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Praise for 
BASS ACKWARDS AND BELLY UP

“It's one thing to laugh out loud while reading, but when the laughter turns to tears within the same sentence, you know you're in the hands of brilliance. Writers Craft and Fain's unique voice sends this novel to the top of the must-read list. Funny, compelling and honest, the characters will dance in your mind long after you finish the last page.”

—Kevin Williamson, creator, Dawson's Creek TV series; writer, Scream movies

“If more people followed the example of the women in this book, we'd live in a better and more interesting world. Let's hope that happens. In the meantime, read this book. It's hilarious, smart, and cool.”

—Bob Fisher, writer, Wedding Crashers movie

“Funny, wise, heartfelt, and hilarious! A must-read for every teen standing at the fork in the road after high school and wondering about the road not taken. Filled with belly laughs at every turn, taking us from the lavish guesthouses of Beverly Hills to Parisian youth hostels, to a barista's life behind the cappuccino machine and what happens when you hook up with the guy you've been in love with forever and ‘forever’ isn't that long after all. Elizabeth Craft and Sarah Fain have created four different, lovable characters whom you'll root for from start to finish!”

—Melissa de la Cruz, author of the bestselling Au Pairs series

“Craft and Fain have cleverly woven a compelling story that gracefully balances humor with the poignant personal journeys in four young women's quests to thwart tradition and embark upon their own unpredictable paths. Becca, Kate, Sophie and Harper—a more grown up Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants team—share some of the same questions and crossroads as women in their twenties and thirties, making their inspirational, fun adventures easily relatable to women of all ages.”

—Carrie Karasyov and Jill Kargman, authors of The Right Address and Wolves in Chic Clothing

“With quirky humor and a huge heart, Bass Ackwards and Belly Up flips the intricacy of tight group friendship on its head—with all its secrets and foibles—and leaves even a boy reader wanting more. Becca, Sophie, Kate, and Harper will stay with you long after you've finished. A gem of a novel.”

—Daniel Ehrenhaft, author of 10 Things To Do Before I Die
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For every girl who's not afraid to dream.

And even more, for those who are afraid but dream anyway.


PROLOGUE

Mia, I have to take a shower,” Becca Winsberg insisted, banging on the bathroom door for the third time in half an hour.

“Just a minute!” her stepsister snapped.

Becca raised her hand to bang harder, then thought better of it. Really, she decided, what was the point? Mia didn't care that this was Becca's last night with her friends, and that maybe she didn't want to spend it smelling like sweat and closet dust—the unfortunate result of hours of furious packing for college. All Mia cared about was vomiting up her doctor-regulated afternoon snack, brushing her teeth twelve times, and staring at herself in the mirror for an hour to make sure not a gram of fat made it to her butt.

Returning to her room—a tiny, gabled corner of the second floor that Becca's stepfather had called “a temporary solution” when Becca and her mom moved in seven years ago—Becca reminded herself that bulimia was a disease. Usually, it just felt like sixteen-year-old Mia's pathetic attempt to get attention from her father.

Becca sank onto her twin bed and half-slipped under her yellow down comforter. Everything was going to be fine. She could wait. She didn't exactly have a choice—so there was no point in getting upset. Especially when the inevitable explosion hadn't even happened yet.

As if on cue, her twelve-year-old stepbrother, Carter, started banging on the bathroom door.

“Open up!” he yelled.

“Screw you!” Mia screeched.

“Dad, she's puking again!” Carter bellowed.

Becca sighed. She knew what was coming next.

Within seconds, she could hear her stepdad, Martin, stomping up the stairs. Martin yelled at Mia, who yelled at Carter, who yelled back at Martin. Soon her mother's voice joined in the cacophony. Finally, Martin stormed off to get the screwdriver. The lock was coming off the door again.

Becca groaned and put her pillow over her head.

All she wanted was a shower.

Okay, and maybe some peace.

Sophie Bushell poured a third pack of Equal into her nonfat iced mocha latte and contemplated the bangs of her future roommate, Maggie Hendricks. They were unforgiving bangs. Dark brown and shiny, they cut across Maggie's forehead as if someone had been holding a ruler under the scissors to make sure not one strand escaped the slaughter.

The bangs, along with Maggie's buttoned-too-high J. Crew black oxford shirt and perfectly creased brand-new blue jeans contributed to Sophie's opinion that Maggie was as rigid as her haircut. Then again, they'd only met fifteen minutes ago, and Sophie had a tendency toward outrageously unfair snap judgments. If she ever tried therapy, it was definitely a character flaw she'd have to work on.

“You're so lucky you grew up here,” Maggie was saying. Apparently, she'd run out of material on the debate team camp that had brought her from Des Moines to Boulder two weeks before classes started, her need for “quiet time,” and what color duvets they should buy for their shoe box in the dorm. “I bet tons of your friends are going to CU.”

Sophie crushed another pack of Equal in her hand, showering the Formica tabletop with tiny granules of faux sugar. Three, two, one. Yep. There it was. The hard ball of dread that formed in her stomach every time the subject of college and friends came up in the same sentence. Which was often.

“Yeah, it's going to be awesome,” Sophie managed to respond. She didn't feel like delving into the topic of her three best friends—Harper, Becca, and Kate—leaving her alone in Boulder while they went off to lead fabulous lives on the East Coast.

Maggie was looking at Sophie like there was something really disgusting hanging from her nose. “What?” Sophie asked nervously.

“You're…uh…kind of…teary,” Maggie pointed out, averting her gaze. “Or something.”

Sophie reached up. Her eyelashes were wet. Damn. She was teary. Keeping her emotions close to the surface was one of the hazards of being an actress, but usually Sophie left the actual bawling to Becca. It was only lately, as the countdown to losing her best friends had begun, that Sophie found herself having to swallow hard and blink back tears on a regular basis.

