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juicy gossip


a most explosive attack of misperception


Basket Case


FAKE MOTHERS ARE THE ENEMY.


This had been Gaia Moore’s credo for the better part of the last year. It was like a physical law of sorts. A mantra that had been engraved in her brain ever since she’d suffered through her prison sentence in that brown-stone on Perry Street with the fakest of all fake mothers, Ella Niven.


Ella had been as fake as they come. Fake nails, fake red hair, fake eyelashes, and an inflatable chest faker than Britney’s and Mariah’s combined. But the fakest thing about Ella Niven had actually been hidden under that fake chest. Her fake heart. Make that her murderous heart. Yes, in Gaia’s limited experience, fake mothers, for the most part, tried to kill you.


All right, maybe that wasn’t fair. Ella, as it turned out, hadn’t been all bad. In fact, she hadn’t really been anything other than a victim. Just another one of Loki’s helpless victims. But still, take away those last forty-eight hours of redemption in Ella’s life, and all you had left was a jealous, vindictive, all too fake mom who had spent her last days on this earth trying to order a hit on her own adopted daughter.


Obviously the odds of Gaia ever trusting another fake mother after that were pretty goddamn slim. But nonetheless, here she was, stomping her way down the hall of her apartment, headed for Natasha’s bedroom, with one very simple goal in mind: She had to forget absolutely everything she believed about fake moms.


Natasha Petrova was fake mom number two, and now, more than ever, Gaia needed to trust her. Not only did she need to trust Natasha, but she actually needed her help. And Tatiana’s help, too. Because Gaia’s father was obviously in serious danger, more serious than any of them had even imagined. And Gaia had learned an essential lesson in the last few weeks—perhaps the most essential lesson of all. She had learned that she wasn’t alone.


She did not have to face all this impending doom in a vacuum. Now there was this thing in this apartment on East Seventy-second Street that was starting to look and feel more and more like a family. And not even a fake family. Gaia had to admit that each day, the nagging sensation that Natasha and Tatiana were nothing more than cheap and nefarious imitations of a mother and sister had receded a little farther into the distance. And now, after everything they had been through together, Gaia was beginning to remember one of the best things about a family—something she hadn’t even thought about since her mother had died.


If Gaia’s father really was in serious trouble, now at least one other person would care as much as Gaia did. That person always used to be her mother. Her real mother. But now that person was undoubtedly Natasha. And whatever doubts Gaia might have had about Natasha in the past, one thing was for damn sure: Natasha loved Gaia’s father. She truly loved him. And they were probably headed for marriage. She was the closest thing Gaia had to a real mother. Closer than Gaia was even willing to admit. And when Natasha heard about Gaia’s encounter with the real Dr. Sullivan at the hospital, she was going to be just as shocked and infuriated as Gaia was. And just as ready to kick someone’s head in.


Gaia knocked loudly on Natasha’s bedroom door, barely waiting for her faint and groggy invitation. She slipped through the doorway and crouched down next to Natasha’s bed, glimpsing the flashing clock on the bedside table: 7:03 A.M. Natasha had somehow managed to fall back asleep since Gaia had rushed off to the hospital, though Gaia couldn’t imagine how. But Gaia’s news would surely send her flying up from the bed and straight to the phone to check in with all her Agency contacts.


That was what they needed now. They needed the kinds of answers Gaia couldn’t possibly obtain alone.


“What. . . what’s going on?” Natasha croaked sleepily. Her eyes slammed shut when Gaia flipped on the bedside lamp.


“Something’s wrong,” Gaia said sharply. “With Dad. Something is really wrong.”


Natasha squinted her eyes open and tried to get a better look at Gaia. “What are you talking about? What time is it?” Natasha leaned toward the clock and then fell back to her pillow. “Did something happen at the hospital? Did you talk to Dr. Sullivan?”


“I did,” Gaia said. “You need to be awake for this. Are you awake?”


