nursery school together at Park Avenue Presbyterian.


Nate held out his hand to help Serena to her feet. Behind him rose the clean-looking limestone prewar luxury buildings of Park Avenue’s Golden Mile, with their terraced penthouses and plate-glass windows. Still, nothing beat living in an actual house with an entire wing of one’s own and a back garden with a fountain and cherry trees in it, within walking distance of one’s best friends’ houses, Serendipity 3, and Barneys. Serena frowned cautiously up at Nate, worried that he was only faking her out and was about to tackle her again. ‘I really am cold,’ she insisted.


He flapped his hand at her impatiently. ‘I know. Come on.’


She pretended to pick her nose and then grabbed his hand with her faux-snotty one. ‘Thanks, pal.’ She staggered to her feet. ‘You’re a real chum.’


Nate led the way inside. The backs of his pant legs were damp and she could see the outline of his tighty-whiteys. Really, how gay of him! He held the glass-paned French doors open and stood aside to let her pass. Serena kicked off her baby blue Uggs and scuffed her bare, Urban Decay Piggy Bank Pink–toenailed feet down the long hall to the stately town house’s enormous, barely used all-white Italian Modern kitchen. Nate’s father, Captain Archibald, was a former sea captain–turned-banker, and his mother was a French society hostess. They were basically never home, and when they were home, they were at the opera.


‘Are you hungry?’ Nate asked, following her across the gleaming white marble floor. ‘I’m so sick of takeout. My parents have been in Venezuela or Santa Domingo or wherever for like two weeks, and I’ve been eating pizza or sushi every freaking night. I asked Regina to buy ham, Swiss, Pepperidge Farm white bread, Grammy Smith apples, and peanut butter. All I want is the food I ate in kindergarten.’ He tugged anxiously on a messy lock of wavy golden brown hair. ‘Maybe I’m going through some sort of midlife crisis or something.’


Like his life is so stressful?


‘It’s Granny Smith, silly,’ Serena informed him fondly. She opened a glossy white cupboard and found an unopened box of cinnamon-and-brown-sugar Pop-Tarts. Ripping it open, she removed one of the packets from inside, tore it open with her neat, white teeth, and pulled out a thickly frosted pastry. She sucked on the Pop-Tart’s sweet, crumbly corner and hopped up on the counter, kicking the cupboards below with her size eight-and-a-half feet. Pop-Tarts at Nate’s. She’d been having them there since she was five years old. And now . . . and now . . .


‘Mom and Dad want me to go to boarding school next year,’ she announced, her enormous, almost navy blue eyes growing huge and glassy as they welled up with unexpected tears. Go away to boarding school and leave Nate? It hurt too much to even think about.


Nate flinched as if he’d been slapped in the face by an invisible hand. He grabbed the other Pop-Tart from the packet and hopped up on the counter next to her. ‘No way,’ he responded decisively. She couldn’t leave. He wouldn’t allow it.


‘They want to travel more,’ she explained, the pink, perfect curve of her lower lip trembling dangerously. ‘If I’m home, they feel like they need to be home more. Like I want them around? Anyway, they’ve arranged for me to meet some of the deans of admissions and stuff. It’s like I have no choice.’


Nate scooted over a few inches and wrapped his arm around her sharply defined shoulders. ‘The city is going to suck if you’re not here,’ he told her earnestly. ‘You can’t go.’


Serena took a deep, shuddering breath and rested her pale blond head on his shoulder. ‘I love you,’ she murmured without thinking. Their bodies were so close the entire Nate-side of her hummed. If she turned her head and tilted her chin just so, she could have easily kissed his warm, lovely neck. And she wanted to. She was actually dying to, because she really did love him, with all her heart.


She did? Hello? Since when?!


Maybe since ballroom-dancing school way back in fourth grade. She was tall for her age, and Nate was always such a gentleman about her lack of rhythm and the way she stepped on his insteps and jutted her bony elbows into his sides. He’d finesse it by grabbing her hand and spinning her around so that the skirt of her puffy oyster-colored satin tea-length Bonpoint dress twirled out magnificently. Their teacher, Mrs. Jaffe, who had long blue hair that she kept in place with a pearl-adorned black hairnet, worshipped Nate. So did Serena’s best friend, Blair Waldorf. And so did Serena – she just hadn’t realized it until now. She shivered and her perfect, still-tan-from-Christmas-in-the-Caribbean skin broke out in a rash of goosebumps. Her whole body seemed to be having an adverse reaction to the idea of revealing something she’d kept so well hidden for so long, even from herself.


Nate slipped his lacrosse-toned arms around her long, narrow waist and pulled her close, tucking her pale gold head into the crook of his neck and massaging the ruts between the ribs on her back with his fingertips. The best thing about Serena was her total lack of embarrassing flab. Her entire body was as long and lean and taut as the strings on his Prince titanium tennis racket.


It was painful having such a ridiculously hot best friend. Why couldn’t his best friend be some lard-assed dude with zits and dandruff? Instead he had Serena and Blair Waldorf, hands down the two hottest girls on the Upper East Side, and maybe all of Manhattan, or even the whole world.


