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MAX

They never list the names. Just the numbers.

Every year the school posts the SAT scores in the lobby, where anyone can see them. But they don’t put the names—like Jeff Stein got 2340, Susie Chen got 1160. They just put the numbers and let you guess who got what.

Which, of course, is what everybody does.

It’s easier than you think. Like some kids, the math geniuses and future physicists, you can pretty much figure out they’re the 2300s. If someone gets 2400, it always comes out who it is. “Oh, don’t tell anyone, but I got 2400.” Yeah, right. Next day everyone’s like, “He got 2400. He’s going to Yale.”

And it’s not too hard to figure out who’s at the bottom of the list. Who got in the 1200s—when they give you 600 points just for writing your name. You think of the stoners, the jocks, kids who just say, “Screw it.” Because some kids do. They say they don’t care what they get, and they mean it.

Then there’s everybody else, all clumped together in the middle. The pretty goods, the fines … also known as the not good enoughs, the not quite acceptables.

Last year when I took the PSATs for the first time, I told myself I wouldn’t look at the list.

But I did. And there it was: my score. This is where you are, Max. This is how much you count for.

Sometimes I think, What’s worse? Doing just okay, or totally bottoming out? There’s a weird honor in completely screwing up, in scoring so low that no college’ll take you except the ones that take everyone, including mental cases and paint eaters. The kid at the top has that spot all to himself. But so does the kid at the bottom.

When you’re trying to figure out who got what, you remember—who looked happy the day after you got the scores? Who looked bummed out, who was crying?

Mr. Crowley, our college adviser, always says, “The top colleges can only take so many kids from Dewey.” Only a few of you, maybe even only one of you, are going to get to go to Yale or Harvard.”

In other words, like it or not, you’re all in competition with one another.



Part I
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Pick Up Your No. 2 Pencil. Begin.



LEO

In New York everybody knows everybody else. Well, there are all these people you totally don’t know—like cabdrivers and the freaks in the park—but they don’t count The people who count, the kids who go to your school or schools like your school, we all know one another. It’s like a club. “Dalton, check. Prada, check. Summers in Europe or the Hamptons, check.” We all want the same things and we all do the same stuff to get them.

Like college. You can pretend you don’t want to go to Yale or Harvard or Brown—but you do. Unless you’re a nose picker. In life there are those who count and there are nose pickers. Very few people actually count for anything—even though everybody likes to think they do.

Anyway, I’m not surprised when I walk into the SAT prep class in the last week of summer vacation and there’s at least three other kids from Dewey.

Without even thinking, I size them up.

Daisy Stubbs. Plays b-ball, dates b-ball. Heavily into saving things, from the planet to the guy at the party who thinks it’s a cool idea to mix tequila and schnapps. I’ve been to a lot of parties where Daisy’s holding somebody’s head while they puke. She’s a lot of guys’ dream, but I never saw the big deal.

Strictly state school. No threat.

Of course, next to Daisy is her best bud, Max. Max is a little guy. Those who can’t play, write for the school paper. He’d probably tell you it’s all about the game, but it’s like, dude, girls in shorts? Who are you kidding?

Max is smart. He could be thinking Ivies. Maybe Columbia.

Then there’s Jane Cotterell. When she came to our school last year, we were like, “Sweet, Julia Cotterell’s daughter and she passes for a babe.” But Jane speaks to no one. Shy or stuck-up? Can’t tell. Guess when your mom’s a movie star, you don’t mix with the little people.

Possible threat. But only because of Mom.

I take a seat, look around. No sign of the teacher, and it’s almost time to start. While we wait, I open my notebook and start a list, “Five People I Don’t Know Who Count.”


	Bill Gates

	Quentin Tarantino (or Steven Soderbergh)

	Bono



And maybe, just maybe, Jane Cotterell.

Jane

I really, really hope they don’t make us go around and say our names. I hate that. Somebody always asks, “Hey, is your mom Julia Cotterell?”

I have two standard answers: “Um, yeah” or “No, but I get that all the time.”

I hardly ever do “Um, yeah,” because then you get, “Oh, I loved her in Persuasion,” or “She totally deserved the Oscar that year.” And then what do you say? “Thanks”?

My mom would be so on me right now. There are three kids from Dewey here, and she’d be like, “Why don’t you say hi? Why don’t you talk to them? They don’t have fangs, for God’s sake.”

