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For all the girls in their rooms, dreaming of something bigger
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New post from AnaStaysDreaming

Sunday, March 30, 6:48 p.m.

Hi from Birthday Land

Yesterday I was in New York City, sitting outside at a café on a cute little cobblestone street. It was the perfect temperature, mid-sixties, light-jacket weather. The sun was setting, casting a warm glow over everything. Izzy, Leo, and I had just eaten the most delicious meal. Then Leo said something funny, and we all laughed, the kind of all-encompassing laughter that made my eyes burn and my stomach hurt. All of a sudden, a flicker of light caught my eye. I turned and spotted a candle sticking out of a piece of raspberry cheesecake (my favorite!). The server put it down in front of me, and just like that, my friends started singing. Happy birthday to you… I was embarrassed, of course, but still, I couldn’t stop smiling. I just felt so happy. I took a deep breath, made a wish, and blew out the candle. When I looked up—at my friends, the city, the golden sky—I realized my wish had already come true.

At the risk of sounding braggy, my birthday weekend has been a real-life fairy tale. Seriously, Cinderella’s got NOTHING on me. I want to tell you all about it, but I don’t have much time. In a few minutes, Miles is picking me up and taking me out to dinner. He wants to surprise me, so he won’t say where we’re going, but he told me to wear something nice. I know, I know. He’s the best boyfriend ever.

Thank you all SO much for the birthday wishes. Even though I can’t respond to them all, I read every single one and am truly feeling the love. I got a few birthday-related questions too, that I’ll try to answer on (Talk to Me) Tuesday. In related news I hit 100k followers yesterday (!!!), which is, without a doubt, the best present I could’ve asked for. It means so much that you’re all here right now, reading this, and that you continue to stick by me while I regale you with the details of my silly little life.

So, happy birthday to me, but you can have my wish. I already have everything I need :)

There’s the doorbell. Gotta go! xoxo

Stay dreaming,

Anastasia






Chapter 1

“Happy birthday to you…”

A wave of dread washes over me. “Mom, please—”

“Happy birthday to you,” Mom continues singing a little more forcefully. The rest of the table joins in, including the random couple who got seated at our hibachi table. I sink down in my seat, embarrassed. “Happy birthday, dear Jane. Happy birthday to you!”

“Blow out the candle!” Mom says, leaning around my dad so she can see. I frown down at the plate in front of me. It’s just one candle sticking out of a mound of fried rice. But I do what she says. I blow without bothering to make a wish—if you ask me, a wish requires a cake—the flame dies out, and everybody claps. Ta-da.

There’s a flash of light to my left. I look at Leo. He takes another picture.

“Oh yeah.” He pulls the camera away from his face and turns it around to show me. “That’s a keeper.”

My scowling face takes up most of the screen. Yep, that’s my pale skin, dark green eyes, and dirty-blond hair that washes me out whenever a flash gets involved. The shot is so tight, I can clearly see the wings of my eyeliner flicking out at different angles. I groan and push the camera away. I spent half an hour in front of the mirror trying to get them to match.

“I can’t believe our girl is fifteen,” says Leo’s mom, Ava, seated on Leo’s other side. Her parents moved to the US from Brazil when she was fifteen, and she still has a slight Portuguese accent. She looks at my mom. “Charli, remember when the kids were little enough to take bubble baths together? They had those adorable rubber duckies—”

“And Leo wouldn’t get in without his Spider-Man doll,” Mom says. She and Ava are always talking over each other, like their friendship has surpassed the need for complete sentences. “He said Spider-Man would save him if the bubbles got too high.”

“Leo the lion.” Roman, Leo’s very Italian father, reaches out and ruffles up his son’s already unruly dark hair. They call him that because he was scared of everything when he was little, like the Cowardly Lion. Once, on the playground in kindergarten, a little bird landed on his shoulder, and he got so freaked out, he wet his pants. I had to give him my jacket to wrap around himself before anybody could see. To this day, he still has a phobia of birds.

Ava throws her head back and laughs. I look at Leo, horrified. He has an equally uncomfortable expression on his face. Neither of us says anything, though. We’re used to these mortifying little trips down memory lane.

Our parents have been best friends since practically forever. Ava and Roman actually introduced my parents at a St. Patrick’s Day party when they were all in college. My dad took one look at my mom, wearing a sparkly green top hat and a fake red beard, and was instantly smitten. They started dating two weeks later, and the four of them have been inseparable ever since.

“Leo the lion and Clumsy Cat,” Dad says, smiling at me in that nostalgic way of his, and I worry for a second he might get emotional. “Best friends forever.”

