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Be careful what you wish for—it

just might come true.




Wasn't this a terrible mistake? Even with the great vote of confidence I had received by being chosen, was I seeking to do something I could never do? Could I live so far away from home and be on my own? I had never spent a single night out of my house. I had never slept in a bed other than my own—no pajama parties with girl-friends, no family trips to stay at hotels, no relatives for me to visit. And yet, here I was, going off to live in a strange place and go to school with strangers.

A part of me wanted to shout, “Stop driving, Daddy. Turn back. I can't do this. I won't do this.”

My tongue actually tried to form the words. Why? Where were my feelings of joy and excitement? I had great reasons to feel that way. The faces of all those envious of me flashed across my eyes. Their covetous words echoed in my ears. . . .

How often had I asked myself, Is my talent a blessing or a curse? How often had I wondered, Where would all of it really take me?

Soon, I would know.
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The truly insane perform on many public stages. The sane stage their performances in the privacy of their own minds. Everyone is an actor. In the end, everyone wants applause.

Madame Senetsky
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Prologue
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Now that I was definitely going to the Senetsky School of Performing Arts in New York City, I asked Mommy to tell me once again what it was like for her to come to America from Russia when she was just a little older than I was now. I was hoping she would give me some secret, some special new power with which I could overcome my fears and anxieties and stop the spasms of trembling that made my spine rattle like the infamous snake—warning, warning, warning.

I'm sure it wouldn't be difficult for anyone to understand why I was afraid. I had spent all my life on this corn farm in Ohio. The moonlight always looked warm and soft and protecting to me. I was able to see the sky blazing with stars, not a single constellation washed out by streetlights and the lights of tall buildings. On a mattress of freshly cut grass, I could sprawl out on my back, look up, and feel like I was drifting into space, drifting toward the bedazzling beauty of other galaxies and solar systems. I could feel like I was part of something far greater than myself. In a city as big and overwhelming as New York, I knew you could feel insignificant.

The noises I heard outside my window every night were sounds made by owls and frogs, peepers, and occasionally a coyote or two who had wandered close by in search of prey. The symphony being played was familiar music of the night to me. It soothed me. I drew it over me like an additional blanket, and fell asleep to the lullaby I trusted. I was never afraid to close my eyes. I was never afraid of the darkness.

However, I knew that, very soon, whenever I put my head down on my pillow to sleep, I would hear the hub-bub of city traffic—horns and car wheels, sirens from ambulances and fire engines or police cars, announcing someone's trouble and pain. There would be the continuous murmur of strange voices, an undercurrent of indistinguishable words caught in the ebb and flow of human drama. In New York City, I would see more people in an hour than I had seen in a month back on the farm. I would be a small fish in a big ocean full of dark waters, searching for the light. I was so afraid my dreams would rot into nightmares.

How had Mama managed to come from a world so similar to the world I lived in now without getting herself lost? Where had she found the courage? She and her aunt had traveled across the ocean. She was coming to marry my father, a man she had never met. The lights of the great city that greeted her surely had to have filled her with terrible uncertainty. She was so far from the voices and the smiles that had given her comfort, embraced her warmly when she was frightened, and promised her that she would be all right, promised her she would always be safe.

Mama paused before answering. I could see she wanted to tell me something important, something that would help me. Her own memories flowed in a continuous stream behind her eyes, some bringing smiles, some making her nod thoughtfully.

“It's like being born again, Honey. Not in a religious sense, but in a more everyday sense,” she began. “Everything is so new and different: the odors, the sounds, the sights, colors, everything. You don't know where to look first. You hesitate to take a step, but you do, and then you take another and another. Soon you're walking, just like everyone around you. Suddenly, one day, you feel like you belong. No one can tell you have come from a place vastly different.

“You'll see,” she said confidently. “It will happen to you, too.”

She was right, of course. But I often wished she wasn't.
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Curtain Up

How numb and panicky I felt the day Daddy, Mommy, and I set out for New York City in Daddy's new black Lincoln Town Car. It had luxurious black leather seats that still smelled as fresh as the day they were made. The dashboard resembled an airplane console with its sound system, its climate controls and GPS locator screen, and its ground positioning system.

Daddy had bought the car soon after my Grandad Forman had died. There was a great deal more money than any of us had imagined in the legacy, money buried away in interest-bearing accounts Daddy was unaware existed until the will was read. My grandad was a frugal man who believed it was a sin to spend money on anything other than what he deemed absolutely necessary.

A big, beautiful, luxurious car was certainly not absolutely necessary, but Daddy had always wanted one, and Grandad had always discouraged it. I should really say, forbidden it. Grandad Forman had been more than just the head of our household. He had ruled our lives with a stern, fundamentalist religious eye, seeing potential evil everywhere—even, I was to learn, in his own face every time he looked in the mirror. As terrible as it was to think it, when he died, it was truly as if a heavy weight had been lifted from our shoulders. We could breathe, enjoy the fruits of our hard labor and not be afraid to laugh, listen to music, and appreciate beautiful things for themselves and not only their practical uses.

Nowhere was this more evident than in Daddy's face every time he gazed appreciatively at his new automobile. He had an expression similar to the one on his face whenever he gazed out at a field of fresh, healthy corn and knew we were going to enjoy another successful year. His heart was full. He was proud of himself. I could see it in his eyes. He was fulfilling promises I was sure he had made to himself, and maybe even to Mommy, years ago.

Daddy had also fulfilled a promise to my Uncle Simon, and built him his greenhouse right behind the cow barn. Uncle Simon, Daddy's older half-brother, was a giant of a man who, despite his size and strength, was the gentlest man I knew. Grandad had treated Uncle Simon poorly all his life, forcing him to leave school at a young age and do hard labor on the farm. He even moved him out of the main house and into a makeshift apartment above the cow barn.