Mom, believe me, Daisy and Max would find me utterly boring, and Leo Thayer is a BP who talks only to other BPs.

Where is the SAT guy, anyway?

MAX

Just when I’m thinking Is this class ever going to start? this bald guy sticks his head in the door and gasps, “Can’t find the booklets. Stay put, I’ll be right back….”

I feel Daisy’s notebook nudge my hand. I look at what she’s written.

“It’s a sign. Let’s split.”

I write, “Can’t. Must learn secrets of a, b, c, d, or e.”

Daisy scribbles some more.

“a. This is lame.

b. This is boring.

c. This sucks.

d. All of the above.

e. LET’S SPLIT!!”

Last year Daisy and I both said prep was elitist and sick, and we swore we wouldn’t do it. Then we got our PSAT scores, and well, I guess things change.

I tell myself everyone does prep. Even Tory McEwan, who got the one perfect score in the school last year, did prep. There’s no shame in it.

I just feel … disgusting, that’s all.

The SAT guy is back. He pants, “Just a few more minutes, I’m arranging for backup.”

Then he disappears. Leo Thayer makes a big show of looking at his watch. “That’s ten minutes gone. This one class costs a hundred dollars, this guy owes us each ten bucks.”

A girl with pink fingernails who obviously thinks Leo is hot says, “Totally.”

I tell myself I don’t hate Leo Thayer because he’s one of the Beautiful People and so many women think he’s hot. I tell myself I hate Leo Thayer because he’s an egotistical schmuck.

And I almost believe myself.

Then Daisy says loudly, “Screw the ten bucks. Let’s just walk out.”

Daisy

Well, someone had to say something.

I mean, God, we were all just sitting there like, Oh, please, Mr. Brilliant SAT Man, share your wisdom with us. We have paid you hundreds of dollars for the wonderful privilege.

And those who don’t have hundreds of dollars, well, screw them.

And those who don’t go to private school, screw them, too.

I said to my parents, “Doesn’t it bother you, just a little, how unfair this is? How the whole system is completely and disgustingly rigged?”

And they were like, “Yeah, but you’re going anyway.”

Yay, principles.

Last year Coach said she would bench me if I didn’t quit arguing with the refs all the time. So I’ve been trying not to lose it so much. But this whole scene is just too obnoxious. I say it again: “Let’s walk out.”

If this were a movie, this would be the part where the crowd rises up with a huge roar and burns something down.

But all that happens is Leo Thayer rolls his eyes and says …

LEO

“What, because the guy didn’t show?”

Because yeah, I’m annoyed the guy is late, but that doesn’t mean Daisy gets to piss on the whole thing. I know exactly what she’s thinking. And I’m sorry, I know some kids go to lousy schools and never learn to read—but how is me screwing up my SATs going to help?

I tell her, “You think there shouldn’t be any test at all. Colleges should just take us because we’re nice and kind to animals. Not ’cause we’re … smart or anything.”

Daisy cocks her head like she’s thinking about it. “Well, if we’re so smart, how come we have to pay some jerk to teach us how to take a freaking test?”

She looks me right in the eye, and I have a weird flash. Some party where this girl was following me around, all boo-hoo, because … I don’t know, she had ideas. She got herself totally trashed, and Daisy took her home. When they were leaving, Daisy looked back at me, and I was like, Not my problem. Daisy gave me this look: Whose problem is it?

I said then and I say now: not mine.

Although it’s seriously pissing me off that this guy is so late….

MAX

Probably most of the kids here think Daisy’s kidding. Yeah, she says “Let’s walk out,” but she doesn’t really mean it.

Except she does. She totally means it.

I look around the classroom. Here’s what I see: a bunch of kids who know the whole college game is stacked against kids without money and connections.

And … a bunch of kids with money and connections.

All of a sudden Daisy gets up, goes to the front of the class, and says, “Everyone who thinks the SATs are bogus, the time for pizza is now.”

Okay, Max. Here’s where you stand up….

I think of my dad: “Hey, how was SAT prep?” “Uh, well …”

Then all of a sudden I hear this little, tiny voice: “I’ll come.” I look toward the voice, see … Jane? Jane Cotterell?

Daisy sees her too, smiles at me like, Insanity time …

And that’s that. If Jane Cotterell’s walking out, I certainly have to. I stand, say, “I’m up for pizza.”