Natasha jimmied herself up against the headboard and brushed her hair clumsily from her face. She pulled the covers up over her silk nightgown and tried to focus her eyes on Gaia’s. “I am sorry,” she uttered, clearing her throat before speaking again. “It has been such a horrible morning, I think I was just trying to recover. To. . . recharge for when you got—”


“Well, the morning just got worse,” Gaia interrupted, sitting firmly down on the bed. “That call we got this morning, from Dr. Sullivan—that wasn’t Dr. Sullivan.”


“What?” Natasha tilted her head quizzically. “What do you mean?”


Gaia looked deeper into Natasha’s eyes. “He was a fake. He was a goddamn fake. Dad is gone.”


A long silence took over the room. Sounds of morning traffic and the muted chatter of New Yorkers snuck in through the barely open window. Gaia couldn’t tell if Natasha was just dumbfounded or if she had already begun to think countermeasures. She prayed it was the latter. Wherever her father was, there was no time to spare on drawn-out explanations. Not that Gaia really had any explanations.


“What do you mean. . . a ‘fake’?” Natasha asked.


Gaia’s hand clenched with frustration, bunching up the covers, but she quickly relaxed it. She was being ludicrously unfair. Obviously Natasha was going to need a little more than that to go on. Even a clairvoyant genius would have needed a little more information.


“I’m sorry,” Gaia said, dropping her head momentarily. “I’m sorry, I’m moving too fast. Listen. The phone call—the call we thought was from Dr. Sullivan—it was a complete fake. All that stuff he was spewing about some clinic and sending him off to Switzerland? I thought it all sounded so ridiculous, so stupid, but. . . but he’s the doctor, right? He knows everything. But he wasn’t the doctor. That’s why we need to put out an APB. That’s why we need to call in the Bureau or, you know, Interpol, or—”


“Gaia, Gaia, shhh. . . .” Natasha placed her hand gently on Gaia’s shoulder. Gaia suddenly realized that she was talking a mile a minute, like some hyperactive five-year-old who’d neglected to take her Ritalin.


“I’m not making any sense,” Gaia muttered, driving the palms of her hands deep into her eye sockets. She hadn’t even realized how wound up she was until she’d started to speak. “I’m sorry, but we’ve got to do something. We’ve got to do something now.”


“Gaia, I am not understanding you,” Natasha said calmly. “Did you speak to the real Dr. Sullivan or not?”


“Yes. At the hospital. I saw the real Dr. Sullivan. I talked to him. He told me that all of Dad’s tests had come back negative. There was no hormonal. . . whatever, and he didn’t know a damn thing about Switzerland or anywhere else. He didn’t even know Dad was gone from the hospital. Dad is not in the hospital, Natasha, he’s gone. Now I don’t know if anything is true. I don’t know if they took him to Switzerland or if he’s still in New York somewhere or what. I don’t even know who ‘they’ are. Who was I talking to on the phone? ‘They’ could be a million different people. I’d say it was Loki for sure, but he’s practically dead—”


“Gaia.” Natasha clamped both her hands around Gaia’s shoulders and pressed down firmly. “You have got to calm down.”


Gaia locked her eyes with Natasha’s and tried to collect herself. She was a little out of control, she knew that. But what exactly did Natasha expect? After everything they’d gone through just to have a few calm and happy minutes as a family, how could Gaia be anything other than a basket case? How could Natasha stay so calm after hearing all of it?


“How can I calm down?” Gaia complained. “How the hell can I calm down right now? How can you be so calm? Why are we even still sitting here?”


“Gaia.” Natasha’s tone was soothing but patronizing. She loosened her grip on Gaia’s shoulders, but she didn’t let go. “Listen to me now. If all this information were true. . . then, of course, I would be out of my mind, like you. But Gaia. . . we don’t know anything for sure. All you have right now is a prank phone call from a man you cannot even identify. Perhaps Dr. Sullivan is misinformed, uh? Or perhaps he is not aware of a decision to send Tom to this clinic in Switzerland? Believe me, Gaia, I have been doing this for a very long time. If I went running around with my head spinning every time I got a false lead or prank phone call, they would have locked me away long, long ago, you see?”


