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How did I get myself into this mess? I stared up at the ceiling, looking for an answer. Of course, I knew it wasn’t up there. In fact, I already knew the culprit behind my predicament was none other than Molly Harris, my BIF. In Molly’s case, BIF stood for “bad influence friend”—the friend who gets you to do all kinds of things you wouldn’t normally do but do anyway because that friend holds some sort of voodoo power over you.


To further complicate matters, Molly was my BFF, too. We’d been friends forever, or at least as far back as second grade, when Molly moved onto my block and I had an instant ally in my very testosterone-filled neighborhood. There were boys to the left, boys to the right, and one particularly annoying little boy in the bedroom next to mine.


Molly had me at hello with her shiny blond hair, cornflower-blue mischievous eyes, a grin that made you believe anything was possible, and a confidence that said she’d be president someday if it weren’t for the countless scandals she’s bound to have a hand in between now and age thirty. We’d been through it all together over the years, and though she could certainly be a bit, shall we say, self-involved, at her core Molly was a good person. When it came down to it, I knew she’d always be there for me.


To be fair, Molly didn’t get me into this mess alone. In fact, I actually started it. After all, I’m the one who decided impersonating a Hungarian national was a good idea. But I was just having fun. This? This situation I was in now? Not fun. Definitely not fun.


It all started today after school. I met up with Molly at her locker, where she was pulling on her raincoat and reapplying her lipstick, and we figured out a plan for the rest of the day. As usual, Molly’s mom was on a business trip—Hong Kong or Tokyo (it’s hard to keep track)—and her stepdad wouldn’t be home until at least eight o’clock. The plan was to hang out at Molly’s house, get some Thai takeout, and catch up on a backlog of seriously good reality TV.


We hopped on the number four bus for the first leg of our journey to Molly’s neighborhood of Wallingford, which she’d moved to right after her parents’ divorce when we were in fourth grade. The bus was packed, so we squeezed into the rear, claiming a tiny piece of real estate for ourselves and our overstuffed backpacks. We added to the hot air fogging up the bus windows by trading horror stories from the school day—Molly’s uncomfortable standoff with a substitute in gym (Molly refused to wear her swim cap) and my continuing inability to bring up my cultural studies’ grade.


By the time we stepped off the bus at Virginia and Third, I was sure we’d been teleported to the Gulf of Mexico during hurricane season. Having lived in Seattle our whole lives, we were more than used to the rain. And like every other Seattleite, we never carried umbrellas, thinking there was no storm that couldn’t be weathered with a decent raincoat and a pair of wellies. Except for, apparently, today. And since we had ten minutes until our bus connection, we decided to seek refuge in the corner Starbucks. The added bonus? Caffeine.


As we basked in the warmth and contemplated the assorted goodies on display while we waited to order, Molly brought up my cultural studies grade again. “What’s up with that, anyway?” she probed, shifting my attention from sugar cookies back to my bleak academic reality.


“I have no idea. I just don’t get how Ms. Kendall can be such a cool person in real life, yet such a tyrant of a teacher.”


“She must be on some sort of power trip,” Molly mused.


“Yeah, well, I wish she’d get over it already. If I don’t kick butt on this last unit on Eastern European history, I’m going to get a D.” My voice sank. We both knew what that meant. I had 99.9 percent convinced my parents to let me go to Europe with Molly and her mom this summer, but they told me I had to score Bs or higher in all my classes. We’d made big plans … Paris, London, Madrid. The fate of my unstamped passport lay in Ms. Kendall’s finely manicured hands.


“I just don’t know what else I can do—I turn in all my homework; I study for the tests,” I rambled on. “You know, I bet someone who’s actually from Eastern Europe couldn’t even get a B in her class.”


“Um … isn’t your dad Hungarian, Janna?” Molly asked.


“Well … yeah.”


“So doesn’t that make you Eastern European?”


“Kind of, I guess. But I’m talking about someone who’s from from Eastern Europe. As in, just off the boat,” I explained.


I started speaking in an Eastern European accent. “I’m sorry. Which countries are former Eastern Bloc again? France? Mexico? Alaska?”


Molly giggled, egging me on.


“Please tell me why zis communism so bad?” I continued, laying it on thick. “And does zis Iron Curtain I hear of come in different fabrics?”


I was on a roll by the time we reached the front of the line and ordered our lattes with fat-free soy, plus a caramel marshmallow thingy for me (I’m a slave to sugar). Molly snagged a tiny table by the window so we could watch for the bus while waiting for our drinks. We had just dumped our bags on the floor and sat down when two boys—two very cute boys, I might add—walked up.


Now, it’s not all that unusual for random guys to hit on us, or more specifically, on Molly. It’s that whole blond, blue-eyed, mischievous smile thing. Plainly put, most members of the male species are drawn to Molly like dogs to a bone. Me? I was pretty much used to my place in our friendship. I was the classic sidekick—the best friend who tried to act as if it wasn’t painfully obvious to everyone that she was nothing more than an accessory to the main attraction. It wasn’t that I was ugly. I had nice enough honey eyes that come close to matching my light brown wavy hair. And I’d even been told I had a warm smile. But put me next to Molly and I’ve got “plain Jane” (or “plain Janna”) written all over me. And that was generally okay by me.


Today, however, was different. First off, these guys didn’t come across as your typical supercool guys with heaps of attitude who thought they were all that, like the ones who usually hit on us (I mean, on Molly). Cute? Yes. But more in a boy-next-door-tussled-hair way as opposed to leading-man-chiseled-cheekbones-six-pack-abs way. For whatever reason, something about them was different enough to make us take notice.