“It's an allergic reaction,” Sophie replied quickly, dabbing away the evidence. “Probably something in the sweetener.”

“Allergies suck,” Maggie responded, equally quickly. Her obvious discomfort almost made Sophie like the girl. Almost. “You probably look good, even when you're bawling. My face totally puffs up.”

Sophie nodded. Her African-American mom and white aging-hippy dad had managed to pass on primo genes to their only child before they decided to lead what they amicably called “divergent lives.” The result—Sophie's creamy caramel skin, huge dark eyes, and high, striking cheekbones—meant she looked good doing just about anything.

The crisis averted, Maggie smiled and leaned in closer. “I should probably tell you now that I'm a little obsessive about practicing my pro and con speeches. I hope it won't be a problem.”

Sophie forced herself to smile back. “Nope. No problem at all.”

Tomorrow morning, she was definitely going to see about getting a single.

“You should think about Yale Law,” Kate Foster's mother said, dusting a sterling silver condiment bowl with a starched linen dishcloth.

Kate, who was artfully arranging a tray of European cheeses and Carr's water crackers in preparation for her parents' impending party, glanced across the marble kitchen island at her father. Already dressed for the evening in a tweed blazer and navy-blue striped tie (a gift from Kate and her sister, Habiba), he nodded his graying head in silent agreement.

Not that Kate had expected anything else. Her parents always agreed. On everything. Including, apparently, on the fact that even though Kate hadn't yet started at Harvard, it wasn't too soon to begin planning what came next. Which, Kate had to admit, was probably a good idea. Her parents had never steered her wrong before. So she might as well go with it.

“You think Yale Law is better than Harvard?” she asked, creating a fan of green apple slices beside a bowl of Spanish membrillo.

“Not necessarily,” her father said, stealing a cracker. “But if you want to clerk at the Supreme Court, the Yale Law Journal would look impressive on your résumé.”

“Which one is the Supreme Court?” Kate's fourteen-year-old sister, Habiba, asked, entering the kitchen with an iPod in one hand and a bottle of Fiji water in the other. Dressed in faded Gap shorts and a cornflower blue Max Azria tank, Habiba could not have looked more American. Even her accent was perfect now. The only traces of her sister's Ethiopian birth were her smooth, dark skin; her carved, patrician cheekbones; and the beaded brass necklace she always wore around her slender neck.

“The Supreme Court is the highest court in the nation,” Kate's mother answered, filling the condiment bowl with almond-stuffed olives. “There are nine Supreme Court Justices….”

Kate pushed up the sleeves of her Harvard sweatshirt and refo-cused her attention on the cheese tray as her mother went into what was sure to become a detailed lesson on the American judiciary. Habiba didn't seem to mind—she was interested in virtually everything. But lessons about the Supreme Court were hardly what Kate had expected three years ago when her parents, after many years of hoping to have more children, decided they were going to adopt from Ethiopia. The decision had been preceded by many long conversations about the complexities of international adoption and the idea of having a biracial family. Kate had been prepared for the challenges—even if she had been just the tiniest bit trepidatious. And she had respected her parents for living up to their deeply felt political and moral beliefs: that all children should have access to stable, loving homes, enjoy equal educational opportunity, and live free from racial and gender prejudices.

Mostly, though, she had simply been excited about her new big-sister responsibilities—lullabies, diaper changes, supervising of first steps and first words. All the good stuff. The fun stuff.

But her parents hadn't come home with a baby. They had come home with Habiba. And suddenly, Kate was sharing a bathroom with a twelve-year-old who spoke broken English and only knew how to tell time with a sundial.

Not that there was anything wrong with that. And Habiba was great. She was smart and funny and curious…a lot of good things. Just…different good things than Kate had expected. Habiba didn't want to be cuddled. She didn't need anyone to put her to bed or read her stories or take care of her. She was already grown. Or, a lot grown, anyway.

Habiba was too old to really be a sister…and too young to be a friend.

Not that Kate would ever, in a million years, have said that aloud. To anyone. Ever.

“But Kate hasn't even started college yet,” Habiba was saying when Kate tuned back into the conversation. “Doesn't she have time before she thinks about the Supreme Court?”

“Yes,” Kate's mother nodded. “But time flies. She'll be graduating before we know it.”

“It's always best to have a plan,” her father added. “And stick to it,” he finished with an open-handed smack on the countertop for emphasis.

But tonight, Kate thought, wasn't about Yale Law or Habiba or her parents.

Tonight was about her friends.

And despite the fact that her mom and dad had chosen Becca's last night in town to throw a welcome party for a newly hired European History professor at UC Boulder, Kate, Sophie, Becca, and Harper were going to make the most of it.

Four best friends, she thought with a smile, a couple bottles of pilfered wine, all the cheese they could eat….

Kate felt the flutterings of a sudden, rising panic. Becca was leaving for Middlebury tomorrow. High school was over. Really, over. She wasn't the president of the community service club anymore. Or the editor of the Fairview High yearbook. She was just Kate Foster, almost-Harvard-freshman. What if she wasn't ready? How had life after high school started so soon? What would she do without Sophie, Harper, and Becca?

Kate took a deep breath and forced herself to remember that she had a plan. And that meant that everything was going to be fine.

Because, as her father had said, it's always best to have a plan….

And stick to it.

Harper Waddle stared at her reflection and thought about blackheads. She had four of them, and no amount of poking, squeezing, or exfoliating had made them go away. She might as well accept them. Maybe she could even think of the little pockets of bacteria as family.