Gaia stared defiantly into Natasha’s oddly vacant eyes. “No, I don’t see,” she said. “I don’t see why we’re not—”


“A few calls, of course, I will make a few calls, Gaia. But what we need to do now is stay calm. What we need to do now is wait. Wait for more information. Do you understand?”


Gaia turned her head toward the window with increasing frustration, watching as a tiny beam of light cut through the room like a laser beam—like the sun was trying to break in and light the carpet on fire.


She turned back to Natasha and examined her face, trying desperately to sift through the condescending kindness, and the sage wisdom of an experienced agent, and the generic innocence of her big brown eyes. Gaia wanted to see some of the desperation that she was feeling. The desperation that came with loving someone so much that the thought of losing him actually damaged your sanity. That was half of what she’d come into this room for. Not just the help, but the empathy. The empathy that only a family member could feel. . .


But she couldn’t find it. These simply were not a mother’s eyes. And they weren’t a wife’s eyes, either. Gaia didn’t even know what these eyes were.


Maybe Natasha was just an incredibly disciplined agent. Or maybe she was just nothing like Gaia. Maybe she handled the traumas of her life with total passivity. Gaia tended to handle her traumas with a well - placed kick to the groin area. They were just . . . different. That was all. That was what was going on here. Two different people coping in two very different ways. This “new family” thing was going to be a long road.


“No,” Gaia said finally. “No, I don’t understand. If you need to wait it out, then you wait it out. But I’m not waiting for anything. I want to know what’s going on. And I want to know it now.”


“We need patience now, Gaia. Patience is the best way to—”


“Where’s Tatiana?” Gaia interrupted. “I didn’t see her in our room.”


Tatiana wouldn’t be talking any of this “patience” crap. The more Gaia thought about it, the more she realized how much better she knew Tatiana than Natasha, anyway. She’d hardly spent any real time with Natasha, at least not without being in a completely delirious fever state. But Tatiana. . . Gaia and Tatiana had been through hell and back together. Tatiana didn’t waste time. She didn’t tiptoe around a problem waiting for “more information.” When Tatiana heard about Gaia’s trip to the hospital, she’d sprout claws and fangs and go to work with Gaia on finding her father. Tatiana had guts. She must have gotten them from her father.


“She left early,” Natasha explained. “She said something about having coffee downtown before school. Gaia, please, don’t worry, okay? I will make a few calls, all right? I will try to find out what we really know. We have to believe that Tom is okay. We have to—”


“I have to go.” Gaia shot up from the bed and headed for the door.


“Gaia, come on, now, don’t do that.”


“Let me know how the waiting goes for you.”


Gaia was out the bedroom door before she could even hear a response. Two different kinds of people, that’s all. Just two different kinds of people.


She shot over to her room, shoved a few random books into her bag out of habit, and slipped right back out and down the hall toward the front door. She needed to get downtown and find Tatiana.


But first, there was one more door she needed to open in the house. One more emotionally baffling, still barely believable, highly complicated door.


Sickly Newborn


THIS HAD ALREADY BECOME SAM’S favorite part of the morning. The part when he heard her footsteps coming toward the door at that brisk, almost military pace. It was like being a child on a Saturday morning and waking to that first whiff of his dad’s French toast. He remembered the smell of butter and cinnamon frying in a huge tarnished copper pan, along with the promise of Japanimation cartoons to follow and then a game of chess in the park. Very few things were as thrilling to Sam as a childhood Saturday morning. But the sound of Gaia’s footsteps came awfully close. And right now, lying in his lumpy twin bed, staring up at the dusty ceiling, Sam felt just about as much like a child as he had back then.