Serena was an absolute goddess – every guy Nate knew talked about her – but she was perplexingly unpredictable. She’d laugh for hours if she spotted a cloud shaped like a toilet seat or something equally ridiculous, and the next moment she’d be wistful and sad. It was impossible to tell what she was thinking most of the time. Sometimes Nate wondered if she would’ve been more comfortable in a body that was slightly less perfect, because it would’ve given her more incentive, to use an SAT vocabulary word. Like she wasn’t sure what she had to aspire to, since she basically had everything a girl could possibly want.


Blair was petite, with a pretty, foxlike face, cobalt blue eyes, and wavy chestnut-colored hair. Way back in fifth grade, Serena had told Nate she was convinced Blair had a crush on him. He started to notice that Blair did sort of stick her chest out when she knew he was looking, and she was always either bossing him around or fixing his hair. Of course Blair never admitted that she liked him, which made him like her even more.


Nate sighed deeply. No one understood how difficult it was to be best friends with two such beautiful, impossible girls.


Like he would have been friends with them if they were awkward and butt-ugly?


He closed his eyes and breathed in the sweet scent of Serena’s Frédéric Fekkai Apple Cider clarifying shampoo. He’d kissed a few girls and had even gone to third base last June with L’Wren Knowes, a very experienced older Seaton Arms School senior who really did seem to know everything. But kissing Serena would be . . . different. He loved her. It was as simple as that. She was his best friend, and he loved her.


And if you can’t kiss your best friend, who can you kiss?




upper east side schoolgirl uncovers shocking sex scandal!


‘Ew,’ Blair Waldorf muttered at her reflection in the full-length mirror on the back of her closet door. She liked to keep her closet organized, but not too organized. Whites with whites, off-whites with off-whites, navy with navy, black with black. But that was it. Jeans were tossed in a heap on the closet floor. And there were dozens of them. It was almost a game to close her eyes and feel around and come up with a pair that used to be too tight in the ass but fit a little loosely now that she’d cut out her daily after-dinner milk-and-Chips-Ahoy routine.


Blair looked at the mirror, scrutinizing her outfit. Her Marc by Marc Jacobs shell pink sheer cotton blouse was fine, as were her peg-legged Seven jeans. It was the fuchsia La Perla bra that was the problem. It showed right through the blouse so that she looked like a lap dancer from Scores. But she was only going to Nate’s house to hang out with him and Serena. And Nate liked to talk about bras. He was genuinely curious about, for instance, what the purpose of an underwire was, or why some bras fastened in front and some fastened in back. Obviously it was a big turn-on for him, but it was also sort of sweet. He was a lonely only child, craving sisterhood.


Right.


She decided to leave the bra on for Nate’s sake, hiding the whole ensemble under her favorite belted black cashmere Loro Piana cardigan, which would come off the minute she stepped into his well-heated town house. Maybe the sight of her hot pink bra would be the thing to make Nate realize that he’d been in love with her just as long as she’d been in love with him.


Maybe.


She opened her bedroom door and yelled down the long hall and across the East Seventy-second Street penthouse’s vast expanse of period furniture, parquet floors, crown moldings, and French Impressionist paintings. ‘Mom! Dad? I’m going over to Nate’s house! Serena and I are spending the night!’


When there was no reply, she clomped her way to her parents’ huge master suite in her noisy Kors wooden-heeled sheepskin clogs that she’d bought on impulse at Scoop, opened their bedroom door, and made a beeline for her mom’s dressing room. Eleanor Waldorf kept a tall stack of crisp emergency twenties in her lingerie drawer for Blair and her ten-year-old brother, Tyler, to parse from – for taxis, cappuccinos, and, in Blair’s case, the occasional much-needed pair of Manolo Blahnik heels. Twenty, forty, sixty, eighty, one hundred. Twenty, forty, sixty, eighty, two hundred. Blair counted out the crisp bills, folding them neatly before stuffing them into her back pocket.


‘If I were a cabernet,’ her father’s playfully confidential lawyer’s voice echoed out of the adjoining dressing room, ‘how would you describe my bouquet?’’


Excusez-moi?


Blair clomped over to the chocolate brown velvet curtain that separated her mother’s dressing room from her father’s. ‘If you guys are in there together, like, doing it while I’m home, then that’s really gross,’ she declared flatly. ‘Anyway, I’m going over to Nate’s, so—’


Her father, Harold J. Waldorf III, Esquire, poked his head out from behind the velvet curtain, holding it firmly in his grasp so that Blair couldn’t pull it aside. The one shoulder she could see appeared to be dressed in his favorite charcoal tweed Paul Smith cashmere bathrobe. But if he wasn’t naked, then why wouldn’t he let her open the curtain?


‘Your mom’s with Misty Bass looking at dishes for the Guggenheim benefit,’ he said, his nicely tanned, handsome face looking slightly flushed. ‘I thought you were out. Where are you going exactly?’


Blair glared at him and then yanked the curtain aside, catching him as he tucked his rather bulky BlackBerry into his bathrobe pocket. She shoved him aside and stood amongst his custom-tailored Valentino and Dior suits with her hands on her hips. Who had he just been talking to? His intern? His secretary? A salesgirl from Hermès, his favorite store?


‘What’s up, Bear?’ Her father smiled tensely back at her, his crystalline blue eyes looking a little too innocent. What was he hiding?


Does she really want to know?


