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PROLOGUE


My muscles burn as the thick green jungle vines speed by in a blur. But I also feel strong and fluid, like liquid metal, or water coursing down a riverbed. I can run all night, and I have to. The thing I’m chasing—if I don’t stop it, death will follow. I feel this in my gut. If I slow down, this creature of darkness will get away.

Though the canopy of dense leaves blocks out the night sky, I don’t need moonlight to see. All my senses are on high alert as I bound over fallen trees and rocks. I inhale deeply, smelling everything around me—each wet leaf, every animal that has ever crossed this path. But the musty scent of fresh blood and decay rises above all. The scent of evil.

It’s just ahead, so close I can almost taste it.

I cut through some underbrush, the branches scratching at my neck, and come to a clearing beside a rushing river. Without hesitation, I leap across in one smooth motion.

Only when I land gracefully on the other side do I stop to glance back. The river is at least fifteen feet wide. How did I make it across so easily? How? Something is definitely wrong.

I know my prey is speeding away into the dark, its scent fading fast. I should keep running. But I also need to see myself, to look into my own eyes and know that I’m still me. I inch toward the water, leaning forward, stretching my neck. My face is just about to come into view when—



chapter 1


I WOKE WITH A START.

The front doorbell was ringing. The sound must have pulled me out of my dream, which had been about . . . well, I couldn’t quite remember. But my legs felt sore, as if I’d been running a marathon in my sleep, and for a moment my room looked strange. For some reason, I’d been expecting plants and mud instead of lavender walls and thick gray carpet. My desk near the window was still covered in schoolbooks and glittery pens. The door to my closet hung halfway open, the insides as messy as ever. My aunt had been begging me for days to straighten it up, but I knew she would cut me some slack. Though my parents had died when I was barely old enough to remember them, Aunt Teppy never stopped trying to make it up to me. My aunt and uncle, Tepin and Mec Navarro, never had kids of their own, but they were better parents than most of the people in our little corner of suburbia. Without them, I’d be in some awful orphanage or bouncing from one foster home to the next. Instead I lived in a two-story house on a quiet block in Cleveland. I had my own room, all the books and music I could want, and two people who loved me. I always heard adults say that kids don’t know how to appreciate what they have. Not me: I was lucky and I knew it.

A soft knock sounded at my door. “Come in,” I called.

Aunt Teppy peeked her head in and smiled. “Up and at ’em,” she said. “Breakfast is ready. I made your favorite, but your uncle said to tell you if you’re not downstairs by ten fifteen, your pancakes are fair game.”

I looked over at the digital clock next to my bed: 10:12 a.m.

“You tell him I said hands off!” I cried, throwing my covers back and swinging my feet to the floor.

“All right,” she answered, shrugging. “But he looks pretty hungry. . . .” She tsked as if my short stack was already history. Then she retreated into the hallway, closing my door with a grin.

I knew this game was just a ploy they used to keep me from sleeping till noon all summer, but it worked every time. I shot out of bed and pulled on some sweats and slippers. After I ran to the bathroom and brushed my teeth, I sped down the stairs, the smell of warm syrup urging me on. I skidded to a stop in the hallway right in front of my uncle, who had been looking down at his watch and counting the seconds. “Ten fourteen. You made it.” He cocked one eyebrow. “This time.”

I laughed as I moved past him and entered the kitchen, my slippers making a shh shh sound against the tiled floor.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” Aunt Teppy said when she saw me.

“Morning,” I replied. I stopped to give her a quick peck on the cheek and parked myself in a chair across the island. She had her dark brown hair tied back in a loose ponytail, and she wore jeans and a formfitting white T-shirt. A glass of milk and a plate of warm pancakes were on the counter, waiting for me. She’d added a smiley face made of blueberries. I grinned.

“Eat up,” she said. “You’re getting too skinny. Honey, don’t you think Ana is getting too skinny?”

Uncle Mec had followed me into the kitchen and now sat at the small round table by the window, the morning paper spread open before him. He lifted his graying black eyebrows and shrugged. “She looks just right to me,” he said. “No one would complain if you ran a brush through that hair, though.”

I smirked and ran my fingers through my tangled mop of inky black hair. “You guys just don’t appreciate my punk rock style.” I turned around, poured an almost illegal amount of maple syrup on my breakfast, and dug in. “Anyway, hair brushing is for school days,” I said through a forkful of pancake. “I’m on vacation.”

“Well, good manners are for all year round,” my aunt answered. “No talking with your mouth full.”

I pretended to use sign language, flashing her a series of ridiculous made-up gestures until she reached over and put the fork in my hand. “No signing with your hands full,” she said, grinning. Aunt Teppy had this way of looking at me as if I was a source of constant amusement, even when I was just being myself. I took a gulp of milk and said, “Fine. But do I have to eat with him staring at me like that?”

Aunt Teppy followed my gaze to the hand-carved mask that hung on the wall near the island. It was a square wooden face with holes for eyes and what looked like a row of brown fangs bared in a permanent grimace.

“Oh, he won’t bother you. Will you, Balam?” she cooed to the mask. “Isn’t he just wonderful? What a find.”