He had to admit, this bizarre circumstance did have an unfortunate air of infantilization—just waiting there like a child for Gaia to open the door. In fact, ever since he’d woken up that first morning—the morning after he was sure he had died—he’d felt like some kind of sickly newborn. That was what it had felt like. Like he was some premature newborn trapped inside an incubator and denied just about all human contact—certainly the kind of contact he’d needed. He’d needed a gentle hand to wake him and tell him he was alive instead of the cold, gruff voices and sharp needles of his prison guards. He’d needed someone to talk to, maybe even cry to, instead of four white walls and a mattress that seemed to be made out of bricks and mortar. Sam had had no idea that resurrection could be so lonely.


But of course, he wasn’t being altogether honest with himself. It wasn’t really a mother’s touch he’d yearned for in that cell. It wasn’t just any gentle touch he’d imagined a thousand times over. It was Gaia’s touch. Only Gaia’s.


Her knuckles rapped against the door, tapping out the secret signal. Sam leapt from his bed, knocking over three books and four magazines that were only a fraction of the mess that had surrounded him like a dusty fortress in the bed. He turned the knob, releasing the flimsy lock on the door, and stepped back to let Gaia in.


God, she was a vision. It was the exact same sensation every time he saw her—ever since he’d seen her face lying next to his, half passed out by the West Side Highway. The truth was, lying all those weeks in Loki’s cold, ascetic compound, half conscious from morphine and whatever else they were giving him, Sam had honestly wondered from time to time whether it was all just some kind of dream. He’d considered it a very real possibility that he was in fact dead and that the compound was nothing other than a purgatory of sorts—some halfway nightmare place he’d been consigned to until they’d made up his room for him in heaven. But when he’d opened his eyes and seen Gaia’s face just inches from his own, sprawled out in the dirt by that highway. . . that was the first time he’d truly believed that he wasn’t dead. That was when he knew she was no longer the imagined Gaia of his dreams or his memories. She was the real Gaia, with that lightly freckled, delicately chiseled face that no memory could possibly do justice to. Every time he saw her again, it was like waking up from a dream.


“Are you okay?” Gaia whispered, closing the door behind her and locking it.


“I’m fine,” Sam replied. “Why?”


“You just looked weird. I thought it was your back again.”


“No, my back is fine,” Sam assured her. “No pain today. No pain at all.” Sam had paused for a moment to breathe her in completely, when he suddenly realized that Gaia was the one who looked strange. Every muscle in her face had tensed up, not to mention her fidgeting fingers and her tapping right heel. “Are you okay?”


“No,” she said absentmindedly, looking back toward the door. “No, I’m not.”


Sam was struck by a powerful impulse to wrap his arms around her. So he slid a pair of his wrinkled khaki pants on over his boxers and sat down in the chair next to the bed.


This was basically the system he’d been using since being hidden away in her apartment. It was an incredibly simple system, really. Every time his body ached to get closer to her, he stepped farther away. Because he didn’t know what else to do. Because there was no book called How to Come Back from the Dead and Rekindle a Romance. Hell, Sam wasn’t even sure there was a romance to rekindle. Things had been such a disastrous mess between them before he had. . . “died.” They’d had nothing but miscommunication and arguments for weeks, all thanks to the torture Josh Kendall had put him through. Gaia and Sam had broken up with almost nothing left to salvage of their relationship. But now. . .


Now Josh was dead. Now Loki was a vegetable in some hospital bed somewhere—talk about poetic justice. Yes, they were both basically dead, and Sam was alive. Now had almost nothing to do with then. It was as if the earth’s clock had been set back to before Sam’s “death.” And as far as Sam was concerned, if they could set the clock back to before his death, well, then why not set the clock back just a little further? Set it back to before Sam had ever met Josh Kendall. To before Gaia’s uncle had begun to sink his claws into Sam. Set it back to when he and Gaia were just in love. When there was nothing dangerous about being in love.