But the real difference? Today I was the one being hit on.


“Hi there,” cute boy number one said.


Having just shoved my entire caramel treat into my mouth, I remained mute and wide-eyed as Molly flashed him a winning smile.


“Well, hi there,” she answered flirtatiously.


But the boy, dressed in an army jacket, jeans, and black Converse, flung his hair out of his eyes Zac Efron–style and stayed focused on me. Caught off guard, I continued chewing my caramel marshmallow in slow motion, in part because it was sticking to my teeth (perhaps I should have taken a bite instead of eating it whole?) and in part because I hadn’t a clue as to what to say.


“I couldn’t help but notice your accent,” he went on. “So, what country are you from, anyway?”


What country was I from? I squinted in confusion.


“Your accent?” he continued. “I overheard you talking before. Wait, let me guess. Somewhere in Eastern Europe? Russia?”


Realizing the source of the misunderstanding, I finished swallowing the caramel and was about to set the record straight when Molly blurted out, “This is Janna! She’s an exchange student from Hungary!”


I faced Molly with a look of quiet panic. She returned my gaze with a ridiculously big smile and that damn twinkle in her eye that I’m powerless to resist.


“Hungary? That’s so cool!” He was clearly impressed with my apparent heritage. “I’m Julian, by the way. And this is Spence.” He motioned to cute boy number two behind him.


I froze. I was at a crossroads, and I had to choose a path. I could turn Molly’s declaration into a joke and admit I’d never been east of the Rockies, or I could succumb to the message Molly was sending me telepathically (and with several strategically placed kicks under the table). And then, in a split second, fueled by unfamiliar-cute-boy attention, adrenaline, and little else, it was done.


“Sank you,” I responded in my most authentic Hungarian accent, which, come to think of it, I’m not sure I’ve actually even heard before. “I like America veddy much,” I added for good measure.


Julian smiled. “I dig the accent,” he said. “Where do you girls go to school?”


I sank into my chair and let Molly do the talking, too shocked I was actually going along with the ruse to say a word. I felt slightly guilty about the whole thing, but there was no turning back. Molly was already in full flirtation mode with Spence, and, being completely honest, the fact that foreign intrigue had magically made me more appealing to at least one very cute member of the opposite sex prompted me to keep my mouth shut. By the time our bus pulled up five minutes later, cell-phone digits had been exchanged and we’d planned to connect at a club where Julian was deejaying Friday night.


The sound of my cell phone snapped me back to my bedroom ceiling, back to reality. When I glanced at the clock and saw it read 10:01 p.m., I knew it could only be one person … Emmett. If Molly is my BIF, then Emmett can only be described as my GIF—good influence friend. Emmett had rounded out our friendship trio ever since Molly, Emmett, and I sat together in Ms. Lacey’s French class in seventh grade. We’d congregate in the back of the classroom to discuss the guests’ plight on the previous day’s Oprah and commiserate about the complications of past perfect verbs. Somewhere along the way we became a threesome.


The best thing about Emmett? He’s kind of like that gay best friend every girl wants—he’s your biggest fan, thinks you always look fabulous, tells it to you like it is, and is fiercely loyal. Although it should be pointed out that despite Emmett playing this role in my life, he’s not actually gay. Either way, I don’t know what I’d do without him. Emmett gets me in a way that nobody else does, not even Molly. And I loved the fact that I could be so close to a guy without having to worry about uncomfortable weirdness or anything. With Emmett, no topic was off limits, which is probably why we invented the Nightly Rant or NR. Every night at ten o’clock, Emmett and I engage in sixty seconds each of let-it-rip bitching, moaning, dumping, and ranting about any and all frustrations, insecurities, and annoyances. It was kind of like tele-therapy, only free.


Despite the existence of NR rule number two, which clearly stated there were to be no judgments and no advice doled out during a rant (unless said advice was requested, of course), I just wasn’t in the mood to bring up my perplexing predicament. Not yet, anyway. I still didn’t really even know how I felt about everything and wasn’t sure how Emmett would react when he found out what I was doing all because of a guy.


“Hey, Emm,” I said wearily.


“Hi, you. How’s tricks?”


“Tricks are okay,” I responded halfheartedly. “Ready to rant?”


“Ready to rant,” Emmett replied. “Who’s first?”


“Why don’t you go first?”


“Okay. Here’s me.” He paused briefly before diving in. “First of all, I don’t understand how people waiting in line to buy ice cream, ice cream, for God’s sake, can be so uppity and impatient. Don’t they realize that imbibing sugary sweets is inherently a happy thing to do? Don’t they know that since this stuff is frozen, one can only scoop so fast before getting a hand cramp or a brain freeze? Oh, and my dad is still pressuring me to spend a few weeks with him this summer in Hotlanta. And I know he doesn’t actually want to spend the time with me … it’s all about showing my mom that he cares. Which he doesn’t. Send a singing telegram … it’s cheaper. And … what else … ? Wait. I know I have one more thing. Oh, yeah. If the sun doesn’t make a brief appearance in the next day or two, I may actually want to move to Atlanta. All I’m asking for is a five-minute sun break. Five minutes. Is that too much to ask?”


Silence.


“Hello?” Emmett asked. “Are you still there?”


“Yeah, yeah … sorry. I’m just tired. Okay, here’s me. Big surprise here, but I’m really annoyed with Henry. He deleted all my shows to make room for a Powerpuff Girls marathon on Cartoon Network. And I just got back my test in cultural studies, and I did okay on it, but not good enough to get my grade up to a B. It’s just totally unfair that I might not be able to go to Europe with Molly because of the Bosnian War. Especially since it ended more than ten years ago.”