Her stomach roiling with bilious outrage and her blue eyes shining with angry tears, Blair stumbled out of the master suite and clomped her way across the penthouse to the foyer. She grabbed her blood-orange-colored Jimmy Choo Treasure Chest hobo and ran for the elevator.


February had been unusually cruel. Outside it was breathtakingly cold, and fat snowflakes fell at random. Usually Blair walked the twelve blocks to Nate’s house, but today she had no patience for walking. She couldn’t wait to see her friends and tell them what a scumbag her father was. A cab was waiting for her downstairs. Or rather, a cab was waiting for Mrs. Solomon in 4A, but when Alfie, the hunter-green-uniform-clad doorman saw the terrifying look on Blair’s normally pretty face, he let her take it.


Besides, hailing cabs in the snow was probably the highlight of his day.


The stone walls bordering Central Park were blanketed in snow. A tall, elderly woman and her Yorkshire terrier, dressed in matching red Chanel quilted coats with matching black velvet bows in their white hair, crossed Seventy-second Street and entered the Ralph Lauren flagship store on the corner. Blair’s cab hurtled recklessly up Madison Avenue, past Zitomer, Agnès B., and the Three Guys coffee shop where all the Constance Billard girls gathered after school, turned east on Eighty-second Street, and finally pulled up in front of Nate’s town house.


‘Let me in!’ she yelled into the intercom outside the Archibalds’ elegant wrought-iron-and-glass front door as she swatted the buzzer over and over with an impatient hand.


Nate and Serena were still cuddling in the kitchen when the buzzer rang. Serena raised her head from his shoulder and opened her eyes, as if from a dream. The kiss they’d both been fantasizing about had never actually happened, which was probably for the best.


‘I think I’m warm now,’ Serena announced, and hopped off the white marble countertop, composing her face so that she looked totally calm and cool, like they hadn’t just had a moment. And maybe they hadn’t – she couldn’t be sure. She grinned at the monitor’s distorted image of Blair giving her the finger. ‘Come on in, sweetness!’ she shouted back, buzzing her other best friend in.


Nate tried to erase the disturbing thought that Blair had caught him and Serena together. They weren’t together. They were just friends, hanging out, which is what friends do when they’re together. There was nothing to catch. It was all in his mind.


Or was it?


‘Hey hornyheads.’ Blair clomped into the kitchen with melting snowflakes in her shiny, shoulder-length chestnut brown hair. Her cheeks were pink with cold, her blue eyes were slightly bloodshot, and her carefully plucked dark brown eyebrows looked messy, as if she’d been crying or rubbing her eyes like crazy. ‘I have a fucked-up story to tell you guys.’ She flung her orange bag down on the floor and took a deep breath, her eyes rolling around dramatically, milking the moment for all it was worth. ‘As it turns out, my totally boring Mr. Lawyer father, Harold Waldorf, Esquire, is like totally having an affair. Only moments ago, I caught him talking on the phone in his closet with some random babe, saying, “If I were a wine, how would you describe my bouquet?”


‘Whoa,’ Serena and Nate responded in unison.


Blair turned on the kitchen faucet and then turned it off again. Her face twisted up into a horrible grimace. ‘He just sounded so . . . slimy!’ she wailed with dismay as she admired her own reflection in the polished white porcelain. She looked up and tucked her hair behind her tidily small, slightly pointed ears, waiting for her friends to say something soothing to make her feel better.


As if that were possible.


‘Well, maybe he was just talking dirty to your mom,’ Serena suggested.


‘Sure,’ Nate agreed. ‘My parents talk like that all the time,’ he added, feeling a little sick as he said it. His former navy admiral dad was so uptight he probably couldn’t even think sexy thoughts for fear of being court-martialed.


Blair grimaced. The idea of her tennis-toned-but-still-plump, St. Barts-tanned, gold-jewelry-loving mom having any kind of sex, let alone cabernet phone sex, with her skinny, preppy, argyle-socks-wearing dad was so unlikely and so completely icky she refused to even think about it.


‘No,’ she insisted, snatching the uneaten half of Serena’s Pop-Tart off the counter and wolfing it down. ‘It was definitely another woman. I mean, face it,’ she observed, still chewing. ‘Dad is totally hot and dresses really well, and he’s an important lawyer and everything. And my mom is totally insane and doesn’t really do anything and she has varicose veins and a flabby ass. Of course he’s having an affair.’


Serena and Nate nodded their glossy blond heads like that made complete sense. Then Serena grabbed Blair and hugged her hard. Blair was the sister she’d never had. In fourth grade they’d pretended they were fraternal twins for an entire month. Their Constance Billard gym teacher, Ms. Etro, who’d gotten fired midyear for in appropriate touching – which she called ‘spotting’ – during tumbling classes, had even believed them. They’d worn matching pink Izod shirts and cut their hair exactly the same length. They even wore matching gold Cartier hoop earrings, until they decided they were tacky and switched to Tiffany diamond studs.


Blair pressed her face into Serena’s perfectly defined collarbone and heaved an exhausted, trembling sigh. ‘It’s just so fucked up it makes me want to vomit.’


Serena patted her back and met Nate’s gaze over Blair’s Elizabeth Arden Red Door Salon–glossed brown head. No way was she going to bring up the whole being-sent-away-to-boarding-school problem – not when her best friend was so upset. And she didn’t want Nate to mention it either. ‘Come on, let’s go mix martinis and watch a stupid movie or something.’