The only question was, did Gaia want to set the clock back that far? Even if she did want to, was she ready to? Sam couldn’t tell. He could certainly tell that she was maintaining a certain degree of distance from him, but she could have been doing it for so many different reasons. After all, if you’d already seen someone disappear, it must be awfully hard to believe they might not disappear again. You couldn’t have love without trust. And how could you trust a man who’d al ready up and died on you once?


All Sam knew was that he wasn’t going to rush anything. He was prepared to carry on in this isolated, untouched, infantilized, incubator-prison world of awkwardness. Just as long as he saw her every single day.


“Well, what’s wrong?” Sam asked. “What’s going on?”


“It’s my father. . . ,” Gaia began, and then she trailed off. From out of absolute nowhere a tear had appeared on her cheek. She dumped her bag on the floor and crouched down against the wall, burying her head in her hands for a half second before visibly forcing herself to regain her composure.


Sam had no choice but to glue his fingers to the arms of his chair. The desire to crouch down next to her and hold her was like some kind of preprogrammed hypnotic command. His fingernails were turning white from clenching the cushy arms of the chair, but he knew a physical gesture would only turn into an awkward disaster.


“I’m sorry,” she uttered.


“No,” Sam said gently, feeling like he was calling to her from a hundred miles away, even though the room was the size of the average rich man’s closet. “Just tell me what it is. Tell me what I can do.”


“I don’t know,” she replied. Her frustration was clearly near the boiling point. “I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but I know Dad is in trouble. They took him, Sam. They took him from the hospital. And I have no idea where. I don’t know where he is and I have no idea who ‘they’ are.”


Sam felt a flash of pure empathy for Gaia’s father. He pictured her father being carried away with nothing to think about but how far he was being taken from his family—how far he was being taken from Gaia. Sam knew every one of those sensations far too well.


“Well. . . we have to find him,” Sam declared. “That’s all. We need to start looking for him right now. We don’t want to waste any time.”


Gaia froze for a moment and looked up at Sam. This rather obvious reply seemed to strike her in some surprisingly deep way, as if Sam had somehow said the thing she’d been longing to hear, even though he couldn’t really imagine what else there could possibly be to say. If someone was missing, what else did you do but start looking immediately? Didn’t they always say that the first forty-eight hours were some kind of critical period for finding missing persons? But still, Gaia’s face had seemed to light up when he said it. Like he’d just solved some riddle she’d been mulling over all morning.


“Yes,” she said, showing the first faint signs of a smile since she’d walked through the door. “Yes, that’s right. Right now. I need to start looking right—”


“We,” Sam corrected her. “We need to start looking.”


Gaia’s smile faded from her face. “Sam. . . you don’t need to be involved in any more of—”


“Gaia.” Sam searched her eyes for some common sense, trying to ignore their mesmerizing shade of ocean blue so as to complete his sentences. “Whoever the hell I’m hiding from right now is out there somewhere. And I’d be willing to bet my second life on the fact that those same people have something to do with whatever is going on with your dad. So we need to start looking for him, Gaia. We.”


Gaia stared into Sam’s eyes. And she kept staring. She stared long enough to confuse him terribly and make his heart beat twice as fast. The longer she looked, the quicker his heart beat.


“What?” he asked finally, praying for her to blurt out a ten-minute monologue about how much she loved him—how much she’d always loved him and had dreamed about him every night he was gone the exact same way he had dreamed about her. . . .


“I don’t know,” she said, lifting her bag off the floor. That wasn’t what he’d had in mind. “I’m just. . . I need to talk to Tatiana. I need to—”


“Look, Gaia . . .” Sam stood up from his chair and took a step closer to her, trying not to make her feel cornered. “I want to help you. And I need you to help me. If this is still your uncle doing this, then we both need to know that. If he’s just a vegetable in a coma, then we need to figure out who is doing it. Either way. . . we . . .” Sam felt his throat beginning to close. “We need each other,” he stated finally. He suddenly felt like he was wobbling wildly on a tightrope, waiting for her response.