Despite his great strength and size, Uncle Simon accepted his lot in life, but put all his best efforts and love into his flowers. He nurtured them as parents nurtured children, fingered the petals as someone would handle very valuable jewels, and even talked to them. They were almost always vibrant, healthy, and very beautiful. Soon his flowers became very famous. People stopped by to see them often, and then started to offer him money for them. Eventually, with Mommy's help, he had turned his hobby into a successful little business.

Later, when I learned he was really Grandad's son, the result of an affair Grandad had had with one of his farm worker's wives, whom he later married after the worker's death, I understood better why Uncle Simon conjured up guilt in Grandad's mind, stinging his overblown conscience, and thus why he had tried to separate him from the rest of us.

Thankfully, that had never worked.

Now, with the farmhouse itself being refurbished, Mommy's new kitchen appliances installed, new rugs, new furniture, and bright new colors in our home all having been acquired, Daddy turned his full attention to me and my attending the well-known Senetsky School for the Performing Arts in New York City, where I had been accepted to develop my talent as a classical violinist.

The school was owned and managed by an internationally famous former stage actress, singer, and dancer, Madame Edith Senetsky. Her son, Edmond, was a theatrical agent, and often sent prospective candidates he had discovered during his various travels around the country to audition for her performing arts institution. It had a worldwide reputation for developing talent and creating stars of the stage and screen. Its list of celebrated graduates was impressive.

I had no idea yet just how small the school's population was and how personal the attention to each student would be. In my mind, when I thought of a school, I conjured up images of students in classrooms, bells ringing, schedules to follow, rules to obey and homework to do.

However, Madame Senetsky was very critical and selective. Candidates who would be well sought after and accepted at other, more traditional schools of performing arts were quickly rejected. Mr. Wengrow, my violin instructor, constantly impressed upon me how significant it was that I had been chosen. To him, it was explicit proof that I would become a major success. It was almost as if my career would be guaranteed as long as I followed Madame Senetsky's orders and guidance.

Even my boyfriend, Chandler Maxwell, a talented pianist who had taken duet lessons with me, was convinced of this, of my success beyond his own. It all made me very nervous. The level of expectations was high. To fail after being given such an opportunity was almost, to use Grandad Forman's terms, a cardinal sin.

And then there was my great desire to fulfill all the promises I had made to my Uncle Peter, my daddy's younger brother, before he had died tragically in a plane crash. He was a wonderful, handsome man, whose joy and happiness and carefree ways flew in the face of Grandad's stern warnings. Uncle Peter was the one who had bought me my wonderful violin and started to pay for my lessons. He had great faith in me, more than anyone.

“You've got to do this for him then,” Chandler once said, when I told him more about Uncle Peter, my first pretend boyfriend. “Almost as much as you have to do it for yourself. I wish I had someone like that to please,” he added with some bitterness. His family, especially his father, wasn't very excited about his interest in music. Chandler had been accepted to Boston University, and I would be in New York, but we promised each other we would remain in close contact, and he vowed he would visit me as soon as there was an opportunity to do so.

“I'll come to New York as often as I can,” he pledged.

Now I was actually leaving. The day had come. Daddy had put my suitcases in the trunk. He and Mommy sat up front and I sat in the rear, clutching the bouquet of red, white, and pink roses Uncle Simon had just cut from his bushes and given to me as a bon voyage gift.

“They'll keep all the way to New York,” he promised. “Put the stems in water at the motel you stay at tonight.”

I thanked him, and he promised to send me fresh flowers now and then.

“I don't imagine you'll see much greenery, living in New York,” he muttered. “Cities are full of concrete and steel,” he added distastefully.

I kept the door open and he lingered there, kicking a small stone with his big foot. Sometimes, when I thought of him, I thought of Paul Bunyan.

“It's not that bad there. They've got parks, Simon, with ponds and ducks and everything,” Mommy told him.

He nodded, but he didn't think much of that. I could see it in his eyes, and I could see the loneliness he was anticipating the moment we drove off.

“I'll write you and I'll call you often, Uncle Simon,” I promised.

“I'm not much with letters,” he replied.

“You don't have to write me back. Just send your flowers when you want.”

He smiled, nodded, lifted his big hand to say good-bye, and walked toward the greenhouse.

A fugitive tear charged out of the corner of my eye and fled down my cheek to my chin. I closed my eyes to stop the flood that threatened to follow. Uncle Simon had always been there, watching over me, doing my chores for me so I would have more time to spend on my violin, calling me one of his precious flowers, taking pleasure in my blossoming. Although my leaving was inevitable, he, even more than my parents, hated to see me go. It made me think of how hard it was for him to give up his flowers to buyers. Mommy convinced him he was sharing his love of their beauty with other people, and that was only right and good.

She told him my talent was so rare and beautiful, I had an obligation to share it, too, with others. I know that was meant to help me feel better about going, as much as it was meant to help Uncle Simon.

Still, it was hard for him to say good-bye.

It was so hard for me, too.

“Here we go. Fasten your seatbelts,” Daddy declared with a dramatic flare and started the car.

Moments later we were on the highway, cruising toward the interstate and on our way to New York City. The scenery flew by, all of it quickly becoming a blur through my tear-fogged eyes.

Wasn't all this a terrible mistake? Even with the great vote of confidence I had received by being chosen, was I seeking to do something I could never do? Could I live so far away from home and be on my own, I wondered. As we drove on, I realized that I had never spent a single night out of my home. I had never slept in a bed other than my own—no pajama parties with girlfriends, no family trips to stay at hotels, no relatives for me to visit. And yet, here I was, going off to live in a strange place and go to school with strangers.

A part of me wanted to shout, “Stop driving, Daddy. Turn back. I can't do this. I won't do this.”

My tongue actually tried to form the words. Why? Where were my feelings of joy and excitement? I had great reasons to feel that way. The faces of all those envious of me flashed across my eyes. Their covetous words echoed in my ears.

“You're going to school in New York City! Wow!”

“A school where you learn how to be a professional entertainer? I'm just going back into English, history, and math to get myself a liberal arts degree. You know how many freshmen flunk out of college? You don't have to worry about failing exams.”