I was running out of things to say. With only one big thing on my mind, I scrambled to come up with decoys.


“And … and I had some disgusting garlicky sausage on my pizza tonight, and I keep burping it up.” Pause. “That’s it.”


“You sure? You still have seventeen seconds left.”


“Yeah, that’s it.”


Emmett didn’t buy it. “You sound more upset than lost TV shows, your ongoing battle with Ms. Kendall, and bad pizza.”


“Sorry, I’m just kind of out of it. I didn’t sleep well last night.”


“Alrighty, then. Go to sleep already. I’ll talk to you in the a.m.”


“’Kay. Good night, Emm.”


“Good night, Jan.”


I hung up the phone and toppled onto my bed, the headboard banging against my already scuffed-up wall in protest. I closed my eyes and tried to quiet my mind so I could get some sleep. Not an easy task when you were as confused as me. I kept getting the overwhelming urge to chicken out and call the whole thing off before it even got started. But, even so, I had to admit there was an ever-so-small part of me that wanted to see where this unexpected development in my social life took me. And then the words Scartlett O’Hara famously spoke in my most favorite classic movie of all time, Gone with the Wind, popped into my head. “I’ll think about that tomorrow. After all, tomorrow is another day.” Sounded like a plan to me.
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I awoke the next morning to the sound of a furious buzzing. And when I opened my eyes to find out what was going on, I found my brother Henry spastically scrubbing his teeth with an electric, astronaut-shaped toothbrush mere inches from my face. Even worse, I was getting sprayed with the blueberry mint foam that was spewing from his mouth.


Sadly, my unpleasant wake-up call was par for the course—I was well aware of the fact that I remained my younger brother Henry’s greatest source of entertainment. (Apparently I was even funnier than cartoons). At eleven, and five years my junior, Henry was a piece of work. His precociousness, extensive vocabulary, and ridiculous knowledge of even the most inane trivia made him extremely dangerous. He knew just how to push my buttons, how to manipulate any situation for his own benefit. At the same time he was a typical boy with a love of potty humor and physical comedy. Farting on my pillow, playing his harmonica in my ear, pretending to puke in my shoes—my rude awakening this morning was just one in a series of disturbing scenes startling me from peaceful slumber in recent weeks.


“That’s disgusting!” I growled. “Mom! Get him out of here!”


“Henry, please leave your sister alone,” my mom said calmly, peeking into the room.


“Okay.” Henry leaned in close. “Bye bye, sis.” Toothpaste shot out of his mouth with each drawn-out syllable.


“Argh!” I grabbed a pillow and took a wild swing, but Henry scooted away before I could connect.


I sank back into my warm bed and asked God why he had plagued me with a brother who was such a colossal pain in the butt.


“Honey?” My mom came into my room and slowly pulled up the shades. “I know you find your brother frustrating, and it can’t be easy being a big sister,” she said with exaggerated empathy.


Here we go again. First she was going to validate my feelings. Next, she’d be giving me choices about how I could deal with my brother, so I’d feel “empowered and in control of my life.”


“But,” she continued as if on cue, “you can either accept the fact that your brother isn’t as mature as you are and expect him to do annoying things sometimes, or you can choose to let yourself be shocked and upset every time he does something you don’t like. It’s up to you.” She waltzed out the door. Then, as if she’d already moved on, she called back, “Dad’s making pancakes for breakfast. Come down when you’re ready!”


And just like that she was gone, the credits rolling on another predictable episode of Perfect Parenting with Stella Leavenworth. These routine interactions with my mom always left me even more annoyed. Intellectually, I knew she had the best intentions, and I also knew for a fact that she paid some parenting coach a ton of money for tips on handling sibling conflicts, but sometimes I would’ve appreciated some real emotion instead of her lame Mrs. Brady imitation.


With a resigned sigh, I shifted my bum over and slid my legs up along the wall next to my bed. Fixating on an old cobweb in the corner, I took five slow, deep breaths—in through the nose, out through the mouth. My yoga instructor swore doing this “legs up the wall” pose for five minutes each morning would start your day on a positive note. Despite the fact that mine had already started out crappy and I had only one minute for the pose, I figured, what the heck? I needed all the help I could get.


I hurriedly got ready for school but unfortunately miscalculated my exit strategy. With too many minutes to spare, I was forced to suffer through “quality family time” at the breakfast nook (another brilliant idea from my parents’ coach). In attendance this morning? My dad, Troy, a techie who worked at a downtown advertising firm and was frequently MIA due to his regular trips to San Francisco and Los Angeles. I was usually happy to see him at breakfast since it was such a rarity, but I was still feeling prickly from the toothpaste incident. Then there was my mom, Stella, who made an effort to sit with Henry and me every morning, no matter what crisis might be happening at her design studio. And, of course, there was Henry. You’ve already had the pleasure of meeting him.


But I knew neither QFT nor my brother was solely responsible for my mood today. The real source was the uncomfortable pit in my stomach that had been lingering ever since what I’d already dubbed “the Starbucks incident.” I had hoped a solid night’s sleep would have resulted in an improved outlook on the whole mess, but no such luck. I was still panicked at the jam I’d gotten myself into.


“Whatcha got going on today, Jan?” my dad asked, flipping a buttermilk pancake off the griddle and onto my plate.


“Not much. Just suffering through another day of higher education at its finest.”


“So tell me. What’s happening with that cultural studies grade? Will we be bidding you bon voyage two months from now or not?”