Gaia dropped her head down toward her scuffed-up sneakers. The silence was unbearable. “I know, Sam,” she uttered at last. “I know we do.”


Sam felt his entire spine light up. Taking risks was beginning to grow on him.


“Why don’t we meet up?” he went on, a bit too excitedly. “After you’ve talked to Tatiana or after you’re done with whatever you need to do. Tonight. In my palatial headquarters here. And we can go over it all. We can go over what we know and what we don’t know. We can try to plot out a strategy to find your dad.”


Gaia took another moment and then looked up at Sam with a simple half smile that made him nearly lose his balance again. “Okay,” she said. “Okay, you’re right. We need a strategy.”


Sam breathed out comfortably. “Seven-thirty?” he asked.


“Seven-thirty,” she agreed. There was a brief, indefinable pause before she spoke again. “I have to go, okay?” “Okay.” Sam smiled slightly and then backed away toward his chair. He felt like grinning from ear to ear, which made him a little sick. They weren’t going to the movies, for God’s sake, they were meeting to discuss a litany of horrible tragedies. He was just ecstatic that he had managed to earn a little bit of her trust back.


An Army of Thirsty Penguins


GAIA COULDN’T IMAGINE WHY TATIANA would be so utterly stupid as to hang out at the Astor Place Starbucks before school. She’d told Tatiana at least ten times that the Village School’s “master clique,” aka the Friends of Heather, aka the “FOHs,” gathered there in hordes at seven forty-five. They piled into Starbucks like an army of thirsty penguins—swaddled in black and white from head to toe, waddling around with their ice-cold attitudes, preening themselves endlessly, chirping frantically at ear-shattering frequencies, and guzzling down grande lattes like they were about to become extinct.


Gaia would have to try and dart in unnoticed, fish Tatiana out of the nightmarish squall, and get her safely over to Taylor’s Bakery, where they could have coffee priced within their economic bracket and actually hear each other talk.


As she approached the corner of Astor and Lafayette, she could already see through the floor-to-ceiling windows that the penguin show had begun. Starbucks was packed. She took a deep breath, ducked her head, swung open the door, and entered the storm.


The chirping stung her ears as she slid past the painful snippets of profoundly idiotic conversation.


“Does my nose look fat today. . . ?”


“Well, you really have to go to the Isle of Capri to get the best capri pants. . . .”


Hang on, Tatiana, Gaia thought as she tuned out the tragic sounds of elitist teen culture, scanning every cushy chair and wooden table for a sign of her quasi sister. She pictured Tatiana huddling somewhere on the outskirts of the room, cursing Starbucks and the state of American youth as the icy winds of popularity beat her fragile frame deep into the frozen tundra. Just hang on. I’ll save you. . . .


But when Gaia finally did find Tatiana. . . she wasn’t huddling in the least. And she certainly wasn’t on the outskirts of the room, shivering in the winds of idiocy. No. When Gaia found Tatiana, she was, in fact, seated comfortably in the warm and sunny center of a ring of queen idiots. . . .


Gaia froze in her tracks and blinked twice, hoping her vision would clear. But the disturbing image remained the same.


Tatiana was dressed with her usual display of annoyingly perfect casual elegance. A formfitting black knit shirt and a lavender print skirt. Her hair was in its usual perfectly coiffed dancer’s bun. But there was simply nothing usual about the seating. What was she doing on “the Platform”? The platform that was practically reserved for the FOHs? She wasn’t grimacing with fear and loathing. . . she was smiling politely. She wasn’t buried in the hard frozen tundra; she was sitting in one of the biggest cushy chairs, right next to Ed, surrounded by a giant circle of attentive rich girls from hell. Okay, Tatiana and Ed was a normal sight. Ed and the FOHs was not an entirely abnormal sight. He had, after all, gone out with Heather for quite some time back in another life. But Tatiana and the FOHs?