“You're so lucky you've got a talent, Honey.”

Was I?

How often had I asked myself, is this a blessing or a curse?

How often had I wondered, where would all of it really take me?

Soon, I would know.


* * *


Fortunately, we had great weather all the way to New York. We had to spend one night on the road. Daddy had planned the trip like a battle, figuring out how many hours it would take to get to our first rest stop, our lunch, our motel and dinner. Some road work and traffic backups spoiled his plan and slowed us up, but Mommy wouldn't permit him to go too fast.

Occasionally, at Mommy's request, I took out my violin and played for them while we rode, and especially when we were stuck in traffic. Daddy thought it was amusing to open all our windows and let the people in cars around us hear me play, too. Some people actually applauded.

“It's better than this CD and radio!” Daddy cried. “We have our own built-in musical artist, performing live!”

Daddy was never as talkative as he was on this journey. Mommy was the same, and when they were quiet, I rattled on and on, talking about things my school friends had said, asking questions about places we passed. For a while, it was as if we were all afraid of any long silences, afraid of permitting our dark thoughts to get control. Our little family was splitting up and it was very traumatic, even if it would be good for my future.

The reality of what was happening and what I was doing didn't set in until we confronted the great New York skyline. Traversing the George Washington Bridge, we rode in awe. I kept thinking, I truly am crossing from one world over to another. The bright day made the skyscrapers sparkle, their windows like precious jewels catching the sunlight. Wasn't this a good omen? I thought. Please, dear God, let it be.

As soon as we turned into the traffic, the tension was palpable in our car. Horns blared around us. Drivers, especially taxicab drivers, stuck their heads out of their windows and screamed, waved fists, and cursed. Mommy sat forward, cramped with nerves. Daddy began to mutter aloud, wondering how human beings could put themselves into such a horrid situation day in and day out. It seemed to take forever to reach the exit we were told to take off the East River Drive. Once we were in the city proper, however, the wonder returned. Mommy laughed at the way people hurried along.

“It looks like the sidewalks are moving!” she cried. “I forgot how exciting it is here.”

She marveled at the shops, the restaurants with their patio seating, the fashionable women in high heeled shoes and designer outfits.

“What fashionable women?” Daddy asked, his eyes suddenly going like windshield wipers.

“Just keep your eyes on the road, Isaac Forman. I'll watch the people,” she admonished.

Her feigned concern brought a smile to my frozen face. Now that we were actually here and I was really going to do this, my blood seemed to congeal and my heart go on pause. I kept holding my breath, and finally realized I was embracing myself so tightly, I nearly suffocated.

We followed the detailed directions and soon turned onto streets that seemed magically removed from the hustle and bustle. The buildings looked immaculate, all with security guards in crisp, bright gray and burgundy uniforms, either in front of or just inside their lobbies. There were black and gray iron gates and parking restrictions everywhere I looked, emphasizing how special and restricted these places were. We turned down one more street, and then all of us, almost simultaneously, released a sigh of amazement.

It was truly as if we had left the city and entered a magical kingdom. A high, black wrought iron gate fenced in the property, upon which there were sprawling maple trees, fountains, stone benches, walkways, and gardens. There, at the center of it, was this enormous mansion with a very busy roof line consisting of spires, pinnacle turrets, gables, and shapely chimneys, confronting us with its majesty, its formidable size. To me, it was larger than most hotels. The grounds were certainly larger than my own school grounds!

It's impressive, I thought, but it was strangely dark with its black shutters like heavy lids over stony dark eyes, almost an illustration in a book of fantasy, a castle rising from the bog, spreading over several acres in magnificent but intimidating grandeur. When the sun took a fugitive position behind a passing cloud, it became even darker, more foreboding. Would I cross a moat and be made a prisoner, or kept secure, safe, far from the demons that lurked in what Grandad Forman always called Satan's city?

“This is a school?” Mommy asked, astounded. “How can it be?”

“It's the right address, isn't it?” Daddy said, slowing down, somewhat skeptical himself.

“Yes,” Mommy said, gazing at the directions. “This is the Senetsky School address.”

There were no signs announcing it as so. We paused at the gate. It was closed.

“What do we do now?” Daddy asked.

“I don't know.”

“That looks like some sort of a call box to let people know you're at the gate,” I said, pointing to it.

Daddy inched closer, and then lowered the window and pressed a button.

“Yes?” we heard a female voice ask.

“We're the Formans. We're bringing Honey Forman to school. This is the Senetsky School of Performing Arts, isn't it?” Daddy asked.

“Of course it is. Drive up when the gate is opened,” she snapped back. A moment later we heard the buzz, and the grand wrought iron gates opened slowly, reluctantly, the metal groaning with displeasure about being disturbed. We saw a video camera on the stone column turn toward us, its lens aimed like the barrel of a gun at our moving vehicle.

Daddy raised his eyebrows and gazed at Mommy and me.

“I guess you need to live like this in New York City,” he said.

Mommy nodded, but she was too interested in everything to speak. Daddy paused after driving through the gate, took a deep breath as if we were about to go under water, and then he started slowly ahead.

A long driveway wound up to the grand house. Along the way, we gazed more closely at the elaborate Grecian fountains, the stone benches embossed with angelic figures, the beautiful gardens and pruned bushes. A grounds worker was busy trimming a tree off to our right. Squirrels leapt about nervously, pausing to glance at us, tweak their noses, and then demonstrate their ability to make a quick, successful retreat up trees whenever they needed to do so.

“Simon would appreciate the grounds,” Mommy remarked.

“He'd probably show them where they are doing things wrong, planting the wrong flowers, foliage,” Daddy replied.

Mommy nodded, but there was no way to diminish the look of appreciation in her eyes. Seeing how much she was dazzled made me feel better about being here.

Close up, the mansion was even more impressive. It was a three-story structure fronted by a rather long gray stone staircase, with stone railings on both sides. The grand double wood doors were in an arch, as were the large multi-pane windows on either side. The building went back so far, Daddy said it looked as long as the east corn field back home.