Leo and I were born four weeks apart, and to this day, those four weeks are probably the longest we’ve ever been apart. It was our parents’ doing at first, lumping us together for playdates, signing us up for the same day care centers and swim lessons, but eventually we gravitated toward each other on our own. Now Leo’s like a brother. He’s more like a brother than my actual brother, who, by the way, couldn’t even be bothered to show up tonight.

“Dad, please.” I tug on the sleeves of my purple cardigan. Mom bought it for me as a birthday gift. I wore it to make her happy, even though I think it makes me look boxy. “No Clumsy Cat. It’s my birthday.”

“Fine, fine,” Dad says. Then his eyes widen, and he points at the hibachi chef. “Ooh, Janie! Shrimp toss!”

I look at the chef. Sure enough, he’s standing on the other side of the grill with a freshly cooked shrimp on the end of his spatula. He’s smiling at me expectantly. “Birthday girl goes first?”

“Uh…” I don’t want to be rude, but the last thing I want for my birthday is shrimp flying at my face. Unfortunately, the hibachi chef must look at my open mouth and see a target, because he launches the shrimp right at me. My reflexes aren’t quick enough, and it hits me in the eye.

“Ow.” I cover my eye with my hand, just as the flash on Leo’s camera goes off again. I whip my head around to yell at him.

“Sorry,” he says, quickly putting the camera down. “I figured you’d catch it. You know, since you’re no longer Clumsy Cat.”

“If you don’t cut it out with the embarrassing pictures, Leopold—”

And then the sentence dies in my throat. Past Leo’s head, sitting at a table near the front of the restaurant, I see broad shoulders, a blue-and-white varsity jacket, a familiar swoop of light blond hair. Ethan Gray.

My heart contracts in my chest.

I’ve been in love with Ethan Gray ever since I sat behind him in English class in the seventh grade. One time, a pencil fell out of his desk without him realizing, and I picked it up and kept it. I’d wrap my fingers around it, imagining the places where he touched it and pretending that my hand was touching his. I still have the pencil. I even use it sometimes, but only on special occasions.

Ethan Gray is sitting at a table with an older couple—his parents?—holding chopsticks, popping a piece of sushi into his mouth. He seems engrossed in whatever the man is saying to him. Hopefully that means he didn’t see me get hit in the eye with a shrimp. Not that he’d even recognize me if he did. In the two years I’ve known him, we’ve said exactly two words to each other. “Sorry,” when he bumped into me once, and “um,” when I tried to respond but forgot how to speak English.

“Earth to Jane,” Leo says, snapping me out of it.

“Huh?” I blink at him, taking in his hazel eyes, the amused smirk on his face.

“You went to Mars again.”

Leo is used to my dissociative tendencies. Since I was a kid, I’ve had the ability to zone out anywhere, anytime. He calls it going to Mars.

“What was I saying?”

“You were threatening me. Maybe trying to glare me to death.” He turns around, tries to follow my eyeline. “What were you looking at?”

“Nothing,” I say, but it’s no use. I see recognition cross Leo’s features when he spots Ethan Gray.

“Him?” There’s disbelief in his voice, and something else, too. Disappointment?

“No.”

“Jane,” Leo says, as if reading my mind. “Please tell me you’re staring because he’s got something in his teeth, and not because you like him.”

I don’t know what to say at first. Talking about crushes with Leo has always felt weirdly off-limits, like such a conversation would cross some sort of invisible line. That’s why I never told him about Ethan Gray. It’s not just that I assumed he wouldn’t want to hear it. It’s that I wouldn’t want him to hear it.

“So what if I do?”

Leo shakes his head. Disappointment, definitely.

“He’s bad news,” Leo says. “You know the rumors.”

I put my hand over my eye again. It’s starting to throb. “They’re just rumors. You don’t know him.” It was never confirmed that he broke up Kelsey Welles and Pete Cunningham. Not everything you hear in high school is true. In fact, most things probably aren’t.

He gives me a skeptical look. “Neither do you.”

I frown at him. Not yet, I want to say. But one day, things will be different. I just have to figure out how to get him to notice me.

The hibachi chef waves to get Leo’s attention. “Shrimp?”

I shake my head on Leo’s behalf. “He doesn’t like seafood.” The chef frowns and moves down the line.

“Where’s Jeremiah tonight?” I hear Ava ask my mom. “I haven’t seen that kid in forever.”

“He’s at home writing a paper,” Mom says. “He had all spring break to do it, so naturally, he put it off until the last day.” She turns to look at Dad, who’s in the middle of his own shrimp toss. “Marty, give him a call. Make sure he’s not on the PlayStation.”

“He’s definitely on the PlayStation,” I say. “What’s the point in calling? He’s just going to lie and say he’s not.”

But Dad, chewing his shrimp, pulls out his phone anyway. Of course we can’t make it through my birthday dinner without discussing Jeremiah. He’s a year older than me, but my parents are always so worried about him, Mom especially. I want to tell her that maybe if she stopped babying him so much, he’d be forced to grow up. But I know what she’d say. It’s what she always says. Your brother isn’t like you, Jane. He needs guidance.