Nate jumped off the counter, feeling completely confused. Suddenly all he really wanted to do was hug Blair and kiss away her tears. Was he hot for her now, too?


That’s the trouble with friends who happen to be boys. You can’t take the boy out of the friend.


‘All we have is vodka and champagne. My parents keep all the good wine and whiskey locked up in the cabinet for when they have company,’ he apologized, pulling his heathered gray J. Crew sweatshirt off over his head and giving both girls a small heart attack at the sight of his bare, tanned navel.


Yum.


Serena broke away from Blair and scooted down the countertop on her bum until she reached the bread pantry, where most families would actually keep bread, but where Nate’s mom stored the cartons of Gitanes cigarettes her sister sent from France via FedEx twice a month because the ones sold in the States simply did not taste fresh. She slid open the door and pulled out a royal blue carton. ‘I’m sure we can make do.’


She ripped open the carton and stuck two cigarettes in her mouth like tusks. Then she beckoned Nate and Blair to follow her out of the kitchen and upstairs to the master suite. If anyone was an expert at changing the mood, it was Serena. That was one of the things they loved about her. ‘I’ll show you a good time,’ she added goofily.


She always did.


The Archibalds’ vast bedroom had been decorated by Nate’s mother in the style of Louis XVI, with a giant gilt mirror over the headboard of the enormous red-and-gold-toile-upholstered four-poster bed, and heavy gold curtains in the windows. The walls were adorned with red-and-gold fleur-de-lys wallpaper and renderings of Mrs. Archibald’s family’s summer château near Nice. On the floor was a red, blue, and gold Persian rug rescued from the Titanic and bought at auction by Mrs. Archibald at Sotheby’s as a gift to Mr. Archibald for their tenth wedding anniversary. The only modern exception to the room’s historical décor was the circular glass skylight in the ceiling over the bed, a porthole to the stars.


‘Bus Stop? Some Like It Hot? Or the digitally remastered version of Some Like It Hot?’ Serena asked, flipping through Nate’s parents’ limited DVD collection. Obviously Captain Archibald liked Marilyn Monroe movies – a lot. Of course, Nate had his own collection of DVDs in his room, including a play-by-play of the last twenty years of America’s Cup sailing races. Thanks, but no thanks. His parents’ taste was far more girl-friendly. ‘Or we could just watch Nate play Xbox, which is always hot,’ she joked, although she kind of meant it.


‘Only if he does it naked,’ Blair quipped hopefully. She sat down and bounced up and down on the end of the luxuriously huge bed.


Nate blushed. Blair loved to make him blush and he knew it. ‘Okay,’ he responded boldly, sitting down next to her.


Blair snatched a Kleenex out of the silver tissue box on Nate’s mom’s bedside table and blew her nose noisily. Not that she really needed to blow her nose. She just needed a distraction from the overwhelming urge to tackle Nate and rip his clothes off. He was so goddamned adorable it made her feel like she was going to explode. God, she loved him.


There had never been a time when she didn’t love him. She’d loved the stupid lobster shorts he wore to the club in Newport when their dads played tennis together in the summer, back when they were, what – five? She loved the way he always had a Spider-Man Band-Aid on some part of his body until he was at least twelve, not because he’d hurt himself but because he thought it looked cool. She loved the way his whole head reflected the sunlight, glowing gold. She loved his glittering green eyes – eyes that were almost too pretty for a boy. She loved the way he so obviously knew he was hot but didn’t quite know what to do about it. She loved him. Oh, how she loved him.


Oh, oh, oh!


Blair blew her nose with one last trumpeting snort and then grabbed a hot pink, tacky-looking DVD case from off the floor. She turned the case over, studying it. ‘Breakfast at Tiffany’s. I’ve never seen it, but she’s so beautiful.’ She held the DVD up so Serena could see Audrey Hepburn in her long black dress and stunning pearls. ‘Isn’t she?’


‘She is pretty,’ Serena agreed, still sorting through the movies.


‘She looks like you,’ Nate observed, cocking his head and studying Blair in such an adorable way that she had to close her eyes to keep from falling off the bed.


‘You think?’ She tossed her dirty tissue in the general direction of the Archibalds’ dainty white porcelain wastepaper basket and studied the picture on the DVD case again. A movie began to play in her head, and in it she was Audrey Hepburn – a fabulously dressed, wafer-thin, perfectly coiffed, beautiful, mysterious megastar. ‘Maybe a little,’ she agreed, removing her black cashmere cardigan so that her fuchsia bra was clearly visible beneath her blouse.


She turned the DVD case over and examined the pictures on the back of it. Audrey Hepburn looked like the most stylish, sophisticated woman in the world, but she also looked sort of prim and proper, like she wore sexy underwear but wouldn’t let a guy see it unless he was going to marry her. Blair yanked her cardigan back on and buttoned the top button. From now on, her life’s work would be to emulate Audrey Hepburn in every possible way. Nate could see her underwear, but only once she was sure that one day they’d walk down the aisle at St. Patrick’s Cathedral with wedding bands on their fingers and confetti flying through the air.


That makes sense – to her.


‘I watched that movie with my mom,’ Nate confessed, causing both girls’ hearts to drip into sticky puddles on the floor. ‘It’s kind of bizarre, actually. I think it’s supposed to be romantic, but I’m not sure I even understood it.’