Harper pulled the belt of her white beat-up terry-cloth bathrobe tighter as a light knock on the bedroom door interrupted her rumination about the nature of blemishes. “What?” she called to her dad.

He was the only one in the house who bothered to knock, and that was just because of a mutually embarrassing incident involving a home bikini-waxing kit that had occurred in ninth grade. The door opened, and Mr. Waddle stuck his head into the room.

“Your mother wants us to help load mini quiches into the car.” He grinned, his hazel-blue eyes glinting behind his drugstore-purchased reading glasses. “She said to expect certain death if you're not downstairs in five minutes.”

Harper rolled her eyes. Threatening murder was one of her mom's favorite hobbies. “But you'd be mad if she killed me, right?”

“Are you kidding?” he deadpanned. “I'd cover it up for her.”

They'd had the same exchange a thousand times, and its familiarity gave Harper a pang. Because after tonight, everything would be different.

“Five minutes,” her dad repeated before he ducked out and shut the door. He was wearing his work boots, and Harper could hear him clomping down the stairs of their cozy two-story house.

Listening to her father's retreating footsteps, Harper decided there were worse things than being a seventeen-year-old girl with almost-hip black eyeglasses, almost-straight dirty blond hair, and four hideously ugly blackheads.

Worse things like secrets. One secret in particular.

Harper turned away from the mirror and headed to her cedar closet. She had to find something half-decent to wear tonight. It was the last time she, Sophie, Becca, and Kate would all be together before The College Years began, and she wanted to show up in something more inspired than a faded black Ann Taylor skirt and a sweat-stained tank top.

But it wasn't just the momentousness of the occasion that warranted Harper's abandoning her sloppy-writer persona. She felt it was imperative to look together, in control.

Because inside, she was a mess.

For over a hundred and thirty-eight days (not that she was counting), Harper had been lying. To her friends, to her family, to the mailman. For over a hundred and thirty-eight days, she'd been trying to find the courage to tell the truth.

So far, she hadn't. What she had managed to do was find a bright side to the grim truth she'd been hiding. It had taken all summer, but she'd found it.

Harper was going to drop the bombshell on her friends tonight. And hopefully, they would be happy for her. Hopefully, they would still love her. As for telling her parents the news—she'd worry about her mom killing her tomorrow.
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ONE

Becca was not going to scream. Even if Sophie pulled every hair out of her head, one strand at a time…She. Would. Not. Scream.

There was one final, solid tug to the back of Becca's head. Then, suddenly, she was free. It was over. Becca released her white-knuckled grip on Kate's green Egyptian cotton duvet and opened her eyes.

“Thank God,” she muttered weakly.

“Check it out,” Sophie beamed, as Becca slid off the bed and crossed the hardwood floor to the full-length mirror mounted on the back of Kate's walk-in closet door. In fifteen minutes, Sophie had managed to turn the frizzy, auburn brown greaseball on Becca's head into a sleek, sophisticated ponytail. The girl was gifted.

“Wine for later,” Kate announced, entering with two smuggled bottles of Chardonnay wrapped in a sweater.

She took in Becca's hair. “Much better,” she commented, slipping the wine into a drawer in the long oak library table that lined one whole wall of her bedroom. The table was already covered with a Vaio laptop, printer, books, and papers with HARVARD UNIVERSITY emblazoned across the top—all of it neatly arranged and ordered.

“Thanks,” Becca replied, trying to keep the wounded tone from her voice. She hadn't looked that awful before. Maybe her hair hadn't been perfect, but her khaki pants and lime-green button-down looked pretty damn good, thank you very much.

In her aquamarine cotton sundress, Kate, of course, looked perfect. Blond, blue-eyed, and beautiful. A sculpted nose, high cheekbones. Graceful, confident, not too tall, not too short, not too thin, definitely not too fat…

If Becca didn't love her, she'd hate her.

“Hey,” Kate scrambled, seeing that her words had landed unintentionally hard. “You always look great. It's just—”

“Now you look slamming,” Sophie finished, taking in her own slamming self in the mirror. The figure-hugging black pants and flowy, hot-pink tank she had on would have done any supermodel proud.

“Exactly,” Kate nodded.

Becca felt her cheeks grow red. Leave it to her to hear an insult where none was intended. It was just that she always felt slightly…less than standing next to Kate. Brown hair, freckles, and muddy green eyes did not a beauty queen make. Not that she wanted to be a beauty queen. Just a beauty.

Unfortunately, her genetic ship had already sailed, and she'd been earmarked “cute.” “Pretty” on a good day.

“Sorry,” she sighed. “I'm a little…emotional today.”

In the car on the way over, she'd actually started bawling listening to that Ryan Adams song about New York. She couldn't stop thinking that Harper was going to be a New Yorker soon—whatever that meant. Probably that she'd be carrying the requisite black messenger bag, shopping at Zabar's, and hanging out with all her cool new NYU friends in the East Village.

Harper would be a New Yorker, Kate could be a Bostonian, Sophie would be…well, still in Boulder. And Becca…

This time tomorrow she'd be on a plane.

The thought of finally being an actual freshman at Middlebury gave her a feeling of exhilaration and terror not unlike how she felt jumping off a ski lift to take on a black diamond. Only on this particular black diamond, the moguls were meeting new people, trying to get straight A's, making a concerted effort not to gain the freshman fifteen, and helping her new ski team keep its reputation as the best on the East Coast.

Sophie threw an arm over Becca's shoulder and planted a smooshy kiss on her cheek. “I'm gonna miss you, babe. And later, I predict some serious tears. But right now, we've got to rescue Harper from catering hell.”

Becca grinned back. Sophie had an excellent point. Harper was downstairs somewhere with an armload of finger food, surrounded by hungry, semi-drunk academics. They had to take action.