The chef finishes the shrimp toss, and everyone catches theirs except me. Then he gets to work chopping and grilling our main course. While our parents delight in the theatrics of the onion volcano—I can’t help but smile at the sincerity of their oohs and aahs every time the chef does one of his tricks—and Leo scrolls through the photos on his camera, I let my gaze drift toward Ethan again. A new Netzine post starts to take shape in my mind.

Miles took me to a sushi restaurant. He wore his varsity jacket, of course, but I didn’t mind, because he looked so handsome in it. I wore a new lilac dress I got at a boutique in SoHo on my birthday trip. Izzy insisted that I buy it. She said lilac was my color. When Miles saw me in it, he spun me around and told me I was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. And then…



On the walk back to the car, while our parents work out the details of their next double-date night, Leo pulls me aside.

“I got you something,” he says, not quite meeting my eye. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he was nervous. “Hang on.”

He runs ahead to his parents’ Audi and opens the back door. He leans inside and, a moment later, emerges with a present. It’s small and rectangular, wrapped in sparkly silver paper and tied with a pink bow.

“Wow.” I take the present from him and examine it. “It’s so pretty.”

“You haven’t even opened it yet.”

“I don’t need to,” I tell him, hugging the gift to my chest. “I already love it.”

He laughs. “I think you’ll love what’s inside even more.”

“Oh yeah?” I hold it up to my ear and shake it a little. “Is it a puppy?”

He rolls his eyes and nudges me playfully. “Just open it.”

I do as he says, carefully untying the bow and tearing the edge of the paper so I don’t make a mess. Underneath is a little purple picture frame with thick, rounded edges, like the kind you’d get from a cool antique shop. Inside the frame: a selfie of me and Leo that he took last year. His hair is shorter, and I’m holding out my hand to block the camera because I didn’t want my picture taken. I look ugly, I remember saying to him. You could never look ugly, he replied, and took it anyway. Now it’s one of my favorite pictures of us. It’s candid—real.

“You’re right.” I smile up at him. “I love it even more.”

He smiles too, and I throw my arms around him and pull him into a hug. “Thank you.”

“Happy birthday,” he says softly, hugging me back.

His arms are familiar and warm, a cozy shield against the chilly night air. I rest my cheek on his chest and close my eyes, not wanting to let go yet, and he must sense it, because he squeezes me tighter. I breathe a sigh of relief, feeling completely at ease, the way I always do with Leo. If I had a candle, I think I’d wish this feeling could last forever.






Chapter 2

When we get home from the restaurant, I shut myself in my room with my laptop, lie on my bed, and log into my Netzine. There are already hundreds of notifications reacting to my last post, plus dozens of comments—people wishing me happy birthday, or asking me the name of the café, or telling me they have a crush on Leo (I get those a lot). As usual, there are a few people asking for pictures, too, but I delete those comments. Anastasia doesn’t post pictures of herself or her friends. She values her privacy.

I write up my newest post, going into more detail about Anastasia’s birthday weekend, and schedule it for tomorrow. Since I started AnaStaysDreaming two years ago, I’ve tried to make a post every day, even if it’s something small. I’ve learned that subscribers appreciate consistency. They like to feel like they’re living Anastasia’s life right alongside her. That means no breaks, not even on my birthday.

I look at my profile in preview mode, which shows me how the newest post will look on my page when it’s uploaded. The diary posts are offset with pretty photos of her (my) favorite places and things, quotes from books and movies she (I) loves, and anything else she (I) deems inspiring. Nothing can be out of order. When people visit this profile, I want them to be transported away from reality and into dreamland. After all, that’s where it takes me.

I remember the first post I ever wrote as Anastasia. It was Valentine’s Day, seventh grade. The student council had hosted a fundraiser where you could pay five dollars and they’d deliver a little teddy bear to your Valentine during homeroom. That morning, as I watched other girls get their bears from friends or crushes, I was overcome with an awful mix of jealousy and sadness. I wanted a bear—they were pink, and so cute—but more than that, I wanted what the bear represented: someone who cared enough to pay five dollars to tell the whole school you’re their Valentine.

I got home that afternoon and logged into Netzine. I’d made my own profile a few weeks before, and my posts were an endless cycle of movie nights with my friends and pictures of my basset hound Maggie in Mom’s garden. I was starting to bore even myself. I opened up a new draft, intending to write about how much I hated Valentine’s Day, but something else came out instead. It was a story about a girl who got two teddy bears and had to choose, over a dramatic lunchtime showdown, which boy would be her Valentine. In the end, she chose neither and then spent the night eating chocolate hearts with her best friends. When I finished writing, I wasn’t sad about not getting a bear anymore. I didn’t need one. In this dreamland I’d created, I could have whatever I wanted.