The rest of the kids stare down at their notebooks. I go stand with Daisy and Jane at the door. Daisy looks back at the class. “Last chance.”

Then Leo says, “Screw it,” and gets up.

And before anyone has a chance to do anything, Daisy yells, “Sayonara,” and we run out the door.

Jane

This is wild.

I’ve never done anything like this. Just leave and slam the door, good-bye!

I’ve seen people do it. My mom used to do it all the time when she was fighting with my dad. I wanted to tell her, “Hi, Mom, this is not a movie, we’re not your audience….”

Except this time we’re the ones everyone’s looking at. I guess they think we’re crazy. I should feel embarrassed, but I don’t. It’s like, You’re the fools.

When we get out to the hallway, and we see the SAT guy—still looking for his stupid books—and Daisy says, “Run for it,” we get nuts running down the hall, charging down the stairs, and someone, I think Max, starts laughing because it’s so nuts, and then we’re all cracking up, even me, and I’m worried because I’m running so fast I’m going to fall down and break my neck, and we jump down the last few stairs, and Leo shoves open the door and waves us all through, and suddenly we’re out on the street and we’re free and …

And I think, Maybe we are crazy. But crazy’s really good.

Then Leo says, “Okay, now what?”

Max and Daisy look at each other. If no one says anything, we’ll all just walk away….

I say, “You could come to my house.”

LEO

One of my basic rules in life: Never ever turn down a chance to meet a famous person. So when Jane asks us over, I immediately say, “Sure.”

Daisy says, “Yeah, cool.” She’s so psyched she got us all to walk out she’ll agree to anything: “Take a swim in the reservoir? Yeah, cool….”

Only Max looks doubtful. Probably thinking he’s too dorky to meet Julia Cotterell. He’s right—but I’m not going to let that stand in my way.

MAX

Frankly, I thought once we were out of there, Daisy and I would go and hang on our own. We don’t know these guys. And when it comes to Leo, I seriously don’t want to know him.

But somehow we’re all going to Jane Cotterell’s house. Not that Jane is so terrible. But I don’t know her, and I have no idea what to say to her. I know she used to hang with Lily Previn, but they don’t seem to be buds this year.

And of course, Jane’s insanely gorgeous, and I can’t speak to insanely gorgeous females. The most I can manage is, “Uh, duh …”

She really looks like her mom, with this cloud of black hair, huge gray eyes. Thin, perfect skin—she’s like from another planet where they build everyone perfect. Whereas I’m from a planet where they build everyone short and weird looking.

You don’t want to be supremely uncool and say, “Hey, I saw your mom in the newspaper.” But I don’t know what else to talk to her about.

The only other thing I know about Jane is what everyone knows about her. And that you really can’t talk about.

What people say about Jane is that her stepfather watches her naked. They also say she lets him.

I have to admit, sometimes I look at Jane and the thought of her naked and being watched is not the worst thing to think about.

Then I look at her face, the way she never really looks anyone in the eye, and I feel like if that’s true, it’s really ugly, and someone should do something.

Jane

I can’t believe they’re actually coming. I wish I had the first clue what to say to them. Everything I’ve thought of so far has either been somewhat stupid … or really stupid.

Like, I know Max writes for the school newspaper, but I don’t read it I know he’s into sports, but if I talk about that, I’ll sound like a complete idiot. “Uh, baseball, that’s the one with the bat, right?”

Daisy is way cool. Everybody likes Daisy. You can’t not. But I know she’s into politics and stuff. She’ll probably think my house is totally gross and richy rich. “Oh, my God, I went to Jane Cotterell’s house? You could feed a family of twelve with what they spend on toilet paper.”

Leo, I know, just wants to meet my mom. Too bad for him she’s not home.

I’ve never had this many people to my house before.

I wish I knew how to do these things.

Daisy

We are definitely a weird little group.

Me. Max. Jane Cotterell. And Leo Thayer.

We hardly say anything on the walk to Jane’s house. In the elevator we look at one another, thinking, How did this happen? Actually, I don’t care how it happened. I am so damned psyched we stuck our finger right in their face: “You thought you had us? Think again….”

Jane’s place is really nice. This is how you live when you have serious money. I look around for an Oscar or something, but no dice.

I say, “Cool apartment.”