“Have you talked to Harper today?” Kate asked as they descended the oak staircase into the crowded living room, where UC Boulder professors stood in packs of three and four, throwing around words like semiotics, deconstruction, and post-modernism between sips of Italian wine. The Fosters' two-story Cape Cod would have looked out of place in Architectural Digest—but only because of its comparatively diminutive size. Otherwise, it was a showplace, with antiques inherited from generations of Fosters in every room, and knickknacks collected on the Fosters' travels all over the world adorning the walls.

“Yeah,” Becca answered. “She called to ask if I thought lying was a bigger sin than omission.”

Sophie shook her head. “Our girl's been a big freak lately.”

“Who's a freak?” Harper asked, coming out of the kitchen with a tray of her mother's bruschetta. She set the bruschetta down on the dining room buffet, then turned expectantly to Becca, Kate, and Sophie.

“Uh…” Becca began. Why did she have to be such a terrible liar?

“My mother,” Kate explained, jumping in smoothly. “She's decided I should go to Yale Law.”

“Oh.” There was a weird pursed quality to Harper's face.

Yep, Becca decided. Something was up with her.

“Well,” Harper continued, “I guess it's a done deal then.”

Kate frowned. “Not necessarily.”

Harper gave Kate a look. “Okay,” she said, and walked back into the kitchen.

Becca turned to Kate. “Definitely a freak.”

Kate considered a moment. “She's probably just upset you're leaving tomorrow.”

Becca groaned as her eyes welled up.

Kate wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Sophie's right. Don't start.” Then she smiled. “You'll get me going.”

“Yeah, right,” Becca laughed.

In the five years Becca had known Kate, she'd never once seen her cry. Not at the end of Jerry Maguire, or when she'd broken her wrist playing field hockey, or even when her grandmother died. Becca always imagined Kate with an invisible force field around her. No matter what happened, she always seemed protected, safe. She just dealt with things and moved on.

Of all the things about Kate that made Becca just the slightest bit jealous, that was one of the big ones.

A sandy blond head appeared at the other side of the room. Becca's heart lurched. He's here, she thought, watching as he approached. She hadn't even known he was coming—the guy she'd loved since eighth grade, when he'd held her hand and given her her first kiss outside the boys locker room at the Valentine's Day dance. He was everything she could ever imagine wanting in a boyfriend—smart, funny, commandingly tall, boyishly handsome, with wind-tossed blond hair and gleaming ocean-blue eyes.

“Hey, Bec,” he grinned. “Hey, Sophe.”

Then he planted a gentle kiss on Kate's waiting lips.

“Hey, babe.”

“What're you doing here?” Kate sounded not quite pleased.

“Your mom invited me,” Jared Burke replied, pulling her close.

“I'm gonna see if Harper needs help,” Becca said, and made her escape, leaving Sophie alone with the lovebirds.

Her smile didn't falter until she was in the kitchen. A girl couldn't spend seventeen years surrounded by a totally dysfunctional family without developing a certain skill at hiding her emotions. In her family, feelings were little more than ammunition for someone else's gun. The only way to stay safe was to hide the bullets.

So, for years, she had been hiding her feelings for Jared. When he'd broken up with her two weeks after the eighth-grade Valentine's dance, Becca had pretended to be fine. Admitting she was brokenhearted seemed silly, even childish. She hadn't wanted Kate, Sophie, and Harper to think she was some loser who couldn't get over her first crush. Then, a little more than a year later, Kate and Jared started dating. Kate had come to her, flushed with excitement, and asked if Becca would feel weird about it. She had of course said no. And after three years, Kate and Jared were still a phenomenal couple. They were happy together. And Becca was happy for them. Truly.

But, deep down, if pressed…

She had to admit, that of all the things about Kate that made her just the slightest bit jealous, being loved by Jared Burke was the biggest of all.

“It'll only take a minute,” Kate said, leading Jared up the stairs to her bedroom.

“It'll take more than a minute,” he grinned, grabbing her wrist. He pulled her into the bedroom and closed the door behind them.

“Jared—” Kate began as he wrapped his hands around her waist and walked her slowly backward toward the bed.

“Not now,” he said in a low voice. The back of Kate's legs hit the mattress, and Jared gently pressed her down, until her shoulders landed softly on the comforter. Then he leaned over and kissed her.

Just for a minute, Kate told herself. If she didn't at least give him that, he'd be grumpy for hours. So she tilted her head back, giving Jared's lips better access to the curve of her neck. After almost three years, he knew just where to linger, just where to—

Chess in Mathematics, or Literature & Justice?

Jared's hand slid under her sundress and up, across the hollow of her stomach.

There's also the Bob Dylan seminar. That could be fun.

Jared's hands stopped. His lips left her neck.

Kate opened her eyes to find her boyfriend looking down at her. Whoops. Looked like he was going to be grumpy anyway.

“If you didn't want to do this, why'd you haul me up here?”

Kate blinked at him. If there had been a mood to break, that certainly would have broken it.

“Excuse me?” she said coldly.

Jared backpedaled. “I mean, my girlfriend grabs my hand and pulls me up to her bedroom, I just thought…”

“There's a party downstairs. It's Becca's last night. I just figured since you're here, we should talk a minute.”

Jared's blue eyes were skeptical.

“About our class schedule,” she admitted.

He sat up, adjusting his shirt.

“We don't leave for Cambridge for, like, four days.”

“Freshman seminars fill up fast,” Kate explained. “My mom didn't get the one she wanted her freshman year, and she ended up studying finches with some eighty-year-old professor emeritus.”

“I'm sure he's dead by now,” Jared retorted.