It all happened quickly after that. I created my new identity, archived all my old posts, and changed the name of my Netzine from xoxojane5 to AnaStaysDreaming. When I published my first post as Anastasia, I had three followers. Now, two years later, I have over a hundred thousand. I can write about the things I love under the guise of someone with a much more interesting life. It’s a win-win—for my followers and for me.

I scan my profile page for eyesores. It’s a light pink background with my blog name written in sketched cursive at the top. Underneath are navigation tabs that read Home, About, and Ask. My unpublished diary post appears first, next to a sunny photo of a café on a cobblestone street, a bouquet of peonies, and a quote from the movie Breakfast at Tiffany’s: “Okay, life’s a fact, people do fall in love, people do belong to each other, because that’s the only chance anybody’s got for real happiness.”

I smile, satisfied. That’s the movie that made me fall in love with New York City. The first time I saw it, with my best friend Camila in my basement when we were thirteen, I knew I wanted to grow up and live a life as glamorous as Holly Golightly’s.

In the distance, the doorbell rings, followed by Maggie’s bellowing howl. I don’t think much of it—Sunday nights at our house are a revolving door of Jeremiah’s friend Danny, Mom’s book club, the neighbors—until there’s a knock on my bedroom door.

“Come in,” I say, while the door is already opening. I look up from my screen and find Camila standing there with a pastry box in one hand and a gift bag in the other.

“Happy birthday!”

“Ohmigod!” I roll off my bed and run over to hug her. “I didn’t think I’d see you until tomorrow.”

“We just got back,” she says, hugging me even though her hands are full. “But I told my mom she had to let me come over. It was the least she could do, making us go on vacation during your birthday.”

“How was Myrtle Beach?” I say, letting go. “The pictures looked amazing.”

She gestures with her hand in a whatever motion. “Same old. Went to the beach during the day, played cards on the porch with my cousins at night. Mom and Aunt Nancy drank a lot of pink wine.”

I take in her appearance. She’s wearing a light blue lounge set I’ve never seen before, and her dark hair falls in loose, glossy waves over her shoulders. She does not look like somebody who just spent ten hours in a car. That’s Camila, though. Effortlessly glamorous, always.

Just like her online alter ego, Izzy.

“Are you busy?” she says, glancing around me at my laptop.

“Nope.” I hurry to shut it before she can see the screen. “Just finishing up the English assignment. Julius Caesar, boring.”

Camila doesn’t know about my Netzine. Nobody does except my parents, who don’t have any real concept of what it means to run a popular online blog, and Leo, who doesn’t know the specifics but is still sworn to secrecy. Whenever I consider telling Camila, I think about everything I’ve ever written about her—about Izzy—and decide it would be a horrible idea.

When she had a bad reaction to apples in seventh grade and ended up breaking out in hives on picture day? Wrote about it. The time she did a front handspring during cheerleading tryouts and accidentally kicked the girl next to her in the face? Wrote about that, too. When we weren’t speaking for a week because Camila invited Gemma Reeves, cheerleading captain, to see Olivia Rodrigo in concert instead of me, I wrote that Izzy was desperate for attention (too harsh, I know, but Cami only invited Gemma as a thank-you for helping her make the squad, when she knew how much I would’ve loved to have gone to the show). There’s lots of good stuff too—of course there is. But in Camila’s anxious mind, the good tends to get overshadowed by the bad.

She sits down on the bed. “I can’t stay long, anyway. Mom said half an hour, and then I have to go home to unpack.”

I sit down next to her, hug my stuffed elephant to my chest. These short visits were becoming more and more common. But Cami and I have been best friends for years. So what if she’s been a little busy with the cheer squad lately? At least she came, right?

“What’s wrong with your eye?” Camila cocks her head. “It looks puffy. And a little red. Oh no—you don’t have pink eye, do you?” She leans back a little, like I’m contagious.

“No. I got hit with a flying shrimp.”

She raises her eyebrows in surprise.

“Long story.”

She gives me a pitying look. “You didn’t do anything fun for your birthday?”

I shrug. I had begged my parents to take me to New York City for the day—it’s only a couple of hours in the car, and even less by train—but Jeremiah is grounded for failing his math test, and they didn’t trust him to stay home alone. “We went to hibachi with the Amatos. Woo-freaking-hoo.”

“You love hibachi,” she says. “And Leo.”

I scrunch up my nose. “Excuse me, I do not love Leo.”

“You know what I mean,” Camila says. And I do, I guess. Leo is my safety net. Nothing is ever completely horrible if he’s around.

“Ethan Gray was there,” I say, trying to act casual. Camila’s jaw drops.