All of the cornices with elaborate moldings, the shallow relief carvings, and ornamental metal cresting made the house look Gothic and bespoke its age, although it was far from worn-looking anywhere.

“Well,” Daddy said, turning off the car engine, “it certainly beats any school I ever saw.”

“I am sure the Czar would have lived in such a house,” Mommy remarked, her eyes small with her memories of her own Russian history.

For a long moment, none of us attempted to get out. The opening of the front doors put us into action. Daddy hurried around to get my suitcases, and Mommy and I took my smaller bags. We started up the steps and quickly recognized Madame Senetsky's personal assistant, Laura Fairchild, the woman who had greeted us at my audition.

Her dark brown hair looked shorter, trimmed about mid-ear. She wore a navy blue suit and a white blouse with blue trim around its collar. Her eyeglasses hung around her neck on a thin gold chain, the frames decorated with tiny jewels. I hadn't taken much note of her when we had gone to the audition. I had been too nervous to look at anything long or remember anything. Afterward, I was convinced I had failed, and buried the whole experience in the pool of forgets.

Now, when I looked at her, I thought Laura Fairchild's eyes were too small for her long, rather thin and bony face. She had a small mouth as well, but when she smiled—or really, more like grimaced—those lips suddenly became very elastic, slicing into her sunken cheeks and opening themselves just enough to reveal her diminutive teeth. She wore a beautiful cameo on her suit jacket, just above her nearly nonexistent bosom.

“Hello,” she said, jerking out her right hand almost as if she was going to stab Daddy with her long, thin fingers and sharp nails. “I'm Laura Fairchild, Madame Senetsky's personal assistant.”

“Yes, I remember you,” Daddy said. He put one of my suitcases down so he could shake her hand.

She extended her hand to Mommy.

“Hello,” Mommy said. “What a beautiful place this is, and what an unusual house.”

She greeted me quickly, so quickly one would think I might be contaminated, but I wasn't upset about that. Her thin fingers in mine were corpse-cold.

“The house is of Chateauesque style, of course, popularized in this country by Richard Morris Hunt, the first American architect to study at France's prestigious École des Beaux-Arts,” she replied pedantically with a perfect French accent. “Many of his wealthy clients built homes in this style, including the Vanderbilts. This particular residence was built in 1896, and has been in the Senetsky family ever since.”

“It's quite a farmhouse,” Daddy said, nodding and smiling.

Laura Fairchild looked at him as if he had just gotten off a boat, and then turned back to Mommy and me.

“I'll show you to your room, give you your class schedule and your orientation packet. Please follow me. Do you need any more help with your luggage?”

“No, we've got a handle on it,” Daddy said.

She smirked, nodded, then turned and led us into the house.

The entryway itself was circular. On both sides were enormous Greek theater masks in what looked to be archaic stone. One was the face of tragedy and the other of comedy.

“These look real!” Daddy said.

Laura paused and turned to them.

“Of course they're real. They come from ancient Greece, the theater of Dionysius in Athens.”

“Old as Grampa's whiskey,” Daddy remarked.

“I think quite a bit older than that, Mr. Forman,” she said sarcastically, not realizing Daddy was not being literal. He looked at Mommy, who smiled to herself. She was staring down at the beautiful marble tile floor, admiring how it glittered and wondering how often it was washed, I'm sure.

The hallway leading in was of similar marble, its walls decorated by paintings depicting famous scenes from Greek, Elizabethan, and nineteenth-century theater, all in rich, thick, wooden frames. There was more statuary, and here and there a vase with imitation flowers. I clung more tightly to Uncle Simon's real roses. Adorning the walls as well were oval mirrors, framed in thick, rich mahogany. Above us ran a line of chandeliers with tear-drop bulbs raining light down the long corridor. On the left, about midway, was a dramatic grand spiral staircase with a dark cherry wood balustrade. The steps were carpeted in a tight, light beige stitch and looked never stepped upon.

“I will conduct a more elaborate tour of the building for Honey and the others once she is settled in and meets our other students. All,” she added pointedly, “who have long since arrived, when they were scheduled to do so.”

“We got caught in some nasty traffic,” Daddy started to explain. “There was road work and—”

“Unfortunate,” she muttered.

She glanced at her watch.

“We're actually a bit behind schedule, I'm afraid, so we'll have to make this quick. Please continue to follow me,” she said, starting for the stairway.

Mommy threw a disappointed look in the direction of the great rooms ahead of us on the right and the left. Laura was at least charitable enough to throw a gesture that way and add, “Our studios, lecture halls, dining room, and parlor are all downstairs, of course. We do have a costume storage room on the third floor, however.”

Daddy, struggling a bit with my two large suitcases, started up after her, Mommy and I trailing behind and gaping at as much as we could, from the paintings to the wainscoting. Everything looked sparkling, immaculate. Every bulb in every chandelier worked, and there must have been a few hundred.

“What about the medical facilities?” Mommy asked even before we reached the second landing.

Laura Fairchild turned so abruptly, Daddy nearly tripped over the next step and had to fight to keep from falling forward. She looked down at us, her right eye-brow hoisted a little higher than her left.

“Some of New York City's most respected hospitals, with international reputations, are just minutes away, and Madame Senetsky's personal physician is always available to make a house call, if need be, but we have never had such a need.”

“I was just wondering,” Mommy said softly. She practically added, “I didn't mean to sound critical.” I could see it in her expression, but she bit down on her lower lip to shut in the actual words and continued to follow Daddy, who struggled along behind Laura.

The upstairs floor was thickly carpeted in the same light beige. The walls up here were filled with paintings similar to the ones below, but also included portraits of actors and actresses, singers and dancers, some of whom I recognized, but many I didn't. There were marble-top stands, upon which rested busts of famous theater people, including Greek playwrights like Sophocles and Euripides, their names embossed at the base. Some pedestals held small figurines: ballet dancers, pewter couples doing a dance routine, people cast in brass performing dramatic poses out of some opera or drama, I was sure. And more vases with imitation flowers.