“I’m working on it, Dad.” I had to figure out some way to get my grade up, although I was still annoyed about my parents’ inflexibility on the matter. I mean, surely traveling to Europe in and of itself was way more educational than anything I could ever learn in a book. But I knew trying to get them to reconsider their terms was a waste of time. Thanks again to their pricey parenting coach, they practiced what’s called “consistent parenting,” which basically meant there was no such thing as wiggle room when it came to my parents’ decrees.


“All right, well, let me know if I can help with anything,” he said.


Yeah, maybe you could take my final essay exam in cultural studies.


“Thanks, Dad.” I silently forced down three bites of pancake before pushing my chair back and grabbing my backpack off the floor. “I’ve gotta go,” I said, taking a big swig of my smoothie. “Thanks for the pancake.”


“You’re welcome. Bye, pumpkin!”


“Have a good day, sweetheart!” my mom called.


“Yeah, have a good day, eat fart!” Henry called.


Sigh. I could still hear Henry laughing at his stupid rhyme as I bounded down the steps of my front porch. I powered up my iPod and zoned out to vintage Cure for the short walk to Delmar High, looking forward, for once, to the distraction of school.


My plan of immersing myself in schoolwork as a way to stop fixating on the Starbucks incident actually worked. After a morning of thoughtful note taking and overeager participation, I felt almost back to normal by the time I dropped my books off at my locker and headed to lunch. Maybe Molly forgot about yesterday. I’m probably doing my usual thing of making a big deal out of nothing.


Feeling lighter than I had all morning, I turned into the caf and immediately spotted Molly just sitting down with Emmett at our usual table against the back wall. I could see Emmett had already scored us my favorite sandwich—a chicken, cheddar, and avocado panini—and neatly split it in half for the two of us to share. He’d even grabbed me an ice cold Diet Coke. That boy knew me all too well.


To those on the outside, Emmett and Molly probably seemed like unlikely friends. Molly was super-outgoing, flirty, and had a, shall we say, “big” personality, while Emmett’s approach to life would probably fall into the “less is more” category. Too tall for his own good and blessed with thick locks of dark, chocolate hair he was constantly brushing out of his eyes, Emmett was introspective, thoughtful, and a bit reserved. But since Molly and Emmett practically grew up as siblings (their parents were in the same birth class), they had found a way to make it work.


“Yo, what’s happenin’, hot stuff?” I sat down next to Emmett and reached for my lunch.


“Not much. What’s new with you, sexy mama?” Emmett replied.


“I’ll tell you what’s new,” Molly interjected. “Janna’s got herself a new boyfriend. That’s what’s new.”


I caught Molly smirking at me as she tossed a stack of paper across the table, just missing my lunch.


“Whoa, what’s this?” I shoved my panini out of the line of fire.


“What are you talking about?” Emmett asked simultaneously.


I turned to Emmett. “Nothing,” I said decisively while trying to ignore the monstrous pile before me.


“There’s a lot more where that came from,” Molly said. “But I thought this would be enough research to get you started.”


“Get started with what?” Emmett probed, leaning over my shoulder for a closer look. “The CIA World Factbook? Hungary Tourism dot-com?” He looked at me with a blank stare. “What am I missing here?”


I ignored him and turned to Molly. “Seriously? With all the extra work I’ve got to do to get through the rest of the semester, you actually think I’m going to read all of this?” Clearly my hope that Molly had forgotten about yesterday’s events was misplaced optimism. But I certainly wasn’t prepared for the dissertation on Hungarian norms and cultures she had apparently been up all night pulling together.


“You have to! Otherwise Julian will know you’re not from Hungary!”


Emmett jumped in. “But Janna’s not from Hungary.” Then, as if questioning his assumption, “Are you?” Pause. “And who’s Julian?”


“Well, technically speaking, I am of Hungarian descent. My dad’s mom spent her childhood there before coming to the U.S.,” I said defensively, trying to ignore Emmett’s penetrating stare. I sighed and put my head down onto the table in defeat.


“I honestly don’t get why this is such a big deal, Janna,” Molly continued. “Haven’t you always said you wanted to live in a foreign country? Well, this will be kind of like that, only reversed.” I looked up and gave her my best glare before hiding my head again. “And anyway, we just have to go out with them one time. Twice, tops. By then Julian will already like-like you, Spence will be head over heels in love with me, and you can tell Julian the truth. But you can’t do that just yet. You’ve gotta reel him in first.”


Side note: Whenever Molly started comparing scoping guys to hunting or fishing, I knew I was in big trouble.


“Excuse me for interrupting, but what the hell is going on?” Emmett asked, sounding more than a little annoyed.


I didn’t dare look up, choosing instead to peek through the table cracks and count crumbs on the dingy floor. Anything to avoid the look of disappointment I knew was spreading across Emmett’s face as Molly explained the situation. Emmett might expect this kind of thing from Molly, but I knew he held me to a higher standard.


“Nice,” Emmett said coldly, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “Or should I say”—he paused, looking over my head to the top of the research pile featuring English to Hungarian translated phrases—“Jó. And for the record, I can’t believe you didn’t say anything about this last night, Janna. You totally broke the ‘no keeping secrets’ rant rule. But maybe deception is your new MO and it’s no biggie—”


I sat up to defend myself. Emmett may have been right, but I could only take one person beating me up at a time. And today that person was me.


“Whatever … it’s not that bad. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Picking up girls at Starbucks? They probably don’t even remember our names.” I turned to Molly, my voice picking up steam. “So, we just won’t meet them on Friday night, and—”


I was cut off midsentence by the vibration of my cell phone. We all whipped our heads around in unison, homing in on the shaking electronic device. Synchronicity happened in my life all the time—I already knew who was texting me before I picked up the phone.