Jane looks embarrassed. “It’s way too big.”

She takes us into the living room, then runs into the kitchen. When she comes back, she’s got her arms full of glasses and bottles of soda. Leo leaps up to help her. I glance at Max, Check out Mr. Sua-vay, and he rolls his eyes like, Is he for real?

Then Jane says to me, “We can order pizza. I mean, if you still want to.”

I had totally forgotten about the pizza, but I say, “Yeah, sure.” So we do. When it comes, Leo, of course, has to “help” Jane by going to the door to get it with her. Max rolls his eyes again, but I punch him because he’s going to make me laugh if he keeps it up.

There are three couches in an open square. I sit down next to Max on one. Jane’s hovering, like she’s not sure where to sit—in her own house. I pat the center couch, and she sits down.

Leo sits on his own couch, spreads himself out. “So, when’s everyone taking the test?”

Max says, “March,” which is news to me.

Jane says, “I guess March.”

Leo looks at me, but I’m like, “I don’t know.”

I look at Max like, How did you know? He never told me he was taking the test that early.

“You should do March,” Leo tells me. “You should take it as many times as possible.”

“I heard that colleges don’t like it when you do that,” says Jane. “Like, they hold it against you.”

“How would they know?” asks Leo.

Max says, “I heard every few years some colleges only take the kids with the best scores. They don’t look at anything else—just to see what kind of student they get.” He leans in and takes a chip. “Can you imagine if you wanted to go to that school in the wrong year?”

Jane swallows. “I heard they score the tests wrong sometimes, but no one ever finds out.”

“Sometimes people fill the dots in wrong,” says Max. “Supposedly one kid used the wrong pencil, and the test didn’t count.”

Leo laughs. “Did you hear about these two guys who knew they’d be sitting next to each other, so they swapped sections? They did their own essays, but the kid who was good at math did the math, the kid who was good at verbal did that. I think they got into Brown.”

Max shakes his head. “That sucks. That’s evil.”

LEO

Which you would totally expect from a guy like Max. “Oh, it’s evil.” Dude, it’s a system. You work it however you can.

Then Jane says, “Does anybody else have nightmares? I have this dream that I do horribly, and People puts on the front cover ‘Julia Cotterell’s Daughter Flunks SATs!’”

Max says, “The other night I had the dream where you’re like, ‘Wait, the SATs are today?’ and you’re running, thinking, Man, they better let me in….”

Daisy laughs. “I have this nightmare that I do horribly and …” She shakes her head, embarrassed.

I say, “What?”

“Well, money’s kind of a scarce thing in our house, so I’m going to need some serious financial aid.” Daisy pulls at a ring on her finger. “So I’m worried if I blow this thing, it’ll be like, ‘Forget it, you can’t afford to go to college.’”

Jane

I feel awful. I should never ever have said anything about People or my mom. Not when people have, like, real problems.

To get past it, I say, “Is it me or is everyone at this school really competitive about this stuff?”

Leo snorts, “No.”

While Max says, “Only insanely.”

Daisy says to Leo, “Come on, remember the Twenty-four Hundred Club?”

I look at Max, and he says, “Last year some seniors formed a club. You could only be in it if you got a perfect score, and you were only allowed to hang with other Twenty-four Hundreds.”

Daisy adds, “It was the height of obnoxiousness.”

Leo grins. “What’s so evil about having a club?” You can tell: He had friends in that club. Nobody minds clubs when they think they can be in them. Like girls who say they don’t have cliques, they just don’t want to be friends with you.

I say, “Where you can’t even talk to people unless they get the same score?”

Max grins. “We should have numbers on our butts.” He turns to Daisy. “Hi, I’m a two thousand. Nice to meet you.”

In a haughty accent she says, “Sorry, I only date twenty-one hundreds and above….”

We all laugh—even Leo. He can probably be nice sometimes. But you can tell Max and Daisy think Leo’s just a BP and they’re above BPs, and Leo probably thinks, Well, they’re not BPs, so who cares about them?

I don’t get it. Why we have to rank ourselves all the time.

Then Daisy asks me, “Is your mom psycho about the college thing?”

Grateful that she doesn’t think I’m a jerk, I say, “Not so much college, but she’s always telling me how I’ve had everything, and if I screw up, it proves I’m this big spoiled brat.”