“It's our first chance to build a relationship with a professor—”

“You do know that college is supposed to be fun, right?”

Kate paused. Of course college was supposed to be fun. Why would he even say that? But that didn't mean they could just show up and hope for the best. They had to be prepared. Then, sure, fun fun fun.

But there was something in Jared's tone that gave her a tiny, anxious knot in her stomach “Jared,” Kate cajoled. “Are you saying I'm not fun?”

“You gotta relax, babe,” he replied seriously. “I mean, cut the cord. That's the whole point of college. Getting away from parents, doing what we want.”

“I know that.” Of course she knew that.

Then Jared smiled, pulled her close.

“You know what I want to study right now?”

“What?” she replied cautiously. As he brushed her hair away from her face, Kate reassured herself. Jared loved her, and she loved him. This was just a transitional time. Of course there were going to be bumps, but they would get through it.

He kissed her, and pushed her back down against the pillow.

“Biology,” he said. “Let's start with the basics. Top lip, bottom lip.”

He kissed each in turn.

Kate couldn't help smiling as she put a hand on his chest.

“Party downstairs,” she said simply. “Parents. Friends.”

Jared groaned and stood up.

“I'm going home.”

“You're being silly—” Kate started to say, but Jared was already out the door.

Kate sighed.

He'd come around. And when he did, she'd be sure to let him know that he could stop making these ridiculous assertions about cutting the cord. It wasn't like she listened to everything her parents said.

If she did, she'd still be a virgin, for God's sake.

“It's not fair.” Sophie waved the enormous glass of Merlot she'd poured for herself when none of the adults were looking to emphasize her point. “Why am I the only one who has to stay in Boulder for college?”

Habiba toyed with the beads of her African brass-beaded necklace, considering the question. “Maybe because your grades weren't good enough to get in someplace like Harvard?”

With the party finally winding down, Sophie and Habiba were camped out at the black-and-white marble-topped island in the middle of the kitchen, waiting for the Fosters to usher out the last of the academic types.

Sophie rolled her eyes. “Is that my fault?”

“Well…yes.” Habiba looked confused. “I mean, who else's fault would it be?”

Despite the fact that she never sugar-coated the truth, Beebs was usually a sympathetic ear. Habiba understood pain (even the relatively shallow kind) better than anyone Sophie knew. The story was a little hazy, but Sophie knew that Beebs's biological father had died in a war when she was a baby. Then, when she was three, her mother had gotten sick and was forced to take her to an orphanage. As far as the Fosters knew, Habiba's mother died a few months later, and aside from the nuns and the other kids in the orphanage, Habiba hadn't known what it was like to have an actual family until she came to the United States.

Usually, Habiba's story made Sophie realize her own life had been absurdly free of pain. But tonight Sophie was too caught up in her own drama to have even one iota of perspective.

“Never mind,” Sophie complained miserably. “I'll just waste away in Colorado the rest of my life, playing bit parts in community theater productions of A Christmas Carol.”

“I'll be in the front row,” Habiba promised, reaching for a sesame cracker.

“Thanks, Beebs.” Sophie gulped her Merlot, wishing she could go back in time. Even to three months ago, when the whole summer stretched out before her, and it seemed like Kate, Becca, and Harper would never leave.

Habiba nodded meaningfully toward the swinging door, where Mrs. Waddle was entering with a half-full tray of mini quiches. Sophie quickly slid her glass away from her and grabbed a nearby can of Diet Coke.

“I saw that, Sophie,” Mrs. Waddle informed her, setting down the tray. “You might want to work on your ‘innocent’ face in acting class.”

“Good one, Mrs. W.” Sophie would miss her easy rapport with her friends' parents. Running into them at the Pearl Street Mall in downtown Boulder wouldn't be the same as hanging out in their kitchens.

Harper stomped into the kitchen, somehow managing to hold eight empty wine goblets between her fingers. “Becca and Kate already went upstairs, and I'm officially off duty,” she announced to Sophie, setting down the glasses with a massive clatter. “Let's go.”

“Someone's in a bad mood,” Habiba observed to Sophie as Harper ripped off her apron and headed toward the Fosters' back stairs.

Sophie nodded. Harper sounded cranky. Really cranky. She'd been acting bizarre all week, and it was getting on Sophie's nerves. What did Harper have to be pissed off about?

In a week, she'd be moving to Manhattan, exactly like she'd planned since seventh grade. Sophie, on the other hand, would be moving three blocks from her mother's house, exactly like she'd always feared.

“Have fun, girls,” Harper's mom said. “You'll remember tonight forever.”

Sophie waved goodbye to Mrs. Waddle and Habiba as she trailed Harper up the narrow set of oriental-carpeted stairs that led to Kate's bedroom. It was true. They would remember tonight forever. They'd always be friends—best friends—but these were the last hours the girls would spend truly together, without their new separate lives getting in the way.

“I think tonight should be about me,” Sophie told Harper as they entered Kate's room.

Harper gave her a look. “Becca's the one leaving tomorrow.”

“Yes, I am,” Becca agreed, popping her head out of the bay window that opened onto the flat section of roof outside of Kate's room. “And it's making me want to throw up.”

“You're all leaving,” Sophie complained. “I'm the only one staying behind to hang out with the other losers who couldn't get into a school good enough for their parents to fork over their life savings to pay for it.”

Kate appeared next to Becca in the window, her long blond hair brushing against the sill. “Nobody forced you to stay up late watching Inside the Actors Studio reruns instead of doing your homework.”

Naturally, Kate had to say something like that. Structure and discipline were like oxygen at the Foster household. Even Habiba had fallen in line, perfecting her English within nine months of her arrival in the United States. I should have hung out here more often, Sophie realized, a mere four years too late.