That was all the girls needed. Blair stuck the DVD into the player while Serena mixed martinis on top of the vintage hammered steel wet bar in the adjoining library. This involved pouring Bombay Sapphire into chilled martini glasses and stirring it with a silver letter opener. It was only noon – not exactly cocktail hour – but Blair was in crisis, and Nate tended to take off his shirt when he got drunk. Besides, it was Saturday.


‘There,’ Serena announced, as if she’d just put the finishing touches on a very complicated recipe. She handed out the glasses. ‘To us. Because we’re worth it.’


‘To us,’ Blair and Nate chorused, glasses raised.


Bottoms up!




even cowgirls from vermont get the blues


‘Whose idea was it to send me to Constance anyway?’ fifteen-year-old Vanessa Abrams demanded of her nineteen-year-old sister, Ruby.


‘Fuck if I know.’ Ruby was in the bathtub, soaking off the sweat and stench from her gig at Pete’s Candy Store the night before. She was the bassist for the band SugarDaddy, the latest sensation on the Williamsburg, Brooklyn, bar scene, and she’d been up all night, rocking out. ‘Do you mind?’


Vanessa stood in the doorway of the bathroom while her sister floated naked in the sparsely bubbled lukewarm water, her thick black Williamsburg hipster bangs plastered to her clammy white forehead. ‘Is there some reason why I couldn’t go to a more convenient, less materialistic, less full-of-bitches school in, say, Brooklyn, which happens to be where I live?’ Vanessa railed on.


‘You know the story.’ Ruby hugged her pale wet knees. ‘Dad read an article about that woman recycling personal objects to make art in Atlantic Monthly and the artist’s bio said she went to Constance Billard. He was so impressed that when you told him you wanted to come live here with me, he just signed you up. He doesn’t care what a hassle it is to get there. And it makes him feel good that you’re at this ritzy school all day. It’s like he thinks the school can be your substitute parent because it’s used to dealing with families where the parents are always in Gstaad or Cannes or wherever.’ Ruby lay on her stomach so that her flat, pink ass was in plain view. Outside the tiny, city-grime-smeared bathroom window a cargo truck rumbled by on its way to the sugar factory three blocks away. That was one of the things Vanessa loved about living in gritty Williamsburg: the air always smelled like cotton candy.


‘Nice,’ she muttered grimly. Vanessa turned to the mirror over the sink, grabbed Ruby’s green rubber hairbrush, and started to brush out her waist-length, naturally jet-black mane. Six months ago, on her first day of school at Constance Billard, the tenth-grade girls had all gone crazy over her hair, stroking it and braiding it, like Vanessa was one of those Barbie hairdressing heads or a new pony or something. It was clearly the only thing they liked about her. ‘Okay, so he read that article like twenty years ago. The girls in my class don’t give two shits about recycling or art. All they do is get their highlights done and trade lip glosses they get in gift bags at all those fancy parties they go to. Plus, you graduated from White River High and you’re making decent money without even going to college.’


‘I’m exceptional,’ Ruby replied dryly, sitting up to squirt Johnson’s baby shampoo into her palm. ‘If I’d gone to Constance instead of some shitty high school in Vermont, I’d probably be the first woman president by now.’


Vanessa examined her pores in the bathroom mirror. The bathtub was beige and the sink was scrambled-egg yellow – typical Williamsburg – but she adored the wonky plainness of the shabby one-bedroom apartment. If only the school she attended five days a week, all day long, were equally wonky. She’d spent lunchtime alone yesterday, drinking black tea and eating saltines while at the other end of the table Kati Farkas, one of her shiny-haired, glossy-lipped classmates, complained about having to go sailing again in the Greek Isles for spring break with her parents. ‘But I’ve already been to Corfu. It’s like, can’t they take us sailing somewhere in Greece with better shopping, like Milan?’ Kati had whined, blissfully ignorant of the world’s geography, topography, and just about everything else, despite Constance Billard’s efforts to educate her.


It wasn’t as if Vanessa had tons of friends back in Vermont either. She’d spent so many years dreaming about moving to New York City and becoming an avant-garde filmmaker in the style of Ingmar Bergman, she didn’t have time to socialize. Now that her parents had finally given in and let her move in with Ruby she was sort of . . . bored. Or maybe the word empty was more like it. It wasn’t a new feeling, but she’d thought the sensation would go away when she got to New York, and it hadn’t, not really. Not even when she pigged out on falafel.


‘You need a project,’ Ruby observed from the scratched beige porcelain tub. Her parakeet, Tofu, flew into the bathroom and alighted on the soap dish, where he pooped and then started to dip his green beak into the murky bathwater.


Vanessa picked up her digital camcorder again and zoomed in on Tofu. ‘It’s so cute how he does that,’ she giggled.


Ruby rolled her eyes and sank down lower in the water. ‘You’re still relatively new in town. You need to establish yourself and make a few friends so you have something else to do besides film me naked in the bathtub, which is actually totally perverted and annoying, especially when I’ve been up half the night playing my tits off,’ she yawned. ‘Why don’t you start a blog or something? Like, fill the homepage up with stills of parakeet shit or some such. There are a lot of people who’d be into that. Think of all the friends you’d make. You might even meet your first boyfriend that way.’