“What? For your birthday?”

“Obviously not. He was with his parents, I think. I just saw him there.”

“Did he see you?”

“I hope not. If he did, he saw me get hit in the face with a shrimp.”

Camila puts a hand up to her mouth to stifle a laugh. She has a fresh coat of hot pink polish on her nails. I start laughing with her. It is kind of funny.

Camila has known about my crush on Ethan since the beginning. For a while she kept trying to get me to talk to him. At the eighth-grade Valentine’s Day dance, she actually pushed me in front of him to try to force an interaction. But he didn’t even notice me, and I was too chicken to make him. Since then, nothing much has changed.

“Well, maybe this will help.” She offers me the packages she came with. “It’s not Ethan Gray, but I think it’s a suitable consolation prize.”

“Ooh.” I take the present first. Camila has always been a great gift giver. I remove the tissue paper and pull out a jewelry box the size of a baseball. I open the lid and gasp.

“A necklace!” I squint down at the rectangular silver charm. My excitement dims. “Uh—does that say ‘butter’?”

“Yes!” Camila pulls at the chain around her neck, revealing the silver charm hiding underneath her shirt. “And look. I have a croissant. They’re best-friend charms!”

“Oh wow. Thank you.” I force a smile, but inside I’m confused. Why is she the croissant, and I’m the stick of butter? Croissants are chic—they’re Audrey Hepburn walking down Fifth Avenue. Butter is… butter.

“Let me put it on you,” she says, reaching for the box. I lift my hair off my shoulders while she puts the necklace around me and fastens the clasp.

“There,” she says. “It looks perfect! Do you love it?”

I do my best to put on a happy face. I don’t want to ruin the moment for her, but I just don’t get this gift. Croissants and butter aren’t really even best-friend charms. They don’t say “best” and “friend.” They aren’t like peanut butter and jelly, which are two obvious halves of a whole. You wouldn’t even know they went together unless somebody told you.

“I love it,” I say, touching the charm like I could make the words true by wishing on it.

She smiles, obviously pleased. Then she reaches around to the pastry box.

“Part two of your gift.” She opens the box, using the lid to hide its contents from my view. “We stopped in the bakery before we got home. I was worried we wouldn’t make it in time, but we got there five minutes before closing. How lucky is that?”

She spins the box around to face me. Inside is a little raspberry cheesecake with a single candle sticking out of the top.

I smile for real.

“Happy birthday to—”

I squeal, cutting her off. “Please! No singing!”

“But it’s your birthday!” she argues. “Happy birthday to—”

“The candle isn’t even lit,” I say, hoping this obstacle will stop her.

“Good point.” She stands up with the box in her hands. “Let’s go ask your mom for a lighter.”

She’s up and out of the room before I can protest any more. I sigh and follow her. We find my mom in the den, sitting at the computer reading a Word document, while Jeremiah stands behind her looking bored.

“Did you copy-paste this whole paragraph?” Mom says, her tired face lit by the glow of the computer screen. “You can’t do that, Jeremiah. That’s plagiarism.”

“I cited it,” he says.

“That’s not how citations work. You can’t just take huge chunks of other people’s essays and—”

“Mom,” I say. “Camila needs a lighter. She wants to burn the house down.”

Jeremiah turns around. His eyes gloss over me and land on Camila. “Hey.”

She smiles back at him. “Hey. Want some cheesecake?”

“No!” I snatch the box out of her hands. “It’s my birthday cheesecake.”

She gives me a chastising look. “There’s enough to share.”

Without taking her eyes off the screen, Mom reaches into the desk drawer and pulls out a lighter, the kind with a long neck for lighting candles. “Here,” she says, holding it out behind her. Jeremiah takes it and hands it to Camila, flipping his dark blond hair out of his eyes in the process. I make a disgusted face. It’s a move he does whenever he’s trying to look cool.

“Thanks, Mom,” I say, grabbing Camila’s wrist and pulling her out of the room, into the kitchen.

“Don’t stay up too late!” Mom calls out after me. “You’ve got to wake up for school tomorrow, don’t forget.”

I groan. It’s still spring break for another—I glance at the clock over the stove—three hours and twenty-two minutes. I don’t want to think about going back to school yet.

Camila sets the cake box down on the table and walks to the cabinet where we keep the plates. She knows this kitchen like it’s her own. We’ve been best friends since elementary school, when Camila’s family moved into a house the next street over, and have spent countless hours raiding each other’s pantries.

“Okay.” She brings the plate over to the table and uses a spatula to deftly slide the cheesecake onto it. Maggie ambles over curiously, her floppy ears nearly touching the floor. I sit down in front of the cake, put my chin in my hands, and watch as Camila lights the candle. When she starts to sing, I don’t ask her to stop. Putting up a fight will only prolong the embarrassment.