Hey Janna, it’s Julian. Remember me? C U Friday at Rental in Capitol Hill @ 8.


I shut off my cell and reached for the pile of research in front of me. It was going to be a long week.
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I successfully avoided Emmett for the rest of the afternoon—I didn’t have the energy to deal with his looks of disapproval. Having your conscience walk around in another person’s body? It’s a tricky thing. I’d never really minded before, since I trusted Emmett and his sense of right and wrong so implicitly. But now I was in uncharted territory. I knew I should feel terrible for what I was doing, and believe me, I did. But I had to admit, I also got a little thrill every time I reread the text message from Julian. Hence, utter and complete avoidance of the person whose very presence reminded me of the unsavory path I was going down.


Emmett was so annoyed, I wasn’t even sure he’d call for our NR that night, but rant guidelines clearly stated only certain events could preclude our two-minute nightly check-in. Among them: a preapproved excuse for special occasions (sleepovers, late concerts, and vacations), being on one’s deathbed or otherwise unconscious, or the occurrence of a catastrophic natural phenomenon such as a meteor crashing into the earth temporarily shutting down all forms of cellular communication. Most nights, the rant was on.


But Emmett did call, and so I plowed through my grievances first, mostly avoiding the elephant in the room other than to say I felt I was being judged too harshly by one of my best friends (without naming names, of course). Emmett also stuck to topics outside the realm of duplicitous, Hungarian facades, at least until he got to the last item on his rant list.


“And lastly, I’m annoyed that one of my best friends is refriending me on Facebook, and as a Hungarian impostor, no less,” he said. “Why didn’t you tell me your middle name was Ika Ilka? And here all this time I thought it was Grace.”


“What are you talking about?”


“You tell me. I just got a friend request from Janna Ika Ilka Papp, who’s hometown is Budapest, Hungary, and pathetically only has one Facebook friend named—”


“Molly Harris,” I answered for him. “I’ve gotta go.”


“I thought you might. Talk to you later,” Emmett said smugly.


I’m not what you would call a frequent Facebooker. In fact, it was Molly who had set up my account and gotten me started, which was why she had my password in the first place. It’s not that I was anti-FB or anything—I just didn’t feel like putting my life out there for the rest of the world to see and judge. I’d leave that to people like Molly and my ex-pageant-queen mom, who seemed to thrive on attention and assumed that most people found their everyday lives terribly interesting.


I flipped on my monitor and tried logging on to my Facebook account. Nothing. I tried again. Still nothing. I went to Google and searched under the name Janna Papp and found what I was looking for. A link to my new profile.


Molly, what have you done? I hesitantly clicked on the link, almost afraid of what I’d find when I got there. A second later I was staring at the page of someone who looked like me but I didn’t actually know. Despite my ambivalence toward social networking, this little Facebook development made me none too happy. I clicked through the tabs at the top of my profile and started reading about myself:


Religious Views: Roman Catholic
Activities: Equestrianism, frequenting bathhouses, bird watching, traveling, hanging out with friends
Interests: Traveling to the United States, learning about other cultures, foreign languages


Favorite Music: Béla Bartók, Franz Liszt, Hungarian folk music
Favorite TV Shows: Barátok közt, Celeb vagyok, ments ki innen!
Favorite Movies: Van Helsing, Casablanca, Dirty Dancing, Juno, Final Destination
Favorite Books: The Metamorphosis, anything by Gyula Illyés, Are You There, God? It’s Me, Margaret.
About Me: I come from Budapest, Hungary, and am now living in Seattle, Washington, in the United States. I am an exchange student living with a very nice family. I am in eleventh grade.


Face flushed, I speed-dialed Molly, my heart rate pounding louder with the passing of each unanswered ring. Finally, she picked up.


“Hey, I was just going to call you!”


“What did you do to my Facebook account?” I demanded.


“That’s what I was going to call you about. I had to make a few adjustments to your profile.” Pause. “Well, actually, I had to go ahead and create a new profile for you. We didn’t have a choice.”


“What do you mean ‘we didn’t have a choice’? And what happened to my old profile?” I asked.


“I had to delete it,” Molly answered somewhat sheepishly.


“You deleted my Facebook account!?”


“I had to! It was only a matter of time until Julian started poking around trying to find you, and if he saw your old profile it would have blown everything! Anyway, it’s not like you’re ever on it. I mean, you only had twenty-seven friends. We can easily re-create your old profile when this is all over.”


“And so now I have one friend,” I said. “Like that doesn’t make me look like a serious loser.”


“If he asks, you can tell Julian this is your American account and you just opened it. Besides, I sent out a select few friend requests for you, so you should have a couple more soon.”


I stewed in silence. This wasn’t the first time Molly had taken my personal life into her own hands, but this particular invasion of privacy felt especially brazen. Yet, as was also often the case, I found myself being swayed by Molly’s logic. Of course Julian would look me up on Facebook—I had been planning to do the same thing myself and check out his profile before Friday night. But, logical or not, I wasn’t about to drop it that easily. I scanned through my fake profile in search of ammunition.


“And why exactly do I frequent bathhouses?”


“Bathhouses are extremely popular in Hungary. If you’d read the research I gave you, you would know that already,” Molly said. “Besides, I had to make the profile look real.”


“And what’s up with these movies? He’s going to think I have multiple personality disorder or something.”


Molly laughed it off. “It shows you have a broad range of interests, that’s all. Guys like that.”


“And I supposed the TV show Celeb vagyok, ments ki innen! is something everyone in Hungary watches?”