Max nods. “My dad’s pretty intense about it too.” Daisy nods, like, Is he ever.

Then Leo says, “That’s funny. My dad’s the total opposite.” He breaks a pretzel. “He thinks I take it way too seriously.”

It’s weird. A few minutes ago someone would’ve said, “Yeah, you do, and it’s annoying.” But somehow the fact that Leo admitted it means we can’t. Like he’s one of us now.

Like … there’s an us.

Daisy

I’m about to ask if anyone else is sick of hearing, “They’re going to be judging you this year. They’re going to be looking at your scores and your grades and your extracurriculars and the size and smell of your farts … ,” when all of a sudden Jane sits up and says, “Wait.”

We all look at her.

“Maybe we could do, like, a different club? A study group or something. We could meet here if you want to.”

Jane is practically bouncing on the couch, she’s so eager to do this. I can’t help thinking, This girl has bucks, a famous mom, and absolutely no friends. What’s up with that?

On the other hand, it does occur to me that hanging at Jane’s house would be a lot better than prep—although I don’t see what we’d learn.

Max must be thinking the same thing, because he says, “How would we do it?”

Jane shakes her head. You can tell she hadn’t thought that far. But Leo says, “Like, everybody does one practice test a week. Bring it in, and if somebody gets something that you screwed up on, they explain it to you.”

“Right,” says Jane, like that’s exactly what she was thinking. “So?” She looks around uncertainly.

If you could read minds, Leo’d be thinking, No way, except maybe I get to meet the mom. Max’d be thinking, I don’t really have the time. And I’m thinking, No way do I want to waste a second more than I have to thinking about this test.

But none of us says what we’re thinking. You can’t. Jane is just way too psyched about this. So we all end up going, “Yeah, okay. That’d be cool.”

And in my case, wondering, What are we getting into here?

LEO

I’m pretty sure I’ll be busy whenever Jane decides the next meeting is. But there’s no point in saying that now.

Instead I ask, “So, does anyone know when their Crowley meeting is?” Daisy and Max groan, fall around on the couch.

Jane says, “What’s the Crowley meeting?”

I say, “Crowley’s the school college adviser—”

“He’s evil,” says Daisy.

I ignore her. “In your junior year you have a meeting with him and he gives you a list of schools where he thinks you should apply. He breaks it down: reaches, possibles, and safeties.”

Jane frowns. “What if you want to go somewhere that’s not on his list?”

“It means Crowley thinks you can’t get in.”

“Or that you’re not worth his time. What he does,” Max tells Jane, “is decide how many kids from Dewey can get into the top schools and limits the number of applications so the top kids have the best chance. Like if I want to go to Yale, and Crowley’s thinking, Okay, Leo and Jane have a better chance of getting in there than Max does, he won’t put Yale on my list.”

Jane frowns. You can tell it’s hitting her for the first time. Like, yeah, maybe we’re going to hang out, go over some SAT crap together, be all supportive. But when you get right down to it, it’s every man for himself.

MAX

On the way home Daisy says, “Are we really going to do this?”

“It’s better than prep,” I say.

Daisy nods. “I am not going back to that heinousness.”

We keep walking. I don’t say, “I am.” Don’t say, “I have to.” Don’t say, “Otherwise my dad’ll kill me.”

The great thing about Daisy, she always says what she thinks. But she doesn’t make you do the same. Mostly because she already knows. She knows most things about me.

Like she knows that when I got my PSAT scores, I took them to my dad and said, “Hey, not too bad, huh?”

He just looked at them for the longest time. I waited for him to say, “Not bad at all!” or something like that.

Instead he said, “Well, you could do better.” He looked at me. “Don’t you think?”

“Well, yeah, but …” I didn’t know what to say. Because I thought the scores were not bad for the first time around. “I bet a lot of kids didn’t get this high.”

“I don’t care about a lot of kids, Max. Forget them. Do you think you can do better?”

And I was like, Wait, I have to remember everybody else when I’m not doing as good as they are, but when I do better, I still have to worry about everybody else? When do I get not to worry?

For a second I wished my mom were there, so she could say what she thought. Which was entirely stupid because dead people don’t think about SATs. Or anything else, for that matter.

My dad said, “Do you know how many kids are going to take the SATs next year?”

“A lot.”

“That’s right. Do you know how hard it is for colleges to choose? How many outstanding candidates there are?”