Vanessa reached out with her foot and kicked the soap dish into the tub. Tofu flapped up to the shower curtain rail with a squawk. His poop floated on the surface of the bathwater like a piece of chewed Juicy Fruit gum. ‘Wench,’ Vanessa muttered before stomping out of the bathroom in the black vintage Doc Marten steel-toed combat boots she wore as a big ‘fuck you’ to Constance Billard’s ‘simple dark shoe’ rule. There was nothing complicated about combat boots, but she was pretty sure the school was thinking of something more along the lines of a penny loafer or ballet flat. Right. Fuck that.


She flopped facedown on the plain white sheets of the unmade futon in her boxy, plain white bedroom, intending to wallow in irritation and resentment until Ruby dragged her wet ass out of the bath and turned on a movie or something. But Ruby’s comment had given her an idea. Vanessa spent most of her free time at home, flipping through back issues of alternative photography and art journals and absentmindedly splitting the split ends in her long black hair. Constance Billard’s photography studio was ridiculously well stocked and totally underused, and the school probably had millions of dollars in endowment money. Why not take advantage of the school’s resources and start an arts magazine of her own? She could ask for submissions from her fellow Constance students and feature one of her own darkly brilliant photographs on the cover of every ingenious issue. She wouldn’t get a boyfriend out of it, not that she cared, but it would keep her busy, and it might even help her get into NYU.


Of course she’d probably have to publish a lot of dumb photographs of girls’ pedicured feet and poems about dead bichon frises, but she could always deface them with a fat black Sharpie in the privacy of her own home. Maybe some girl’s big-deal gallery owner mom would discover her raw, intuitive, behind-the-camera eye and she’d begin her filmmaking career before she even made it to NYU film school. Maybe Ruby was right – she did need a project. Starting her own arts magazine would be the ideal way to establish herself uptown and show everyone there was more to the pale, slightly chubby, dark-tressed, Doc Martens-wearing newcomer from Vermont than they’d first thought. And while she was at it, maybe she’d do something different with her hair, something unexpected.


Here’s hoping whatever she does doesn’t involve parakeet poop.




psychotic stalkers come in small packages


‘You remember Mom’s, though, right? They’re not small,’ twelve-and-a-half-year-old Jennifer Humphrey reminded her older brother, Daniel, as they sat at their cracked, banana-colored Formica kitchen table, eating Saturday brunch. Her tiny, four-foot-eleven-inch body tucked into the same pink fleece footie pajamas she’d been wearing since she was ten, Jenny was working her way through a giant container of peach-flavored soy yogurt in hopes that the naturally occurring estrogen in soy would increase her breast size. Everyone in her seventh-grade class at Constance Billard was blossoming – Luna Skye had gone up two cup sizes since September! – everyone except Jenny.


‘Yeah, but maybe they’re fake. I mean we don’t know anything about Mom really,’ a scruffy, stained-brown-corduroys-wearing Dan pointed out. This winter he had worn only two outfits: brown corduroys and a black polo shirt with a frayed white turtleneck underneath it – all from Old Navy – or faded black Levi’s paired with a mustard yellow hoodie he’d bought at a thrift store in the East Village. He’d rotate the two outfits until they turned gray and Jenny would finally break down and wash them for him in the basement laundry room of their building. That’s what happened when you didn’t have Mom around to do the wash, Jenny thought dolefully. Little Sister wound up doing it.


Dan spooned another heap of Folgers crystals into the green plastic Winnie-the-Pooh mug he’d been drinking coffee out of since he was six. The topic of their mother always made him squirm, and since their father, Rufus, had been away since last night, attending an all-night howl-in with his anarchist, Beat poet comrades, Jenny had been talking about Mom even more than usual.


‘They’re not fake. We were both breastfed, so—’


‘Can we please stop discussing Mom’s . . . parts?’ Dan interrupted grumpily, feeling guilty almost instantaneously. Jenny was the only girl living with her scruffy weird father and her scruffy weird brother. She had every right to talk about her ever-absent mother. The lack of femaleness or even normalness in their decaying Upper West Side rent-controlled apartment was excruciating. Jeanette Humphrey had left Rufus and her two children when Dan was eight and Jenny was not yet six to ‘discover herself’ with a handsome count in the Czech Republic. Dan preferred to think of their mother as a baby sitter who took care of them for a few years and then got another job. He certainly never thought about how he resembled her. Clearly Jenny thought about it a lot. Or at least she’d continue to think about it until she finally got breasts and started thinking about something else. It wasn’t like she missed their mother. Who could miss someone who’d abandoned her young children, never wrote or called, and sent them each a pair of lederhosen in a child’s size four two Christmases in a row?


The only person Dan ruminated over obsessively was Serena van der Woodsen. Serena van der Woodsen. Just the thought of her name made him clutch his coffee mug with sweat-slicked fingers. Serena was so beautiful he felt like puking every time he allowed his thoughts to wander back to her; so perfect it was difficult to believe she existed; so entirely unattainable she might as well have been a ghost or the tooth fairy or something equally ethereal. Serena van der Woodsen was and always would be Dan’s dream girl, his muse – not that he ever did anything creative that required a muse.


Never say never.