“But of course … it’s the Hungarian version of I’m a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here!” Molly replied matter-of-factly.


Defeated, I hung up the phone and stared numbly at the screen. This was already getting way more complicated than I’d ever imagined, and our actual date was still three days away. The Starbucks incident was one thing. But seeing my big lie glare back at me from the computer screen was a whole other cup of latte.


I was just about to shut down my computer when I got an e-mail from Facebook—a friend request notification from none other than Julian Barnes. I clicked on the link and accepted, immediately going to Julian’s page to start reading about him. I double clicked on his profile picture to get a closer look. It was a blurry, artistic shot of Julian behind a deejay booth. He looked cool. And cute. Definitely too cool and cute for me. I went back to his main page and saw he had two hundred forty-seven friends. Popular, too. What am I getting myself into? For the next half hour I poked around his profile, reading up on his favorites and flipping through his photos. I knew he was probably doing the same thing with me, although he clearly wouldn’t gain much insight into who I was. Suddenly I was grateful for Molly’s quick thinking, not to mention nervously excited about the presence of this new guy in my life. And as I got to know Julian better on paper (or on computer, as the case may be), my little complicated situation started to feel like it might be worth it after all.
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By Thursday I was starting to feel slightly more comfortable in my newly cast role of intriguing foreign exchange student. Molly and I had spent Wednesday afternoon prepping, dreaming up a few fake Hungarian childhood memories involving holidays spent visiting castles in the countryside and my mom’s infamous Hungarian goulash, just in case Julian asked me about my life “back home.” To make sure my accent was on spot, we watched clip after clip of actress Zsa Zsa Gabor on YouTube, although I used it only as inspiration, since Zsa Zsa was a little more la-di-da than I was going for.


Though all this preparation for the role of a lifetime was clearly pushing me way beyond my comfort zone, not all of the Hungarian homework had been a bad thing. For starters, it occurred to me that I might be able to parlay my newfound in-depth knowledge about Hungary into an extra-credit project for cultural studies and therefore attain the B that I so desperately needed. And then there were the necessary wardrobe updates.


Since Hungary has a large gypsy population, Molly insisted I needed to have a personal style that was part Euro chic, part hippie chick. We spent hours picking through the racks at consignment shops in the U District, eventually piecing together the perfect Bohemian outfit for Friday night: an embroidered, empire-waist tank top with tiered cotton skirt, accessorized with a patchwork hobo bag and funky necklace.


Of course, I knew my new look was sure to raise some eyebrows, as Henry confirmed later that night when he barged into my room as I was trying on the ensemble.


“What is that?” he said.


“What is what?”


“That.” He was pointing to my necklace.


“What do you mean? It’s a necklace with the om symbol on it,” I said, defensively. “It’s Hindu.”


“Hind who?”


“Hin-du!” I scowled. “What are you doing in my room, anyway?”


“Easy, sis.” He slowly backed toward the door like he’d just been cornered by a wild animal. “I just wanted to tell you to say hi to Jimi Hendrix for me when you get to Woodstock. Peace out!” He flashed me the peace symbol before I slammed the door in his face.


I turned back and looked in the mirror, unclenching my fists and trying to shake off the residual Henry annoyance energy (no small feat). As I took in my reflection, I realized I actually felt great in the outfit. Exotic. Foreign, even. It was almost like slipping in to the clothes completed my transformation. The idea of being an intriguing citizen of the world was starting to grow on me.


Molly’s dedication to helping me prep for Friday night was typically obsessive, but I knew her primary motivation wasn’t my love life at all. Rather, it was Spence, with whom she’d been flirting via text message since we’d met. Molly’s love life being dependent on me must have been an unusual predicament for her, but more than anyone I knew, Molly had a relentless can-do attitude. She intended to get her man, no matter what. Which is why, I suppose, she gave me a final homework assignment to ensure I was one hundred percent ready for the big night.


“Method acting? What’s that?” Molly had called me late Wednesday night, excited to share her grand scheme, which had apparently hit her like a load of bricks halfway through Heroes. Her high level of enthusiasm naturally made me wary.


“I learned all about it in drama camp last summer,” she explained. “It’s where you totally immerse yourself in your role. Like, you live, sleep, and breathe the character you’re playing. Serious actors do it all the time. Even when the cameras aren’t rolling.”


I knew why she wanted me to do it—Molly wasn’t going for a passable performance. She had her sights set on an Oscar.


“What exactly are you suggesting I do?” I asked.


“I think you should spend all day tomorrow in character as Janna Ika Ilka.”


“All day?”


“Yes, all day. Well, of course, unless you get called on in class or you have to do something with your family. But other than that, yeah. I think it’ll be great practice.”


An Oscar didn’t interest me, but surviving Friday night’s date without humiliating myself did, so I agreed to go along with it. The afternoon was going to be tricky, though, since Emmett and I usually went to see old movies at the revival theater on Thursdays after school. Today the 1953 classic The War of the Worlds was showing. I could only hope that the real war wouldn’t be between the two of us.


Ever since Tuesday at lunch, Emmett had been acting fairly weird toward me, and I didn’t like it one bit. Of course, we’d had disagreements before, but this one felt different. To be fair, I’d barely even seen him, since he’d spent every spare moment including lunchtime working on the yearbook, which he was art directing. I figured we just needed to spend some quality time hanging out in order for things to go back to normal. I was kind of hoping he’d actually see the funny side of my predicament today. Heck, maybe he’d even like the new Janna. But as soon as our outing began, I knew I was out of luck.