Shake it off, Gaia. You’re seeing things. Either she was hallucinating, or else she was just experiencing an explosive attack of misperception. She stepped closer to try and correct her skewed vision. But stepping closer only made it worse. Seeing this bizarre congregation of individuals was one thing. But actually hearing what they were all discussing was a whole other level of disturbing.


“So, like. . . how blind is she?” Megan Stein asked, scrunching her face into her best approximation of seriousness. She had probably learned the expression by studying her favorite model-turned-news reporters on TV. “I mean, is she, like, sort of blind, or is she, like, totally blind?”


Heather. They were quizzing Ed and Tatiana about Heather. No, not just quizzing. Grilling.


“She’s completely blind,” Ed explained patiently.


“But I mean, what did it to her?” Tammie Deegan followed up, keeping her head tilted to the left to accentuate the swoop in her hair. “Was she taking drugs?”


“No,” Ed replied.


“Was it some kind of symptom of bulimia or something?”


“No,” Ed puffed with frustration.


“Well, can she put on her own clothes and makeup?” Tammie’s brown eyes filled with concern. “I mean, how does she pick her clothes now?”


“I, uh. . .” Ed shrugged slightly and shook his head, most likely as awed as Gaia by the inane and hopeless priorities of the Friends of Heather. The question was not how Heather was coping. The question was what Heather was wearing.


On one hand, Gaia supposed it made sense for them to be asking all these rapid-fire questions. After all, they really hadn’t gotten any real time with Heather before she’d headed off for her semester of training at a school for the blind. But the truth was, Heather hadn’t really wanted to make that time for her “friends.” She’d known that all her loyal subjects would react to her blindness the exact way they were right now. Like it was another sensational piece of juicy gossip to sink their teeth into and devour.


Watching it all go down was making Gaia queasy. She could tell that Ed was just trying to be kind and informative, but what the hell was Tatiana doing there? Gaia had told Tatiana a fair amount about what had happened with Heather, but did she have to share it so shamelessly with the gossip-hungry hordes? Had she ever even spoken to these people before?


“I really don’t think you need to worry about her,” Tatiana assured them.


How did she know whether or not they needed to worry?


“Yeah,” Ed agreed. “In fact, Heather has been so strong through this whole thing, I wouldn’t be surprised if she bounced right back from—”


“Oh my God!” Megan suddenly leapt out of her chair like she’d just discovered the cure for cancer. “I just had the best idea.”


“What?” the FOHs sang, seemingly in unison.


“I totally know how we can help Heather,” Megan announced, nearly falling forward with enthusiasm. She scanned the faces of the entire group, peering at them like she was about to impart the secrets of life. Her entire posse froze with anticipation.


Megan slid the professionally shaggy strands of her three-hundred-dollar blond hair behind her ears and brought her voice down to a near whisper as a smile spread across her proud face. “A benefit,” she whispered loudly.


Gaia watched as a reverent hush fell over all their Stila-glossed lips.


Carrie Longman was the first to finally speak, though she could only muster one word: “Totally,” she agreed, nodding in slow motion.


“Yes,” Megan squeaked, basking in the glow of self-congratulation. “A benefit. Whenever people are suffering, my mom always throws a benefit. We should throw a huge party at some totally swank establishment. We charge at the door, and we donate all the proceeds to finding a cure for Heather’s blindness.”


Gaia could no longer watch this madness from afar. Her mouth could not possibly stay shut at this point. She plowed through the two kids in front of her and stepped up onto the platform, searching Megan’s sparkling eyes for the remotest indication of intelligence. “Heather is not a Cambodian refugee,” Gaia announced flatly. “She doesn’t need a benefit. She just can’t see. And that’s probably only temporary—”


“Excuse me, Gaia,” Melanie Young interrupted. “But one, who asked you? and two, there’s no need for you to worry: You’re not invited.”


“I think it’s a brilliant idea,” Laura Stafford announced, standing up from her chair.
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