Without real flowers, the air was filled with the scent of cleaning agents, polishes, window cleaners. Uncle Simon's roses still had their sweet aroma. I was more grateful than I thought I'd be for that.

Laura paused at the first door on the left.

“This will be your room,” she declared, and reached for the doorknob. We gathered behind her as she opened it to a surprisingly large room with a four-poster canopy bed and matching night stands, all in a milk-white wood. The floor was covered with a rich, thick, pinkish-white carpet. There was a large window on the west side that faced a metal balcony and some metal stairs going upward.

“I'm afraid your view of the city is disturbed somewhat by this mandatory fire escape the city made the Senetskys build years ago.”

“It comes in handy if there's a fire,” Daddy remarked cheerfully.

“Yes,” Laura said dryly. “But I wish they could have built it more off to the side. This landing is for two rooms, and then there's another for the next two, and so on and so on,” she said with a deep, deprecating tone of voice.

She walked to the closet door and opened it to show me how big it was. Then she pointed out the dresser and the smaller one across from it. There was a pretty desk in the left corner with a lamp and a chair.

“I'll set your computer on that, okay, Honey?” Daddy said, nodding at it. We had brought along my notebook. Chandler and I had promised to e-mail each other as often as possible.

“There is only one phone line in each room,” Laura quickly said. “It's a direct line, so you can take down the number before you leave. Our students hardly have time to dawdle on computers, anyway. Most of what they need to know they will find here at the school. Theory is put to practice very quickly. We don't assign homework in the traditional sense. There is no research except for the research you do on your own skills and talents.”

“I'll just use it for E-mail,” I said.

“Yes, you and Miss Rose Wallace, it seems. Madame Senetsky finds it a very impersonal way of communicating and refuses to have a computer. We still communicate the old fashioned way, via letters and actual phone conversations,” she added.

Mommy, who was about as versed in modern technology as an Eskimo might be, squeezed her eyebrows toward each other and smiled with confusion.

“Well, now, here is your daily schedule,” Laura Fairchild said, pulling a small packet of papers out of the leather folder she had under her left arm, “and here is our orientation booklet,” she added, handing them all to me. “We'll be going over all this in great detail when you're all together.” She checked her watch again.

“Please have your clothing unpacked and be ready to meet with me for a tour of the school in forty minutes,” she said, and turned to Mommy and Daddy. “You should say your good-byes quickly, Mr. and Mrs. Forman. Honey has a great deal to do in a very short time because of the hour you have arrived.”

“But don't we get to meet Madame Senetsky, too?” Mommy blurted.

“Madame Senetsky is interested only in her pupils, not their families,” Laura Fairchild replied firmly.

“But that seems so unusual,” Mommy said.

“Of course it's unusual. This is not a public school or in any way like a common college. Everyone who comes under her guidance and instruction does so completely, without any reservation, and with the realization he or she has been given a rare opportunity.”

She paused, darkened her eyes with new intensity, and lifted her head stiffly.

“The world of entertainment is often a world of loneliness,” she continued to explain. “Madame believes it is very important—in fact, essential—that her wards immediately develop a sense of independence.”

“I don't see what harm it does to say hello to people,” Daddy muttered.

“It's been nice meeting you,” Laura Fairchild said in return. She flashed a plastic smile at Mommy, and then turned to me. “If you have any questions, save them for our general meeting, in what is now thirty-five minutes,” she threw off, nodded at Mommy and Daddy, and strutted out of the room, closing the door behind her.

We all stood there, gaping after her.

“Nothing wrong with that woman that a good dose of old man McCarthy's rot-gut gin wouldn't solve,” Daddy remarked.

“Stop it, Isaac,” Mommy chastised. “She'll hear you.”

“I wish she would.”

Mommy started to help me unpack. Daddy walked about the room, studying it like some prospective buyer or building inspector. Mommy worked with a sense of frenzy to keep herself from bursting into tears. I could see the small look of terror in her eyes as the time for them to leave was closing in on us. After I replaced the fake flowers in the vase on my desk with Uncle Simon's roses, I put my hand softly on her shoulder, and she turned to me, her eyes glazed.

“I'll be all right, Mommy,” I said. “Really, I will.”

“Of course she'll be all right,” Daddy nearly roared.

Mommy gave him a quick look of rebuke. He shifted his eyes and studied the closet door hinge rather than look at me.

“I don't like bringing you here and dropping you off like some sort of package,” Mommy muttered. “Parents should be shown about and given a sense of relief, too. They need to know their children are secure.”

“Look at this place,” Daddy said, his arms wide. “Video security, gates, bars. It's built like a fortress.”

“All right, Isaac.”

She looked at me.

“You can call us if you need us. We can fly here quickly if we have to.”

“You're making it worse,” Daddy muttered, almost in a whisper.

She gave him a look full of fire and then she calmed down, looked at me, smiled, and hugged me.

“I was hoping we would take you to a nice dinner, maybe meet some of your new friends,” she moaned. “Just dropping you off and turning right around to go home . . .”

“Sophia.”

“Okay, okay.” She dropped her arms in defeat, gazed around the room, and then walked to the doorway. “Oh, make sure she has money, Isaac,” Mommy reminded him.

He reached into his jacket and produced an envelope stuffed with bills.

“Use this to set up your account,” he said. I saw there was quite a bit of money.

“How much is here, Daddy? It's too much,” I concluded, flipping through the big bills.

“Never mind that,” Mommy said. “New York is expensive.”

Daddy smiled at me, hugged and kissed me, and wished me good luck.

They paused at the door, looked back at me as if they were watching me leave on a boat or a plane, and then turned and walked out and down the stairs. I stood for a moment, gazing at the open doorway, tears now unabashedly pouring down my cheeks. My heart felt like a clump of mud. Just as I started to flick the tears off my cheeks, a thin boy with long, ripe-corn-yellow hair down to his shoulders stepped in the doorway.