We had just caught up with each other as the bus pulled up, so the first words out of my mouth were spoken to the driver. After climbing aboard and flashing my bus pass, I quietly thanked the driver in my best Hungarian accent. My response didn’t go unnoticed by Emmett, who slowly turned around, squinting his eyes.


“I’m sorry … did you just say ‘sank you’?”


I lowered my voice and leaned in. “Not so loud, Emm,” I whispered in my regular voice. “I’m practicing my Hungarian accent today. Molly thinks it’s a good idea for me to spend the whole day in character.”


Emmett rolled his eyes. “Of course she does. Because to Molly, there’s absolutely nothing wrong with what you’re doing. I just can’t believe how easily she’s manipulated you into thinking this is okay.”


“Can’t you just go along with it for today? Please? The only thing that will be different about me is my accent. I promise.” I paused. “Hey, I have an idea … why don’t you pretend to be an exchange student, too? Seriously, it’s kind of fun.”


Emmett’s dagger eyes told me that wasn’t going to happen.


“I’ve got to be honest, Janna. I don’t understand why you’re doing this. Yes, I know you have a hard time standing up to Molly when she gets one of her big ideas, but it seems to me like you’re actually okay with all this, which I totally don’t get,” Emmett said. “I mean, why would you pretend to be someone else to get a guy? It just doesn’t make sense.”


I turned to look out the window, not sure of how to respond. The truth? It didn’t make complete sense to me, either. What I did know was that I liked the fact that there was a cute guy out there who was interested in me. I mean, who wouldn’t like that? But there was more to it than that.


“I don’t know how to explain it. It’s like, have you ever wished you could have a fresh start and just be someone else for once?”


“I guess so.”


“This is kind of like that. Do you realize that this is the first time a really cute guy has ever actually been interested in me? I don’t know. I guess something about it feels exciting. Like I have a chance to be seen as really intriguing and, you know, a catch.”


Emmett looked at me, his brown eyes boring right through me. “What makes you think a cute guy wouldn’t see all those things in you without you having to actually pretend to be someone else?” Emmett sighed in resignation. “Whatever … it’s your life. Don’t worry … I won’t blow your cover.”


I looped my arm through Emmett’s and leaned in for a squeeze, glancing up at him with a devilish grin. “You are best friend a girl could vont,” I said, laying the accent on thick.


I swear I heard a chuckle slip out.


I decided not to press my luck with Emmett, though, and kept my alter ego in check until we got to the theater. For his part, Emmett patiently stood by while I bought a ticket and some Junior Mints, although the temptation to screw with me was clearly too hard to resist, because while paying for my snack, he loudly blurted out, “Gee, Janna, I hope you can understand what’s happening in the movie. After all … there are no Hungarian subtitles!”


I ignored the confused looks from the other moviegoers, grabbed Emmett’s arm, and dragged him into the theater. Frankly, I was looking forward to two hours of focusing on the drama on-screen instead of the drama in my own life.


By the time the credits rolled and we headed over to Café Allegro for a cinematic debrief, things between Emmett and I seemed almost normal, which was a relief. In fact, he even seemed to be okay with my speaking with an accent. It was only when my cell phone pinged to indicate I had a text that things started going downhill.


We were in the middle of discussing whether or not a hoax regarding an alien invasion on Earth could be pulled off today when the message came in. Instinctively, I grabbed my phone and stared at the message. It was from him. From Julian. I hadn’t heard from him since the text he sent me at lunch on Tuesday.


Hi Janna. Julian here. Reading Kafka in English class. Thought of u. C u tomorrow?


A cute boy was thinking of me. I thumbed out a quick reply—[image: image] Yes, C u tomorrow!—only noticing Emmett’s grim expression once I was finished and tried picking up our conversation where we’d left off.


“Who was that?” Emmett probed.


“What. Oh … nobody. I mean, it was a text from that guy.”


“You mean the guy you’re going out with tomorrow night who thinks you’re from Hungary?”


“Yeah, him.”


“I’m sorry, is it just me or did you get all giddy and girly when he texted you? What’s his name again?”


“Julian,” I said, unable to suppress a grin.


“There it is again … that embarrassed-excited-flushed-face thing.”


“I’m just nervous, that’s all.”


Emmett’s tone seemed to change. “So, do you really like this guy? Or is it just the fact that he’s paying attention to you?”


I thought about his question. “I don’t know, Emmett. I don’t know if I like him yet or not. And who knows if he would actually like me if he knew the truth? I guess you could say I’m interested in knowing more.”


“More about what? Why he feels the need to stalk foreign girls?”


I rolled my eyes and shook my head at him. Emmett was clearly upset, and I wasn’t sure why. One thing was for sure—I didn’t like the turn this conversation was taking.


“Look. All I know is, he seems like a nice guy. Yes, I think he’s cute. Yes, I like that he’s interested in me. And yes, you’re right. There’s a good chance he only likes me because he thinks I’m from another country. He might be some total exchange-student-loving loser for all I know.” Why did Emmett always make me feel like I had to explain myself? “I just don’t understand why you’re acting so uppity. Is it really so terrible that I’m doing something spontaneous and out of character? Seriously. Maybe you should try it sometime.”


I got off my soapbox, and an uncomfortable silence ensued. Emmett suddenly became intensely interested in measuring the depth of his latte foam with his wooden stirring stick, while I looked over his shoulder and studied the abstract collage art on the wall.


“Look, can we please just let it go and move on?” I asked after a minute.


Emmett looked up, a forced grin plastered across his face. “Sure, consider it forgotten.”