Two years ago, in a fit of insane compassion for his motherless son, Rufus had thrown the mother of all birthday parties for thirteen-year-old Dan. There was a disco ball, Jell-O shots, a bathtub full of St. Pauli Girl, and enough Häagen Dazs coffee ice cream and Newman’s Own microwave popcorn to feed the entire roster of eighth-grade boys at his school, Riverside Prep. Since Rufus was notoriously liberal and would definitely have no problem getting a bunch of eighth graders drunk, Dan’s entire class came, including woman-hips-sporting Zeke Freedman, Dan’s only real friend. But Riverside sophomores weren’t the only ones who’d heard about the alcohol-friendly party. The juniors came and so did the seniors. So did twenty-odd kids from across the park who’d heard about the party from Dan’s highly obnoxious Park Avenue-dwelling classmate, Chuck Bass. A few of the crashers were girls – thank God – and Serena was one of them.


She got drunk, and so did Dan – all of them did. But the eighth-grade version of Dan had been even more introspective and insecure than the tenth-grade version, so he’d never mustered up the nerve to talk to her. He just sat on the worn brown leather sofa in the study, watching through the doorway while Serena played a bizarre drinking game involving a Latin textbook, a Sharpie, and a boy’s bare chest with her friends down the hall in the dining room. It was Jenny who’d told him her name. Jenny was supposed to be in bed – yeah, right – but she’d slipped onto the leather sofa next to him with a pint of ice cream and two spoons and whispered those magical words in Dan’s ear: ‘That’s Serena van der Woodsen. She goes to my school. Isn’t she divine?’


Absolutely divine.


Jenny was even more obsessed with Serena than he was. She cut out pictures of Serena in the society pages and drew doodles of her in the margins of her Hello Kitty diary. She memorized Serena’s schedule – which was taped to the outside of Serena’s locker – and followed her around school. She eavesdropped on her at recess, at lunchtime, and in the bathroom. Weekends, she trolled the Internet for pictures. Just this morning Jenny had downloaded a picture from the archives of a tiny Ridgefield, Connecticut, weekly newspaper of an eight-year-old Serena eating a cone of dripping green mint chocolate chip ice cream. Four of her front teeth were missing, but she still looked glorious.


‘I’ve been thinking. Why don’t we make a collage?’ Jenny suggested now. ‘Like, of her whole life, as we imagine it.’


‘You mean of Mom?’ Dan asked, his forehead furrowing worriedly. Too bad their father was totally anti-psychotherapy. His sister kind of sounded like she needed it.


‘No, silly. Of Serena,’ Jenny clarified, holding up the ice cream cone picture.


Like that’s any less psycho?


‘What?’ Dan refused to admit that it sounded like the most exciting idea he’d ever heard. ‘No way.’ He went over to the sink and filled his Winnie-the-Pooh mug with semi-hot water from the tap, stirring in the Folgers crystals with a plastic spoon. He took a sip. Perfect.


Perfectly nasty?


Jenny tapped away at the keyboard of the family’s white MacBook, ignoring her brother’s protestations. She’d learned that when it came to the matter of Serena van der Woodsen, Dan was utterly useless. ‘Oh, wow,’ she murmured as the new picture she’d just downloaded began to appear onscreen. She swiveled the laptop around so that Dan could see it. ‘Look at this. She looks like she should be on the cover of Bride magazine or something.’


Dan planned on feigning disinterest, but it was impossible. Serena had one of those remarkable faces that even when distorted and pixilated glowed with the sort of beauty that can’t be marred. Jenny could have drawn a mustache and huge eyebrows and a hairy nose over the image and the effect would have been the same: he could hardly breathe.


Serena was dressed in a long white halter dress with silver beading in the bodice, and she really did look like a bride, but not a wedding dress model. She was too beautiful to model. Her beauty was so exquisite, genuine, and priceless it was impossible to imagine anyone using it to sell anything.


Except maybe MasterCard.


‘So now do you want to make a collage?’ Jenny persisted, tapping away at the keyboard. ‘We could pretend this was like your wedding announcement photo in the Styles section of the New York Times and write the column underneath.’ She opened a new Word document. ‘Serena Antoinette van der Woodsen and Daniel Fartbreath Humphrey, July 12 at St. Patrick’s Cathedral on Fifth Avenue. The bride met the groom when they attended Columbia University together. He had been obsessed with her for years but was too intimidated to talk to her until one day she sprained her ankle in the library after tripping over his Shakespeare anthology. He carried her back to his smelly dorm room, propped her foot up on his mini fridge, and read her boring existentialist books until she began to cry. From that day on they were inseparable. He even started to smell better. Daniel’s voluptuous younger sister, Jennifer, is engaged to be married to the bride’s younger brother, Miles, on Thanksgiving Day.’


Dan was used to Jenny’s babblings and would have half tuned her out if it weren’t for the fact that what she was saying was very much like the little daydream he allowed himself to have every night before he fell asleep. ‘Is Antoinette really her middle name?’ he demanded suspiciously.


Jenny shrugged. She had no idea what Serena’s middle name was or whether or not she had a younger brother named Miles or Michael or Morty. Her middle name probably wasn’t Antoinette, but it was undoubtedly something equally glamorous. Scarlett? Jessamine?