Sophie pulled off her tight black pants and gauzy tank, replacing them with a skintight lavender Juicy sweat suit. Then she followed Harper, who was climbing through the window to join Becca and Kate.

“There's no way I'm going to live in a room with gingham curtains,” she announced to no one in particular as she made her way onto the roof, which Harper had dubbed The Death Trap sometime during ninth grade. The only thing between any one of them and six months in traction was a small stucco ledge that had a tendency to crumble anytime it was touched. “It's just not happening.”

Kate handed her an open bottle of Chardonnay. “So tell Maggie Hendricks you've got your own stuff.”

“I will!”

Sophie settled into her usual spot next to the long-forgotten papier-mâché volcano Kate had made for her eighth-grade science project. Harper plopped down under the window, and Becca and Kate got as comfortable as possible leaning against the delicate wall.

For several moments, they just sat there. The late August air was warm and sweet and filled Sophie with a longing for everything in her life to stay just as it was. She loved her friends…why did they have to leave?

Sophie closed her eyes, wondering how many times she, Becca, Harper, and Kate had sat here, laughing and arguing late into the night, until Mr. Foster finally banged on Kate's bedroom door to signal they had to go to sleep or suffer the consequences. A hundred? A thousand? Sometimes they'd even bundled up in parkas and come out during the middle of winter….

“Remember the first time we roofed it?” Kate asked. She could always read Sophie's mind—not necessarily a good thing.

“Seventh grade, September eighteenth,” Becca recited instantly. She'd been the loneliest of the four before they became best friends, and had therefore appointed herself the keeper of such historic details.

“I was still mourning the death of Storm Chase,” Sophie recalled, referring to her favorite soap opera character.

“Lucky ole' Storm bit the dust in that suspicious parachuting accident,” Harper commented. “Otherwise, Kate would be kicking it out here with Gina Percy.”

There was a collective groan. Everyone hated Gina Percy, whose idea of a fun time was pointing out to teachers when her fellow students were passing notes in class. She'd been Kate's best friend until that fateful day in the second-floor girls' bathroom at Arapaho Middle School.

It was the first week at their new middle school, and Sophie had been crying over the untimely passing of Storm, rolling out toilet paper from one of the stalls to dry her tears. Kate had walked in, assessed the situation, and immediately pulled a travel-sized pack of Kleenex from her blue canvas backpack.

Kate had thought Sophie was insane when she found out the tears were over Storm Chase. But as Sophie went on and on about the lurid details of his TV demise, Kate couldn't help laughing. They were both giggling hysterically by the time Harper and Becca, who'd just bonded over their mutual love of cafeteria tater tots, had come into the bathroom to try Harper's new Stila lip gloss.

Worried that these two strangers would think she was a lunatic, Kate had launched into a rambling explanation of what was going on. Within minutes, the four girls had decided to go to Sophie's house after school to watch Storm's funeral. By the time Storm turned up unannounced and alive at a board meeting three months later, Sophie, Kate, Becca, and Harper had become best friends.

“Gina's not so bad,” Kate still insisted. “She's just slightly anal.”

“Sound like anyone else you know?” Harper asked, at which point they all pointed at Kate.

“Too bad Gina's not going to CU,” Sophie said. “I'd take any friend I could get.”

Sophie was bummed her friends didn't jump in with comforting words. Apparently, they felt they'd comforted her enough over the past few months.

“What if everyone at Middlebury hates me?” Becca asked suddenly and quietly, as if she'd been building up her nerve to pose the question. “What if I'm a total outcast?”

All of a sudden, Sophie felt small. Teeny, tiny small. Sure, it sucked that she didn't get to leave home like everyone else. But at least she knew where to buy her tampons. At least she'd already know people.

And it wasn't like Boulder was a bad place to live. Some people might even say it was idyllic. Located at the foot of the Flatirons of the Rocky Mountains, thirty miles from Denver, it was a beautiful town, full of artists, bohemians, and general lovers of the outdoors. There were also thousands of college students, one of whom would be Sophie.

“Everyone will love you, Bec,” Sophie assured her, placing the bottle of Chardonnay in Harper's outstretched hand. “You're inherently lovable.”

“And if they don't, Harper and I will take a road trip to Vermont and personally kick their asses,” Kate added, without breaking a smile.

“Really?” Becca sounded slightly reassured.

“Definitely.” Kate looked at Harper. “Right, Harp?”

Harper didn't answer right away. Then she shook her head. “No. We won't.”

“Why not?” Becca asked, panic rising in her voice.

Harper stared down, apparently very interested in peeling the label off the bottle of Kendall Jackson.

“Because…” She looked up, her eyes wide behind the lenses of her glasses. “I'm not going to NYU. I'm not going to college at all.”

Sophie's first thought was that Harper had lost her mind. Her second thought was that her prayers had been answered.

She wouldn't be alone after all.
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I'm going to move into my parents' basement and write the next Great American Novel,” Harper continued. “I'm going to follow my Dream.”

Seconds passed. Harper couldn't breathe. She couldn't see. If she started to smell burning toast, a stroke was definitely imminent.

But at least she'd said it out loud. For the first time, she'd put it out in the world that Harper Ellen Waddle—editor-in-chief of the high school newspaper, winner of the Alfred J. Prufrock teen fiction competition—was a college reject. Her friends would just have to deal with it.

Of course, they didn't know that part yet. Harper had decided to lead with the good news. Her Dream. That way, they wouldn't feel so bad for her when she told them her dream had been born out of necessity once she got rejected from the only university she'd applied to. Any second now, she would spill that little detail. Really. Any second.