We hung out at Allegra for another fifteen minutes more before heading out, Emmett explaining that the yearbook had put him behind schedule on preparation for finals and he had to get back to work. I knew the truth, though. Emmett and I were in murky waters. Even though I knew I hadn’t changed, it was clear that Emmett wasn’t so sure. And as we said good-bye on the street corner, I had to wonder if the Starbucks incident was going to have bigger repercussions than I ever could have imagined.
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There are many things I enjoy doing on a Friday night. Circling around Capitol Hill in Molly’s VW Beetle fruitlessly searching for a parking spot was not one of them. On top of that, we were late, and I was a nervous wreck.


While getting ready back at Molly’s house, I had come up with a half-dozen excuses for calling off the date, from being infected with the swine flu to the death of my pet goldfish, but Molly was having none of it.


“You see, the thing is, I don’t actually think I can do this.” I was sitting on Molly’s bed watching her carefully apply fake eyelashes. They looked great. “I’m being serious here. I feel like I’m going to throw up.”


“You’re not going to throw up,” Molly said. “You’re just anxious. You’d feel this way even without the Hungarian thing. I mean, it has been a while since you’ve gone out with a guy who’s actually interested in you, right? Anyway, I’ve got a barf bag in my purse, just in case.”


I gave Molly my signature blank stare, perfected after years of living with Henry.


“But what do we really know about these guys, anyway? What if Julian is some lech who just wants to go out with me because he thinks Hungarian girls are easy?”


“Well, I’m actually hoping Spence is a lech who thinks Seattle girls are easy.” Molly laughed flirtatiously.


“That reminds me, don’t you dare leave me tonight!” I said. The last time we’d gone out on a double date, Molly had ditched me early on, leaving me to fend for myself with unquestionably the most self-absorbed drone on the planet.


“I give you my word,” Molly replied. “Look, don’t worry … I’ve got your back! And don’t forget—you’re from another country, so, really, you can just relax and let the Americans do the talking. Just smile a lot, laugh at Julian’s jokes, look intriguing, and you’ll be fine. I promise.”


But now that Molly was squeezing into a tight parking spot and the point of no return was upon us, I wasn’t so sure. Molly shut off the car and adjusted the daisies peeking out of her dashboard vase before turning to me excitedly.


“It’s showtime!” she sang.


We walked the two blocks to the club and heard the drumming pulse of the music before we hit the front door. I closed my eyes and stopped for one last second, trying to banish my nerves.


The dark club was teeming with people, and the multicolored strobe lights made it hard to see two feet in front you. Molly and I found the bar and snagged a stool to lean on, a buoy in a stormy sea. We hadn’t been at the club for more than two minutes when Spence materialized.


“Hey,” he said with a smirk he obviously thought was sexy. “You guys made it. Come on over—we have a table.” Molly gave Spence a flirty smile and reached for his hand as he led us through the hordes of people to a little round table off to the side.


“Where’s Julian?” Molly asked as we sat down, straining to have her voice heard above the music.


Spence pointed toward the deejay booth at the front of the club. There was Julian, standing behind a table strewn with electronic equipment. Clad in jeans, a T-shirt, and headphones, he looked just like he did on his Facebook profile picture. It was obvious by the look of focus on his face and the way his body moved with the rhythm that he was completely engrossed in what he was doing. We listened as he seamlessly cross-faded one track to another, injecting a new energy into the place. The music was fantastic and unusual, alive with beats and rhythms I’d never heard before. By the energy of the people on the dance floor, I could already tell Julian was great at what he did.


I stole another glance at him and felt my stomach flip when he looked up, smiled, and signaled he’d be done in five minutes. I smiled back shyly and whipped around, my knee beginning to unconsciously bounce like a Mexican jumping bean, the only thought in my head the repeating theme of Oh my God, why am I doing this, oh my God, why am I doing this …


Molly must have sensed my mood shift, because she calmly rested her hand on my knee. I looked into her eyes and she steadily returned my gaze, willing me to relax. I took another deep breath and turned my attention to the dance floor, giving Molly a chance to talk to Spence and allowing me to think about something other than what I would do when Julian sat down.


A few minutes later Julian’s voice came on over the sound system. He thanked everyone for coming out and pitched an upcoming gig before turning over the booth to another deejay. And then, there he was. Sitting down. At our table. Next to me.


“Hi there!” said Julian.


“Hallo,” I said softly.


“You made it. I was starting to think you weren’t coming,” he said.


I laughed nervously, shrugging my shoulders. I was hoping to keep the talking to a minimum, praying Julian would assume my English comprehension wasn’t great and not engage with me too much.


“I’m all done with my set,” Julian said slowly, enunciating every syllable. “Do you guys want to stick around here or go somewhere we can actually hear ourselves think?” He turned to check in with Molly and Spence, but they had just gotten up and headed to the dance floor.


Julian turned back to me and shrugged. “I guess we’re staying here.”


I smiled, studying his face. I had seen him so briefly during the Starbucks incident, plus I was so focused on internally freaking out at the time, I really didn’t remember much about his appearance, other than thinking he was extraordinarily cute. Clearly, I had a good memory.


Tonight Julian looked even better than I remembered. He was a typical Seattle boy in some ways—tall and lanky, with longish brown hair—although his fashion sense was slightly more urban and edgy than the standard Northwest fare. He wasn’t quite punk or Goth (no guyliner or anything), but he definitely had his own unique fashion aesthetic. His eyes were a light, grayish-green, and I found it hard to turn away from them once they were focused on mine. He had beautiful skin, a slightly crooked smile, and red, full lips. As I looked at him more closely, I realized this guy was more than good-looking. He was drop dead gorgeous. Which made me all the more skeptical. What was he doing with me?
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