‘I think you should tell this girl how smitten you are so I don’t have to listen to you moon about her all day long,’ the voice of their father, Rufus Humphrey, boomed from the kitchen doorway. Rufus’s long, frizzy salt-and-pepper-colored hair was pulled back in a low, loose ponytail tied with the yellow plastic cinch he’d removed from a Hefty bag. He was dressed in his ‘homeless look’ best: his favorite coffee-stained purple sweatshirt, the sleeves cut off at the elbows, with QUESTION AUTHORITY emblazoned in black across the chest; a pair of tight, stretchy red ski pants that Jenny and Dan’s mother had left behind in her closet; and black rubber Birkenstock clogs that did wonders for his hairy ankles. Actually, one ankle was inexplicably hidden in an orange woolen sock, while the other foot had been left bare. Obviously Dan and Jenny were used to their father, but it was still a little shocking to see him after a good night’s sleep, and it was always, always totally embarrassing when he visited their respective schools. Nobody else’s dad looked or acted quite like Rufus. But they still loved him fiercely, no matter what he wore.


‘Nice pants, Daddy,’ Jenny remarked. ‘If you ever let me go snowboarding can I borrow them?’


Rufus smiled broadly at the compliment. ‘They’re insulated!’ he boomed. ‘You could take a leak in these fuckers and they wouldn’t leak!’


Dan was still fixated on what his father had just said. Tell Serena he loved her? Impossible. Terrifying. Unfathomable.


Rufus slapped a shiny black leather-bound book on the kitchen table in front of his son. ‘Write her a letter or a poem. Tell her how you feel. Then Jenny can put it in her locker. She’ll be thrilled. Everyone will be thrilled.’ Rufus’s enormous, bristly charcoal-colored eyebrows stood up on end. He was getting excited, like he fancied himself the next Cyrano de Bergerac, which happened to be one of Dan’s favorite tragicomedies. ‘I’ve even thought of a first line. I thought of it when I was putting my shoes on this morning and I could only find one sock. I was lost like a sock but now I’ve found you. We are a pair.’


Dan rolled his eyes. No wonder his father had never published any of his own writing. But maybe he could get a job at Hallmark writing lines for greeting cards and finally hire them a housekeeper. Dan opened the black leather-bound book and grabbed a chewed-up pencil stub from the tabletop. Without thinking he began to scribble.


Nothing hurt until you pushed me, hard, and I fell.


It’s bleeding. I’m bleeding.


And I’m falling still. Still falling.


Can’t you see me from up there? The water’s clear.


Rufus peered over his shoulder and frowned. ‘That’s a little dark.’


Jenny scooted her chair over to see. ‘What’s a little dark? What’d you write?’


Dan slammed the book closed. He’d never really written a poem before, just letting the words pour out of him. It was kind of exciting. ‘I’ll show it to you guys when I’m done. Maybe.’ Already he’d thought of another line. Actually it was just a word: becoming. He was becoming a poet, and Serena was becoming his muse. Even if he never actually spoke to her in person, he could write to her, or at least about her. And then if he died in a terrible fire at a tragically young age and his poetry was heralded as groundbreaking and heartwrenching, she would become famous for being his inspiration.


As if she wasn’t already famous.




all dressed up with no place to go


‘Isn’t life just perfect?’ Serena wondered aloud as she puffed on the ridiculously long black lacquered cigarette holder she’d discovered in the tiny drawer in Mrs. Archibald’s gold-painted antique bedside table, along with several prescription bottles of pills and a small red-suede diary full of illegible blue felt-tipped scribbles in drunken French. Zut alors, je déteste Misty Bass! J’adore mon nouvel chauffeur!


‘Merveilleux,’ Blair agreed, adjusting Mrs. Archibald’s enormous black Chanel sunglasses on her nose.


The girls were lying on their backs on Nate’s parents’ bed, watching the stars come out through the round skylight overhead. Nate lay between them, his glittering green eyes closed. His dad’s purple-and-black silk bow tie and matching cummerbund were tied around his white Polo shirt. ‘Hmm,’ he noted drunkenly. Nate was sort of a lightweight when it came to gin, but even drunk and dressed like a jackass he was still hot.


‘Do you think she wore pajamas to bed?’ Serena mused. ‘Or a nightgown?’


‘Pajamas,’ Blair responded definitively. ‘White satin pajamas with black velvet trim.’ They’d watched Breakfast at Tiffany’s twice in a row and neither girl could stop talking about it. They were obsessed.


‘If I ever become a director, that’s the kind of movie I’d like to make,’ Serena declared dreamily as a plane flew high above the skylight, its lights flashing. ‘And you two can star in it.’


‘Not me,’ Nate yawned. Acting was totally not his thing. Memorize all those lines? No, thanks. He was a sailor. He’d always be a sailor. Not that he actually sailed much during the school year, but he and his father were working on the blueprints for the awesome sailboat they were going to build up at their family compound on Mt. Desert Island, in Maine. One day he’d take Serena and Blair sailing on that boat. And one day he’d win the America’s Cup with it.


In her head, Blair was already playing the movie she was going to star in. She and Nate couldn’t be perfect strangers in her movie the way Fred and Holly Golightly had been. They’d known each other forever. But maybe after college they’d wind up living in the same building on the Upper East Side just like Holly and Fred. And one day, when they were both running for the same taxi, they’d bump into each other in the rain. Blair would be holding a cat, and they’d kiss and realize that they’d actually been in love their whole lives. Then they’d rush up to her apartment and have wild, passionate sex.
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