“You're not crying real tears, are you?” he asked with a crooked smile. He had a long, narrow nose, prominent cheekbones, and a round jaw with a slight cleft in his chin. His lips had a somewhat orange tint. He wore a light brown athletic shirt with the words Go Beethoven written in bold red letters and a piano keyboard in coal-black and milk-white beneath them. The shirt hung loosely over the waist of his very battered jeans, which had rips at the knees. His rather large feet were in dark brown Air Jordans with his sweat socks bundled loosely around his ankles. When he brushed back the strands of hair from his left ear, I saw a diamond stud in his lobe.

He stepped into my room without an invitation, his light turquoise eyes practically circling like a wheel of fortune as he looked at everything.

“These rooms are all about the same. I'm just across the hall,” he said, smelling my real flowers, “but don't worry about noise.”

I nearly jumped out of my own shoes when he stepped closer to the wall and slammed his fist against it to demonstrate. There was a dull thud.

“Whoever built this, built it to last a thousand years. You won't hear a thing and I won't hear a thing, so you can sob all night if you like.”

“I'm not sobbing all night,” I said. “I just said good-bye to my parents for the first time ever.”

“Really?” He flopped into the chair at my desk so hard, I thought he would crack it in two. “I think I've said good-bye to my parents more than I've said good morning or good night. From the day I could walk and talk, they found places for me to go. Sometimes, I think they bribed my relatives to take me in for a week-end or so.

“My mother says I give her nerves,” he continued, taking barely a split second to breathe. “How can you give anyone nerves? ‘We're all born with nerves,’ I told her,” he continued, rubbing the arm of the chair with his fingers as if he was trying to sand it down as he spoke. “ ‘I mean you make my nerves nervous,’ she replied. Ever hear anything so stupid? Making her nerves nervous? What's your name?” he asked before I could respond.

“Honey Forman.”

“We hardly know each other,” he said. “Really. I've been with aggressive girls before, but for you to call me honey as soon as we meet . . .”

“That's my name!” I exclaimed. Now he was giving me nerves. I wanted to tell him I understood what his mother had meant.

He sat forward, folded his fingers between each other, clasped his hands behind his head, and then sat back.

“Great. Every time I call you or talk to you, everyone will think we're lovers.”

“Not if I can help it,” I shot back at him, and he laughed. “Do you have a name or should I just call you Nervy?” I demanded, my hands on my hips.

“Very funny, Honey. I have a rather ordinary name, I'm afraid: Steven. I'm named after my great-grandfather, Steven Jesse, credited with inventing, patenting, and producing a better candy-vending machine. It was the better mousetrap of its day, and as a result, my family became filthy rich.

“What's your specialty?” he asked before I could say a word or ask him another question.

“Specialty?”

“We're all specialists here, Honey. I'm into piano. Back home, I'm known as the boy with the Mozart ear.”

He ran his fingers over an imaginary keyboard and then hummed the notes to what I thought sounded like Mozart and said so. He held his hands in midair and smiled.

“What number?”

“I'm not sure . . . 22?”

“23, but that's very good. Are you here as an instrumentalist?”

“Violin,” I said, nodding at my violin case on the floor beside him.

“Oh, right. I thought it might be a small machine gun,” he joked and jumped up so fast, I stepped back.

He performed a stage bow.

“Proper introductions, then. I am, as I have said, Steven Randolph Jesse, child prodigy, musical genius—in short, a mystery to my parents, who demonstrate no musical abilities. My mother is literally tone-deaf. My father's favorite song is Row, Row, Row Your Boat. I have a younger brother, who is currently the star halfback at our high school and listens to Ricky Martin, N Sync, hip-hop, whatever, and thinks piano keys unlock the piano.

“However, he's Mr. Popularity, class president, and consistently voted most likely to become state senator, which I imagine he will, if my father has any say in it.

“How many brothers or sisters do you have?”

“None,” I said.

“Lucky you. All Mommy and Daddy's attention comes your way. Were they happy you were chosen by the queen to be here?”

“Yes, they were. Of course, they were. I wouldn't be here if they weren't.”

He ignored me, knelt to open my violin case, peered at it and whistled.

“Stradivari, impressive.”

“My uncle bought it for me.”

He rose like a jack-in-the-box. Watching him move about was like watching someone flip channels on a television set.

“Ironically, my mother bought a piano to dress up the grand living room and never expected her toddler would wander up to it one day and actually begin tapping out sensible sounds. At first, everyone thought it was a novelty, and then my daycare teacher decided I might be a genius, because all I had to do was hear a melody to reproduce it. At the age of five!” he emphasized, throwing his hands in the air. “Thus, the boy with the Mozart ear! Get it?

“Where are you from?” he asked. New thoughts just popped out of his mind and mouth at random, it seemed.

“Ohio. We just drove into the city.”

“I'm from Syracuse.” He marched toward the door, paused, and walked back.

“You meet any of the others yet?”

“No, I was literally just brought up here by Miss Fairchild.”

“Ms. Fairchild,” he corrected. “Please, get that right. She corrected me with an electric cattle prod when I made the mistake. Your parents drove you all the way here?”

“Yes.”

“Mine just put me on a hopper flight. My mother wanted to come, but my father said, ‘The boy's a genius, isn't he? He can take care of himself.’”

A sudden burst of loud laughter flowed down the hallway to my door.

Steven spun around abruptly.

“That's this weird girl Cinnamon Carlson and Howard Rockwell the Third or Fourth. I can't remember what he said. Howard's from Boston, one of those families that goes back to the Boston Tea Party or something. Don't worry, he'll make sure you know. Cinnamon is from just north of the city, some small out-of-the-way town close to Yonkers.”

“Why is she weird?”

“She looks like a relative of the Munsters or the Addams Family—remember them?”

Who was he to make fun of the way someone else looked? I thought.

“She's an actress,” he said, as if actress meant someone strange anyway. “And Howard is an actor, or should I say thespian. That's what he calls himself. There are two other girls here, but I haven't met them yet.”