“Happy birthday to youuuuu.” She finishes the last verse and starts clapping. “Make a wish!”

I look into the candle’s flickering flame. There are so many things I want. A New York City vacation. That one pair of jeans. Highlights. Ethan Gray. But there’s one thing I want more than anything. If I had it, then I’d have everything.

I wish my life was more like Anastasia’s.

I take a deep breath and blow out the candle.






Chapter 3

The next morning, my hands are full as I’m walking into school. I’ve got my tote bag, my metal water bottle, the textbooks I have to carry because they don’t fit in my bag—when I bought the bag, I definitely chose style over function—and my math homework, which I had to finish in Jeremiah’s truck while he drove us to school. Before I can ask Jeremiah to help me carry something, he walks off without so much as a glance back.

“Really nice,” I mutter to myself. What if I slipped getting out of the truck and broke my neck or something?

I cross the student parking lot, pausing halfway to adjust the books in my arms. When I’m near the doors, a girl I’ve never seen before is opening one, heading inside the building.

“Hey,” I call out, struggling to balance the water bottle on top of the textbooks. “Can you hold the door?”

She looks back at me. She’s got long auburn hair, sort of wavy, and a distant look in her eyes. I meet her gaze and smile. “Thanks, I—”

She steps inside and lets the door swing shut behind her.

My jaw drops in surprise. I forget to balance the water bottle, and it falls out of my arms, hitting the concrete and denting the side.



I walk into third period to find the girl sitting at my desk.

Okay, technically, the newsroom doesn’t have assigned seats. People are always coming and going, conducting interviews or typing up stories on the computers or designing page layouts. But generally speaking, everybody on staff at the Grizzly has their favorite place to sit. And my favorite place to sit is the desk in the back row, second from the left, next to Leo.

But the girl is sitting there now. I know it’s the same girl—I recognize her wavy auburn hair. She keeps running her fingers through it while she talks to Leo. I feel a twinge of something like betrayal. Why didn’t he tell her somebody was already sitting there?

Leo notices me standing by the door, watching him. He makes a face like he knows exactly what I’m thinking, and he’s sorry. I try to frown as dramatically as I can. Apology not accepted.

“Jane,” he says anyway. “Come meet Brynn. She’s new. Brynn, this is my Jane.” His face gets a little red, and he tries again. “I mean, this is my best friend Jane.”

Brynn turns toward me. She’s got a heart-shaped face and a mole above her lip that makes her look glamorous, like Marilyn Monroe. Now I’m even more self-conscious about my eye, which is still bloodshot from getting hit with the shrimp. I’m starting to worry that some seasoning or something got in there, and now it’s infected. Maybe Camila was right, and I do have pink eye? How do you even get pink eye, anyway?

“Hi.” I take a seat at the desk next to her, where Kat usually sits. I wonder if Brynn knows she’s created a domino effect that’s messing everything up.

“Hi.” Her voice is high pitched and sweet with a slight Southern accent. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“We met this morning. Sort of,” I remind her, giving her the opportunity to provide an explanation for what happened. She was about to pee her pants and couldn’t wait one more second to get to the bathroom? A wasp was about to fly inside, and she didn’t want to risk letting it in and getting stung?

“We did?” Brynn asks. “When?”

“In the parking lot.”

Really?” She gives me a small smile. “I’m sorry. I don’t remember.”

“Brynn just moved here from South Carolina,” Leo says. He’s looking through pictures on his camera, deleting the bad ones.

Brynn nods in agreement. “My dad’s company transferred him. He offered to wait until the end of the school year, but I told him I was fine with it. I think fresh starts are kind of exciting, don’t you?”

I hmm in casual agreement and nod. Now she wants to talk to me?

Kat appears behind me. She gives me a long, puzzled look and then sits in the empty seat next to me—Daria’s seat.

“Aw, who’s that?” I hear Brynn ask Leo. She’s pointing at a picture on his camera.

“That’s Maggie,” Leo says. “Jane’s dog.”

“Kat,” Daria says on my other side. “You’re in my seat.”

Kat looks up from her sketchbook. “Only because Jane is in my seat.”

Daria looks at me like I committed the ultimate act of betrayal. “Jane?”

I gesture to Brynn, who’s too into her conversation with Leo to notice the chaos she’s caused. A look of understanding crosses over Daria’s face. “New girl?”

I nod.

Daria sighs. Then she sits down in front of Kat, in Max’s seat.

“—really obsessed with dogs,” Brynn is saying. “But my dad developed an allergy, so now I have a hermit crab.”

“Hey, I had one of those when I was a kid,” Leo says. “But it ran away.”

I snort. “You don’t still believe that.”

Leo and Brynn both look at me.

“What do you mean?” he says, and it occurs to me that maybe he does still believe it. Whoops.