I wanted to ask him, “Do you think I’m an outstanding candidate?” But instead I said, “They look at a lot of stuff, not just SATs.”

“Sure. But grades, an interview, your recommendations, your essay—all that’s subjective. The SAT is the only hard, solid number they have to go by. And you can’t let them use it against you. If it’s a choice between you and someone just like you but with better scores …”

I kept thinking, But these scores are okay.

Then I saw my dad’s face, and I knew if I thought these scores were acceptable, then I was a loser, a guy who was just okay in a world where you have to be frigging amazing.

Just okay is not okay.

So I said, “I think you’re right. I can definitely do better.”

My dad smiled. “I know you can.”

That night I get out a piece of paper, draw a line down the middle. At the top I write, “My Life.” Then on one side of the line I put “If I Do Well on the SATs,” and on the other, “If I Don’t Do Well on the SATs.”

If I Do Well on the SATs


	I will make my dad happy.

	Go to a decent school with people who have half a brain and who don’t necessarily care that you’re not a sex god.

	Meet someone.

	Fall in love, or approximation thereof.

	Be happy.



If I Do Not Do Well on the SATs


	I will make my dad seriously pissed off.

	Get into some dumb-jock school where girls sleep only with dumb jocks.

	Be stunted by lack of sexual experience in close college; never get anyone to sleep with me. Ever.

	Die a miserable virgin.



Then I close the notebook.

Daisy had her hair in a braid today.

LEO

I paid for the pizza. I don’t think anybody noticed that, but I did. Which really annoys me. Like, “Oh, he’s got money, let him pay.” Gee, you’re welcome.

Since the day is shot, I head home and zone. I’m sitting in the living room, flipping channels, when my little brother, Alonzo, brings his monster truck screaming up to my sneakers. Yelling, “Road block, road block,” he crunches the car over my feet, and I say, “Man, you are lucky these are my old shoes.”

He looks up grinning. Kid’s only seven. Monster trucks are kind of his life.

If you want to get technical about it, Zo is my half brother. He became a fixture in the house when he was two. That’s when my dad decided maybe his girlfriend and his kid should live in the same house with him.

Jenna’s okay. She’s young, which might sound weird for me to say, but she is young; she’s only twenty-seven, and I don’t get the sense that she’s got the biggest clue. Although she figured out how to get my dad to pay her rent, so there you go. Not so dumb after all.

Once, we all went out to dinner, and the waiter thought she and I were the couple, that we were together. She and my dad found that most hilarious. I was like, Right, moving on …

Zo’s okay, though. Look at him, ramming his monster truck into the table leg.

Zo’s cool.

That night I try to do the practice test as quickly as possible. I want to get fast on this thing so I can forget about the time pressure.

I’m about two-thirds through when there’s a knock on my door. Great, there goes my time. I yell, “Yeah?”

The door opens. Oh, hi, Dad. I say, “What’s up?”

He says, “Homework already? Man, they work you hard.”

He smiles like he’s all sympathetic, but what he really means is, I can’t believe you’re working. Get a life already.

My dad used to be all about work. He used to get it: You want something, take it, nobody gives it to you. Then he flipped out, decided he wasn’t “living”—whatever that means. Bye Mom, bye job, hello Jenna and acting like …

Whatever. I say it again, “What’s up?”

He points back to the living room. “We rented some movies, wanted to know if you were up for it.”

I hold up the SAT book. “Kind of busy.”

After he’s closed the door, I feel a little bad.

But then I’m like, What do you want from me?

Do you have any idea how competitive it is out there?

No, you don’t, because you decided you didn’t give a crap.

Well, I don’t have that choice. So don’t make me feel bad that I can’t watch some stupid movie with you.

I go back to the test.

Daisy

I’m not a mega-talented basketball player. But I read the court well. Like, I can tell which way players will go—and I can usually fake them out.

That night at dinner, with my folks, I’m in for a major fake-out session.

First my mom. “How was prep?”

Fake left. “It was cool having Max there.”

Then my dad: “Did you find it helpful?”

Fake right. “The guy couldn’t find the test books.”

Mom and Dad glance at each other. I can tell I’m about to be doubled-teamed.

A lot of kids will tell you how much their parents suck. They think it makes them cool to say they’re barely surviving the torments of their evil mom and dad. And I always have to say, “You know, my parents are okay. They’re pretty cool, all in all.”