Again we heard laughter.

“Let's see what they're up to. Ms. Fairchild made the mistake of telling them where the costumes are stored, and the next thing I knew, they went up to the third floor and carried on like a couple of kids in a candy store. C'mon.”

“I've got to unpack still.”

“You've got time. This isn't exactly a military camp, you know. No one's coming around to inspect your room, despite what Ms. Fairchild says. C'mon,” he insisted. “You've got to meet them sometime.”

He reached for my hand and practically tugged me out the door.

We crossed the hall to the doorway of another room and looked in. Cinnamon Carlson, her coal-black hair down to her shoulders, where it lay over the metal breastplate she had fastened on, stood with a sword in her right hand. Kneeling at her feet was Howard Rockwell, who was also wearing a breastplate and holding a helmet in his hands. He had his back to us, so I couldn't see what he looked like, but Cinnamon was wearing a translucent white lipstick and had her nails painted black. She had a very light complexion, almost pale, which made her heavy eyeshadow and eyebrow makeup look that much more stark in contrast.

She glanced at us, but didn't stop her speech, which pronounced Howard a knight as she touched the sword to his shoulder. She called herself Jeanne d'Arc, Joan of Arc.

“ ‘I shall place my very life at your disposal,’ ” Howard declared and rose slowly. He put on the helmet, and then turned to look at us.

“And who be this strange new woman you dare to bring to our court?” he cried at Steven.

I thought Howard was the handsomest boy I had ever seen. He had eyelashes I knew some girlfriends of mine would sell their souls to have, and Paul-Newman-blue eyes, eyes that you just knew would make him as cinematic as could be. He had a perfect Roman nose and a strong, firm mouth, with high male-model cheek-bones, all his features perfectly symmetrical. I judged him to be at least six feet one or two inches tall, with a trim figure. The helmet didn't quite hide his rich apricot-brown hair.

“She happens to be my honey,” Steven said.

“Already? Swift work, knave. Enter,” he cried at me, “and pay homage to our blessed Joan.”

“Approach, dear maiden,” Cinnamon declared.

“Actors,” Steven said disdainfully.

“Why don't you two go up and choose some costumes? You won't believe how much there is,” Howard suggested. “Go ahead, Steven, show her.”

“I've got to get back to unpacking,” I said. “I just arrived.”

“She's worried about Lady Fairchild inspecting and then being locked up in the tower for failure to fold socks or something.”

“Ridiculous,” Howard declared. “Don't you realize who we are, sweet child? We,” he cried, his arms out, “are the crème de la crème.”

“The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie!” Cinnamon cried. “I love that play.”

“I had the lead role in our high school production,” Howard told her.

He turned back to me.

“What's your name really?”

“My name really is,” I began looking at the smirking Steven Jesse, “Honey Forman.”

“Well, Miss Forman, are you a thespian, too?”

“I'm a violinist,” I said.

“Pity. I thought we could do a scene from Jean Brodie. I would direct, of course.”

“Of course,” Cinnamon sneered. “He's already telling me the things I do wrong.”

“I keep telling her, first you establish a sense of place. Where you are. You must know, before you say a single line. Would you say the same words the same way on a boat as you would in the middle of a city street?”

He looked at me.

“Understand?”

“I guess. It makes sense,” I said, and he broadened his smile.

“You sure you've never done any acting?”

“No,” I said. “I better finish my unpacking,” I added.

Cinnamon unbuckled her metal plate and brushed her hair back. I thought she was unusual-looking, but not weird, as Steven had suggested. In fact, she was very pretty, with a very nice figure. She looked at me for a moment and then turned to Howard.

“Would you be so gallant as to put all this back for me?” she asked him.

He looked shocked.

“Me?”

“A minute ago you were pledging your life to her,” Steven remarked.

“That was on stage. Now we're mere mortals, Mozart.”

“You, Howard Rockwell the Third or Fourth, a mere mortal? Hard to believe,” Steven said.

Howard grimaced.

“Usually, I have some stage assistant do that sort of thing. But,” he added, reaching for her sword and breastplate as if it took an enormous effort, “under the circumstances,” he told Cinnamon, “I will do you this favor this one time. Naturally, I'll expect something in return.”

“Naturally you can expect whatever you want. What you'll get is another thing.”

Steven laughed, but Howard just continued to smirk.

“Come on, Honey,” she said to me. “I'll help you finish up.”

“The owl has cried,” Howard screamed so loudly I thought he would surely bring everyone in the grand house to the door. “Minutes to go before we face Madame Senetsky and the possibility of being beheaded on the spot. Come on, Mozart. Help me with this stuff while the womenfolk do what womenfolk do.”

Humming Beethoven's Fifth, Steven helped gather up the costuming.

Cinnamon laughed.

“He's good,” she said, “but he's obnoxious.”

My heart was pounding. Who were these other students? Was this how geniuses behaved?

Was I crazy to come here, or was this going to be more fun than I could have ever imagined?

Something told me it wouldn't be much longer before I knew the answer.
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Madame Senetsky

“I didn't start out thinking I was going to become an actress,” Cinnamon said as we walked across the hallway to my room. “Acting was just something that came naturally to me, I guess. My mother and I did a lot of pretending in the attic of our house, where we found things that went back to the original owner and his family. He was a famous Civil War general, and we used to do a great deal of role-playing, imagining ourselves back then. It was fun, but I never thought of it as training for a career. My drama teacher at school kept after me, and finally, I took a part in the school production, a big part.

“What about you and the violin?”

“My uncle Peter, my father's younger brother, told me I was drawn to the violin like a fish to water. He used to say it plays me rather than I play it.”

“What do you mean, used to say?” she asked as we entered my room.

“He was killed in a plane crash. He was a crop duster back in Ohio, where my family has a corn farm.”

“Oh,” she said. She looked like gloomy, dreadful news was not shocking or upsetting to her. It was almost as if she had expected to hear something like that.