“It died? Ava told my mom.”

Leo’s mouth falls open. “Shelldon died?”

Brynn’s bottom lip juts out into a pout. “Oh no.”

I let out a little laugh of disbelief. “Come on. Hermit crabs don’t run away. How would he have gotten out of the tank?”

“I don’t know.” Leo actually sounds sad. “Mom said he escaped in the night.”

An awkward silence hangs in the air. I feel guilty now. I hate hurting Leo’s feelings, even if it is over a hermit crab he had when he was five.

“Sorry,” I say to him, meaning it. “I feel like I just told you Santa isn’t real.”

Brynn puts a hand to her chest. “Santa isn’t real?” She glances at Leo and smiles playfully, which lightens the mood and makes him laugh. I fight another surge of annoyance. Why do I feel like the third wheel right now?

The late bell rings. Halle, the editor in chief of the Grizzly, walks to the front of the room and calls for everybody’s attention. It’s story assignment time.

“I hope you all had a nice spring break,” Halle says, sitting on an empty desk. Halle is a junior, the youngest EIC in nearly a decade. She’s good at making you feel seen and heard but still doesn’t take crap from anybody.

“First, everybody say hey to Brynn.” Halle gestures to Brynn with her chin. “She’s our newest staff writer, so please make her feel welcome.”

The room breaks out into a chorus of “Hi, Brynn” with varying degrees of enthusiasm. She smiles bashfully and waves.

“Okay, let’s see.” Halle picks up her notepad and starts skimming it. “Daria’s got the spring musical feature. Alec’s writing the music review. Kat, can you turn in an illustration for that by the end of the week?”

Next to me, without looking up from her sketch pad, Kat gives a thumbs-up.

“Great. Oh—” Halle taps her pencil on the page. “Max is in Mexico until the end of the week, so we’re going to need somebody to cover Thursday’s baseball game. It’s at home.” Halle looks up, scans the room. “Any takers?”

I feel a flutter of excitement in my chest. I’m hardly an expert on baseball, or sports in general—Max is sports editor, and he usually covers all the big games—but there’s one thing I do know.

Ethan Gray is on the baseball team.

Before I realize what’s happening, my hand shoots up in the air.

“Jane.” Halle uses her pencil to point at me. “Awesome, thanks. And Leo, you’ll take photos?”

Leo doesn’t hear her at first. He’s too busy frowning at me. I avoid his gaze. Now that he knows about my crush on Ethan, he probably thinks that’s the only reason I’m volunteering to cover this story. And okay, yes, that’s a big part of it. But there’s something else, too.

I’ve never really been a risk-taker. Ordinarily I’d keep my hand down and let somebody else do it, but after my birthday last night, I don’t know. Something inside me has shifted. I’m thinking about my wish to be more like Anastasia. If I keep doing the same things, how will it ever come true?

I keep my eyes on Halle, firm in my decision. If I’m going to be more like Anastasia, I have to take risks. That’s kind of her whole thing.

“Leo?”

Leo snaps out of it and looks at Halle. “I’ve got it covered.”

Halle nods. She scribbles something down on her notepad and then says, “Hey, Jane. Why don’t you and Brynn cowrite this one? You can show her how we do things around here.”

“Oh, that would be great.” Brynn looks at me. “If you don’t mind.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. First the door, then my seat, and now my story? Not to mention she’s going way over the top trying to be all sweet and charming in front of Leo. And Leo is falling for it! He’s never usually this accommodating to people. Unless he’s directing them through his lens, he doesn’t talk much at all. What’s so special about Brynn?

“Sure,” I force out.

While Halle finishes going over story assignments, I push my irritation toward Brynn out of my mind and think about what I’m going to ask Ethan on Thursday. What’s your favorite thing about being on the team? How do you feel about your performance so far this season? Would you say your eyes are more baby blue, or sky blue?

I sigh. I should probably do some research about baseball so I don’t look like a complete fool in front of him.

Halle ends the meeting, and everybody breaks to get started on their assignments. Brynn asks if I want to start prepping for the article, but then Halle pulls her aside to go over AP style rules and other stuff she’ll need to know. I take the opportunity to escape to a computer in the back corner of the room, one that isn’t visible from the desk of our adviser, Mr. Franklin.

I open a Word document and write a couple of random sentences about the baseball game. That way, if anybody passes by my screen, it will look like I’m brainstorming. Then I open a new incognito tab and log into my Netzine.

I know, I know. It’s risky, logging in at school. But Netzine is meant to be used on a computer browser. That’s part of its charm. It harkens back to the olden days, when the internet was a place you visited and not something you always had in your pocket. The mobile app only gives you limited access to your home page and profile. I need the computer for the full experience.