Which is why I can’t lie to them. Unfortunately.

I expect screaming. But when I tell my parents I skipped prep—and that I’m not going back—they just get really, really quiet. Which is, frankly, worse.

My dad turns his fork over. “The basketball’s not going to do it, honey.”

“I know.”

“And your grades are good, but…”

“Not amazing, I know. I’ll make them better. I promise.”

My mom says, “It’s a lot of money, Daisy.”

Which makes me feel wild and desperate, and I start saying, “I know. I know … ,” anything to get them to stop talking about money. I feel like it’s the only thing we talk about anymore: ‘Your dad’s out of work. I’m working full-time and going to school. Things are really tough right now.”

When the PSAT scores came in the mail, we all knew they weren’t the kind of PSAT scores that get you scholarships. That’s when my mom and dad said, “Maybe we need to think about prep.”

I say, “I will make this work, I totally promise, okay?”

I look at both of them. “Okay?”

My mom smiles, puts her hand on mine. “We know you’ll try, it’s just …”

The money. “I know.” Then: “You know, a bunch of us are going to get together and study. Sort of a group. Do practice tests.”

My mom smiles. “That,” says my dad, “is an excellent idea.”

After dinner I try one of the practice tests. I think of what Leo said: “Bring it in, and if somebody gets something that you screwed up on, they explain it to you.”

Yeah well, Leo, I’m going to need a whole lot of explaining. I mean, look at this:

The lapdog is an excellent companion animal for those dwelling in cities. Its small size is well suited to apartment life. Its pleasant temperament makes it an ideal pet for people who have less time to walk an animal, as it will not become aggressive or restless due to lack of exercise. Which of the following is the best way to combine sentences 1, 2, and 3?



The lapdog is a good house pet because it is small and unaggressive.

The lapdog is an excellent pet because of its size and temperament.

Many people who prefer lapdogs require small, good-natured animals.

WHO CARES??????

I throw the stupid book across the room.

Jane

My mom is always on me about friends. Why I don’t have them. Why I should have them. I’ve told her a million times, not everybody can be universally adored. But since she is, she doesn’t get that. Like because I’m her daughter, everyone should be dying to be my friend.

So I figure she’ll like hearing about everyone coming over. That’ll make her happy.

At dinner I keep waiting for my mom to ask how it went. The prep thing, so I can tell her how I met these guys and they’re kind of cool and maybe I’ll see them again.

But she doesn’t ask. Instead she talks to James the Pain about his gallery and how she thinks he’s getting screwed.

I should explain: James the Pain is her husband. Not my dad. My dad lives in Connecticut. With his wife, Pam.

James the Pain is a sculptor. James the Pain thinks he’s brilliant. My mother agrees.

I do not agree.

Like this dinner. It’s typical. James the Pain going on and on and on, and my mother going, “Oh, I know, honey, I know,” and Jane … Jane who?

I don’t think they’d notice if I got up and walked out the door. Maybe I should try it. Maybe I should get up, walk out the door, into the hallway …

Get into the elevator, go down to the lobby …

Walk straight out into the street …

And just keep going.

I’m actually inching over in my chair when I remember Daisy standing in front of the class, how she just stood there by herself, with everyone looking at her.

I say loudly, “Me and a bunch of kids bailed on SAT prep.” Immediately my mom and James stop talking.

My mom looks at me. “Excuse me?”

“We bailed. Because the teacher didn’t show up, so we …” I shrug.

My mom says, “He didn’t show? I can’t believe it. If that happens next time …”

“I don’t know if I want to go back.” I start poking at my rice. “I think I might think the whole thing is bogus.”

James groans. I want to stick him with the fork, I swear to God.

“Bogus?” My mom smiles.

“Yeah. Unfair.” I try to think how Daisy would put it. Unfair is not anything my mother will understand. My mother has gotten everything she has ever wanted and much more than she deserves because she’s … Julia Cotterell. “This girl in the class was saying how the whole testing and scores thing is out of control. Like that has anything to do with how smart you are … it’s an unfair judgment.”

My mom laughs again. “Honey, as you go through life you will learn that life is full of judgment—and most of it is a lot more unfair than any standardized test.”

She picks up her fork, waves it at me. “Wait till your friend turns forty, she’ll find out how unfair life can be.”
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