“Somebody say something!” Harper finally yelled.

But they were all just staring at her. It was eerie.

“Pass the wine,” Sophie offered finally.

“Your dream?” Kate demanded, as Harper handed over the bottle. “What the hell does that mean?”

Harper felt like the entire contents of a junk metal shop were grinding in her stomach. “I'm going to write a book.”

She wasn't sure exactly when she'd decided that's what she was going to do. Maybe the idea had started to formulate as early as the day she'd gotten the letter from NYU. A nuclear bomb had gone off on her future, and she'd had to find some way to face it. So she'd gone to her passion. Writing. It was all she'd ever wanted to do anyway. And with NYU out of the way, there was nothing stopping her from doing it now.

If everything went according to plan—her new plan—this time next year her book would be hitting the shelves of Borders and Barnes & Nobles all over the country. Or at least be finished.

Kate shook her head. “Yeah. Right. You're going to write the next Great American Novel.”

“That's so hard to believe?” Harper asked defensively. She knew her news was big—even earth-shattering in their cookie-cutter suburban world—but did Kate have to be so…Kate?

Sophie and Becca were looking back and forth between Kate and Harper. Apparently, neither of them wanted to get in the middle. Harper didn't blame them.

“You have to go to college.” Kate was using the flat, cold tone of voice that had made Harper slam doors on more than one occasion.

“It's not exactly a choice,” she answered flatly.

Becca reached out and touched Harper's hand, which showed Harper just how dire her friends saw the situation. Becca never made physical contact voluntarily.

“Is it the money? Is NYU too expensive for your parents to afford?”

“No, it's not that.”

Say the words, Harper ordered herself. Tell them the rest of it. She'd been an idiot. She'd been an egomaniac. She hadn't listened when her college counselor told her to apply to safety schools, and now she was shit out of luck.

“So you're choosing to be a loser?” Kate asked.

Kate sounded so smug, so maddeningly superior, that Harper wanted to kill her. Not metaphorically. Literally. With her own bare hands. Or maybe with an axe, Lizzie Borden-style, if she'd had one readily available.

“Harper's not a loser,” Sophie jumped in. “I'm sure she has a great reason for deciding to…follow her dream…and stay in Boulder with me.” She looked hopefully to Harper. “What is it?”

They were all looking at her, waiting for some reasonable explanation. Except Kate. For her, there was no reasonable explanation.

And suddenly Harper knew.

She wasn't going to tell her friends the truth. It was just too humiliating.

She'd felt the same way that day last April, when she'd gotten the dreaded thin white envelope from NYU. The thought of her friends and family looking at her with pity…it had been unacceptable. Harper figured she'd wait a few weeks, until the college furor had calmed, then tell the truth. Only a few weeks had turned into a few months, and here she was.

“Look, I've wanted to go to NYU forever,” Harper began slowly. “And I'm sure it's great.” She was sure it was more than great, but that was irrelevant. “But I also want to express something to the world. Now. Before I get jaded and cynical and decide it makes more sense to become an investment banker.”

“You had this revelation in the last fifteen minutes?” Sophie asked, nervously zipping and unzipping her lavender hoodie.

“I've been thinking about it all summer. I just didn't want to talk about it until I was ready.” Which was true. “I know it's a cliché, but we only live once. I don't want to look back and wonder what would have happened if I'd had the guts to go for it.”

It was the speech Harper had been giving herself all summer. It was the thing that had kept her going.

Kate snorted. Actually snorted. “That's the stupidest thing I've ever heard.”

“Not everyone thinks going to Harvard with your boyfriend is the ultimate,” Harper snapped back at Kate.

“But why didn't you tell us?” Sophie demanded. “If I'd known, I wouldn't have had to spend the whole summer totally bummed that I was going to be all alone.”

Harper smiled. Leave it to Sophie to find a way to be narcissistic at the most inappropriate moment. She was right though. Harper should have told them. She should have told them the day she got that letter. She'd just been so sure she'd get in…. She'd talked about going to New York for years. Well, the pride had cometh, and so had the fall.

“You're going to study creative writing at NYU,” Becca pointed out, shifting to her knees. “Can't you write a book there?”

Now that Harper had made up her mind to lie, the rest was going to be easy.

“I know how I am,” she started to explain, ignoring Kate's still-icy stare. “I'd get to NYU and want to make friends and spend every weekend listening to bad guitar players sing James Taylor songs in Washington Square Park….”

Harper was really warming up now, imagining the details of a life she knew nothing about. It was what she did. It was why she was a writer.

“I'd start crushing on some guy named Dexter across the hall. We'd hook up once. Then again, a couple days later. Pretty soon I'd get obsessed with comic books, 'cause he's obsessed with comic books. But it would turn out Dex is a commitment-phobe. And when he eventually broke my heart at a Halloween party, I'd be so paralyzed that I'd spend the next semester lying in bed, watching American Chopper and eating Pringles.”

Sophie shook her head. “Not a pretty picture.”

Harper took a deep breath. “You guys, this is a good thing. This is me, taking a chance.” She looked pointedly at each of them. “Be happy for me? Please?”

“It makes a weird kind of sense,” Becca commented thoughtfully. “I mean, it's insane…but not.”

“I don't want to let real life get in the way of my passion,” Harper declared softly. “I don't want it to get in the way of my Dream.”

Sophie and Becca were nodding, and even Kate looked a tiny bit moved. Their kind faces made Harper want to cry. “I'm sorry I'm dropping this on you tonight. I didn't mean to ruin everything.”

Kate frowned at her. “We're your best friends,” she said, the judgment gone from her voice. “If this is how you were feeling, why didn't you talk to us?”

Harper looked back at Kate. “I was scared.”