“Anyway, he bought me my violin and paid for my early lessons.”

I started to finish my unpacking. She looked at the picture of Chandler I had brought.

“Who's this?”

“My boyfriend,” I said, holding the picture and smiling. “He goes to Boston University. Just starting. I miss him already. He plays piano and we took duet lessons together. That's how we met. I mean, I knew him in school, but before that we didn't so much as say hello.”

“He looks . . .smart,” she said, “and he's good-looking, too,” she added. “I don't have anyone special,” she continued before I could ask her. “I don't think I want to get involved with anyone until I'm forty. Not seriously, that is.”

“Then you don't want a husband and a family?”

“No,” she said quickly. “I won't torture them. You know how hard it is for someone to be in the theater and have any sort of normal life. Once we start this, really start it, we've got to become dedicated, like nuns married to the Church or something. That's what Howard says. I suppose he's very good. He doesn't lack for ego, that's for sure. He'll be the first to tell you how good he is. He claims you have to have that sort of confidence to do what we do. He won some sort of national drama award, like the Academy Award of high school theater or something.”

“I want a family,” I said. “Maybe even more than I want a career.”

She shrugged and started hanging up my blouses for me.

“I don't think I can give anyone as much love as he needs right now and be true to myself.

“But that's just me,” she said quickly. “Maybe it will be different for you.”

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” I asked.

For a moment she looked like she wasn't going to answer. She kept hanging up my clothes. My words seemed to linger in the air, frozen.

“I almost had a sister. My mother miscarried.”

“I'm sorry.”

“It was very bad. I mean, she took it very badly. She actually had a sort of mental breakdown.

“She's all right now,” she added quickly.

“That's good.”

“Hi,” we heard someone say, and turned to see a very attractive girl with strawberry blonde hair and very bright green eyes. She had the demeanor of a fashion model, with a natural air of confidence. “I'm Rose Wallace,” she said, entering.

“Cinnamon Carlson. This is Honey Forman,” Cinnamon replied.

The three of us stood there a moment, contemplating each other like three gunfighters unsure of what one or all of us would do next. Were we going to be great friends or ruthless competitors?

Rose glanced around my room.

“Aren't these rooms nice?” she asked. “The whole place is so incredible. For New York City, that is.” She gazed out my windows. “I'm right next door. See, we both look out over the gardens. I thought you were next to me on the other side,” she told Cinnamon, “but someone else is in there. She's had her door closed since she arrived. Ms. Fairchild told me her name is Ice. Either of y'all know her or meet her?”

“I just arrived,” I said.

“No, I haven't met her either,” Cinnamon said. “Why is she locking herself up in her room?”

“I didn't say she was locking herself up. She just hasn't come out yet.”

“If she's shy, she's in the wrong place. That's for sure,” Cinnamon said.

“I don't know what's the right place for shy people anymore, except maybe on the Internet. You can talk to people without facing them,” Rose said. When I raised my eyebrows, she added, “Not that I do that. My half-brother Evan does, but he's disabled, in a wheelchair, and stays at home. Lately, I've gotten him to go out more.

“Actually, he and I never met until this year.”

She stopped and looked from Cinnamon to me.

“Why do I feel like I'm babbling at y'all?”

“Maybe you're as nervous as we are. Where are you from?” Cinnamon asked her. “Somewhere in the South, I can hear.”

“Georgia; and you?”

“Yonkers.”

“I'm from Ohio,” I said.

“What about Ice?” Cinnamon asked. Rose shrugged.

“I don't know any more about her than her name.”

“Maybe she's frozen in there,” Cinnamon told her, and we all laughed. “Are you an actress, too?”

“I'm a dancer, but you know here we're supposed to work on the whole creative person,” Rose said, repeating what we were told about the schooling.

“I play the violin,” I said. “I don't think I could act and I'm not much of a dancer. I like hiding behind my music.”

Cinnamon stared at me a moment. She had a way of making her eyes so small, her gaze so intense, that you couldn't look away or ignore her. The rest of her face seemed to freeze and become a mask.

“We're all hiding behind something,” she said. “When you act, you're someone else. You're escaping yourself.”

“Maybe that's what really brought us all here,” Rose blurted. “I mean, not that we're criminals or anything. We're just not comfortable without our dramatic personas.”

The air was heavy with that thought for a moment.

“I don't know what I'm even saying to y'all,” Rose declared, and Cinnamon laughed.

“I haven't met her yet, aside from seeing her briefly at my audition, but I'm sure Madame Senetsky certainly wouldn't like that idea to be our prime motive for dramatic and artistic training.”

“Hardly,” Rose agreed. “Although sometimes I've thought actors are lucky. They can spend a good part of their lives being someone they'd like to be.”

“What if they have to play evil people?” I asked.

Cinnamon turned to me sharply.

“Who says we don't want to be evil sometimes?” she fired, almost in anger. “Haven't you fantasized yourself doing something forbidden?”

I blushed and started to shake my head.

“And what's going on in here, pray tell?” Howard Rockwell asked, leaning against the doorjamb. He turned his collar up and put an unlit cigarette into the corner of his lips. “You dolls are up to something, see? I can tell, see? Don't try to put anything over on Rocco, see?”

“Edward G. Robinson,” Cinnamon declared.

He smiled and took the cigarette out of his mouth.

“Correct. And who have we here?” he asked, stepping up to Rose. “What's your name, sweetheart?”

“I'm Rose Wallace, Edward.”

“I'm not Edward,” Howard said, laughing. “I was just doing an imitation of Edward G. Robinson.”

“A mediocre one, I might add,” Cinnamon said.

He gave her a sharp, angry look and then smiled again when he turned back to Rose.

“My name is Howard Rockwell. Howard Rockwell, Jr., actually, but I'm dropping the Jr. for now. You sound like you're from . . . Georgia,” he declared.

“How did you know that?” Cinnamon asked suspiciously. I'm sure she thought he had been standing just outside my door, listening in on our conversation.
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