My inbox is flooded with questions for Talk to Me Tuesday. I start to skim through them, bookmarking the ones I think are most interesting so I can go back and answer them later. Every Monday it’s the same: people submit questions anonymously via the Ask box on my profile, I pick ten or twenty to respond to, and then I schedule them to post throughout the day on Tuesday. I’ve been doing it for a year, and every week the list of questions seems to get longer. People love to ask Anastasia for advice on their crushes or their friends or their insecurities. And Anastasia—wise, worldly girl that she is—loves to help them.

When I first started Talk to Me Tuesday, I felt a little bit like an imposter. Who am I to be telling people how to live their lives, when I’ve barely lived myself? But then I realized something. Nobody has all the answers. We’re all just faking it; pulling from movies and books and stories, and whatever else helps us figure out how to be the best versions of ourselves. My answers aren’t any more “right” or “wrong” than, say, somebody who writes an advice column for a living. All I can do is try my best, and if that resonates with people, well, what’s the harm?

I’m bookmarking a question about the best places to shop for dresses when someone sneaks up behind me and grabs my shoulders.

“Gotcha!” Leo says, making me jump. I minimize the browser, but then, when I realize it’s him, I open it up again.

“Max better watch out.” He sits down in the empty chair next to me. “He has no idea you’re coming for his spot as sports editor.”

“I am not,” I say. “I’m simply expanding my portfolio.”

“You’ve never cared about expanding your portfolio before.”

“Well, things change.”

“Uh-huh.” He crosses his arms, stiffening a little. “So you volunteering for this story has nothing to do with the fact that Captain America is on the baseball team?”

“Captain America?” I shoot him a look. I should’ve known this was coming. “Ethan doesn’t look like him.”

“Yeah he does,” Leo says. “But it’s not about the way he looks. It’s about what he represents.”

“Hey, America is a diverse melting pot of cultures and traditions,” I retort. “One could argue you being half-Brazilian makes you an even stronger contender for representing America.”

“Okay, okay.” He leans back in his chair, and I can tell he wants to change the subject. I don’t blame him. The only time I’ve ever confessed a crush to him before was, like, third grade, and it was on Flynn Rider from Tangled. If he didn’t know what to say then, he definitely doesn’t know what to say now.

“What are you working on?” He glances at my screen. “Ah. Blog stuff.”

Leo says “blog stuff” the way someone might say “homework.” Complete disinterest. That’s the way I like it, though. The only reason he even knows about my Netzine is because he saw me working on it once last summer. I told him he could read the diary post I was writing—Anastasia and Izzy meeting cute boys at the boardwalk in Ocean City—and it took him all of five seconds before he chalked it up to fiction and lost interest completely. He doesn’t know my username—thank goodness—and he hasn’t read it since.

“Shh!” I give him a warning look. “Nobody is supposed to know, remember?”

“That you have a blog? Lots of people have Netzine. It’s not like you’re doing something illegal.”

He’s right—lots of people do have Netzine now. I was lucky to get in early, when the site was still relatively unknown and it was easier to build a following, but over the last couple years, it’s really taken off. Hard to say why—maybe people got sick of the brain rot happening on other social media apps, or maybe they just like having a platform that gives them permission to yap endlessly about themselves. Either way, I don’t want anybody to know who I am. For me, the anonymity is the point.

“My identity is a secret,” I say, keeping my voice low. “If I’m found out, it would be very, very bad.”

He makes a serious face and gives me a salute. “Aye, aye, captain.”

I turn my attention back to my inbox. “So,” I say, scrolling some more. “You and Brynn are all buddy-buddy.”

He stuffs his hands into his sweatshirt pockets, stretching out his long legs. “She’s nice. And we have algebra together too.”

“So what, are you like her unofficial tour guide?”

“What are you, like, jealous?”

I scoff. Jealous? What would I be jealous of? Her perfect hair? Her Marilyn mole? Her uninfected eye?

“More like annoyed. She purposely didn’t hold the door for me this morning. And you gave her my seat.”

“Oh come on. We barely sit there anyway.”

“It’s a little thing called loyalty, Leopold.”

“It’s a little thing called manners, Clumsy Cat.”

I gasp, stop scrolling to look him in the eye. “Et tu, Brute?”

He gives me a small smile. “Sorry.” He starts spinning in his chair. When he goes around a full rotation he says, “Consider it payback for Shelldon.”

“I’m going to start calling you Leo the lion in public. See how you like it.”

“I don’t care,” he says, running a hand through his messy brown hair. It hangs to his shoulders now. “It sounds kind of cool if you don’t know the context.”

“Well, I’ll tell everyone the context!”

“No you won’t,” he says. “You talk a big game, but you’d never do anything to hurt me. You care too much.”

I roll my eyes and smile into my screen. I don’t have a rebuttal. He’s right.
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