They were the truest words she'd spoken in the past one hundred and thirty-eight days.

I'm going to follow my Dream, Sophie thought as she pulled a queen-sized slate blue Aerobed from the walk-in closet in Kate's bedroom. Harper's declaration had been reverberating in her head for the last two hours, leaving her both exhilarated and drained.

At first, she had been waiting for Harper to start laughing hysterically and declare the whole thing was a joke. She wasn't going to stay home to write a book, she was going to NYU, like she'd talked about forever. But as the minutes ticked by, and the debate over Harper's announcement continued, Sophie had finally realized this was real. Harper was giving up everything to follow her passion.

“Sophie, don't you agree?” Kate demanded.

“Huh?” Sophie looked up from the Aerobed, which she was now spreading out on the floor, and realized she'd completely tuned out her friends' chatter.

“I was saying I still don't see why Harper can't go to NYU this year,” Kate repeated, punching a pillow to emphasize her point. She'd mellowed over the last couple hours, but hadn't given up on changing Harper's mind. “She can write her book next summer.”

“Does anyone care that Becca is leaving tomorrow?” Harper was lounging next to Kate on the bed, eating the last of a bag of spicy mustard Kettle Chips. “Are we really going to spend the rest of the night obsessing over this when we should be reminiscing?”

“We can reminisce when I call you from Middlebury.” Becca reached up to redo her now frizzed-out ponytail. “Your future is way more important.”

Sophie looked at Harper, who was now bent over the side of Kate's bed, surreptitiously wiping her hands on the dust ruffle. Was Harper's decision crazy? Definitely. But it was also fucking inspiring. If she were going to be brutally honest with herself—something that didn't happen every day—Sophie would have to admit she was…envious.

Harper was willing to go against every convention she'd ever known to make her dreams come true. And here was Sophie, with her own dream of being an actress, doing absolutely nothing to make it happen. Next to Harper, Sophie suddenly felt like a wimp.

No, it was worse than that. Sophie wasn't just a wimp. She was lazy. If she'd worked harder in high school, both on her academics and her acting, maybe she'd be leaving home…even going to Juilliard. In any given situation, Sophie used her looks and charm to take the easy way out—from copying homework to cajoling her mom into letting her get away with not making her bed every morning. Now she was paying for it. The rest of her friends were forging ahead with their lives, while Sophie…well, wasn't.

She plugged the cord of the air mattress into an outlet and turned to Becca and Kate. “I think Harper's pretty damn brave,” she declared. “And I'm not just saying that because I'm glad she's staying in town.”

Harper grinned. She looked incredibly young in the blue-and-green-striped cotton pj's she'd borrowed from Kate—but she also looked incredibly strong. “Thanks, Sophe.”

“Us artist-types have to stick together,” Sophie declared.

Not that she was a real artist. A real artist wouldn't let low S.A.T. scores keep her imprisoned in the small world she'd grown up in. A real artist would plunge into the unknown to soak up whatever creative experiences the Universe had to offer.

Becca's and Kate's faces were both still etched with worry. “Have you guys forgotten how to smile, or what?” Sophie asked them over the whirring of the expanding air mattress.

“I'm just…” Kate trailed off, at a loss. “I feel like everything's changed.”

No one said anything. They didn't need to. Somehow, Harper's decision had altered everything. Yes, they'd all known that after Becca left tomorrow, nothing would ever be truly the same. But as long as they were all marching along their parent-approved paths, it felt safe. Now…anything could happen.

“I'm happy for you,” Becca said to Harper finally, sounding like she meant it. “Aside from the shock and the fact that you hid, like, a huge secret from us for God knows how long…I'm happy for you.”

“What about you, Katie?” Sophie asked. “Can you be happy for her?”

Kate sighed. Sophie could see this was killing her. But she knew Kate would come through. She always did, even when she didn't want to.

“I guess I don't have a choice,” Kate responded. Then she grinned. “Besides, having a famous writer for a best friend could be cool.”

Sophie felt a tear working its way through her sinus cavity. She'd already cried once today, but that meeting with Maggie Hendricks at Starbucks seemed like a lifetime ago.

“Thanks, Kate.” Harper sounded like she was fighting her own crying jag, and that was saying something.

“I still can't believe you're going to live at home,” Becca made a face, unable to keep the dismay out of her voice. Of all of them, she was the one most longing to get away from her family.

“The basement isn't that bad,” Harper insisted. “It'll be like having my own place. And Sophie will be around to help me decorate.”

“No. I won't.”

Oops. She hadn't meant to say that out loud. She hadn't even meant to think it, beyond the realm of normal, everyday fantasy.

“What?” Kate asked, her tone low and dangerous.

“I'm moving to Los Angeles.” Sophie's hands were shaking. “I'm going to be an actress.”

I'm going to be an actress, she repeated to herself, fighting the urge to giggle. It was everything she'd wanted since she was old enough to stay up and watch the Oscars with her mother. If Harper could follow her Dream, why shouldn't she? It felt right. Terrifying, but right.

“You're not funny,” Harper informed her.

But Sophie meant it. She wasn't going to be stuck in Boulder for another four years, living in the land of socks and sandals. She was leaving. She was free.

“The old Dream Train's got one more passenger.” They were all staring at her a lot like they'd all been staring at Harper a few minutes ago. “Choo…choo,” she added lamely.

Kate threw up her hands. “I give up. I thought I knew you guys—obviously, I was wrong.”

Screw Kate. The girl's idea of throwing caution to the wind was eating a Pop-Tart before dinner. Sophie turned to Harper. She wasn't sure what she'd expected. Maybe a hug…or whoop of joy…at least a high five. But Harper wasn't even smiling.
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