She was always bringing home special finds like “Balam.” Unlike most of the homes in the area, which were decorated with store-bought art, ours was full of interesting Mayan artifacts that Uncle Mec and Aunt Teppy had collected on their travels or bought at auctions. They were pretty proud of our Mayan ancestry. Uncle Mec’s full name—Mecatl—even meant “lineage,” so I guess he sort of had to be into the culture. But he’d done a good job of passing that pride down to me. Every time they bought a new piece, they’d tell me its history and what it meant, and each story was cooler than the last. That’s how I knew the mask in the kitchen was made of cedar wood and represented magical transformation. That didn’t make it any less creepy, though. I angled my chair away from the mask and tried my best to ignore it.

“Was that the doorbell I heard before?” I said.

“Oh, right.” Aunt Teppy tapped her forehead. “I almost forgot.” She circled around the kitchen island and picked up a stack of mail from the basket by the front door. “It was Laura from across the street. The mailman put our mail in her box again.” She took a seat at the table next to my uncle and began her daily ritual of sorting through the mail with a sigh. “I swear, if I get one more Publishers Clearing House envelope, I’ll scream! Don’t they know how annoying . . .” As her gaze stalled on a creamy white envelope, her voice trailed off and the kitchen grew pin-drop quiet.

Aunt Teppy held up the envelope and frowned. She was usually on the serious side, but the look on her face now worried me. Her skin had paled, and she seemed stunned, as if the envelope had spoken to her.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

She glanced up at me, her mouth hanging open for a second. “I, uh, no,” she said at last. “Not exactly.”

I rose from my chair to get a better look, and was surprised to see my own name written across the front in elaborate black calligraphy. In the space where you usually see a return address was an embossed gold seal that said TEMPLE ACADEMY.

“For me?” I said. “What is it?”

Instead of answering, Aunt Teppy turned the envelope around so that it faced Uncle Mec. “Honey,” she said. “Hon?”

He looked up from his newspaper, squinting his eyes at first as he read my name. Then when his eyes landed on the seal, they widened. “Is it time already?” he asked.

She nodded sadly. “I knew it would happen eventually. I just didn’t think . . .”

“You didn’t think what?” I urged. “What is Temple Academy?” Anything that had them this wigged couldn’t possibly be good. But they remained silent, ashen faced.

“C’mon, you guys. You’re really freaking me out now,” I said.

At last my aunt handed me the envelope and said, “Open it.”

On a scale of one to ten, my curiosity level was at about a hundred, so I tore into the envelope and pulled out a piece of heavy cream-colored paper, folded into three perfectly equal sections. “Dear Ana Cetzal,” it began.

We are pleased to inform you that you have been accepted into Temple Academy’s matriculating class for the upcoming school year. As I’m sure you know, this is an honor bestowed on very few. . . .

I looked up at my aunt and uncle, more confused than ever. “What is this?” I asked, holding up the letter. “Are you shipping me off to boarding school or something? Is this your way of saying that you’re sick of me?” I could hear the panic in my voice, but I couldn’t help it.

“No, of course not!” Aunt Teppy cried at once, rushing forward to pull me into a lung-crushing hug. “We could never get sick of you.”

I glanced at Uncle Mec, who said, “Eh,” lifting one hand and teetering it back and forth like a seesaw.

“Mec!”

“Oh, she knows I’m just playing with her. She knows she’s my favorite kid in the whole world, right, niña?”

I shrugged—as much as I could, anyway, while still wrapped in my aunt’s bear hug—and gave him half a smile. “I guess so. But what is this?”

Finally Aunt Teppy released me and guided me to a chair next to my uncle’s. She patted my hand on the smooth blue surface of the table. I know most people had white or wood kitchen tables, but we had an electric-blue one—Maya blue—to represent Chaahk, the Mayan god of rain and agriculture. Aunt Teppy once told me that having blue near the kitchen meant that our cupboards would never be bare. “We should have told you sooner,” she said. “But Temple Academy is where both your parents went to school. It was coed back then, but it’s an all-girls school now.”

I held my breath. I never asked my aunt and uncle too many questions about my parents because I was afraid they’d think I didn’t accept them as my parents. Plus, Aunt Teppy always looked so sad when I mentioned the sister she’d lost. But now that she’d brought it up, I couldn’t wait to soak in any information she offered me.

“Really?” I said.

Aunt Teppy smiled. “Yes. They often said that other than having you, their time at Temple was the best time of their lives.”

I tried to picture teenage versions of my parents running through dim school hallways hand in hand, laughing, sneaking kisses beneath stairwells. If that was their beginning, then it was mine, too, in a way.

“Anyway,” my aunt continued, “they swore that if they ever had kids, they would send them to Temple. And just after you were born, they established a trust to cover your education there.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head. “Wait a minute, wait a minute. Are you saying I’m a trust-fund kid? You mean to tell me that I’ve been washing dishes and taking out the trash to earn an allowance when all this time I’ve had a bunch of money stashed somewhere with my name on it?”

“Well, no,” Uncle Mec broke in. “Technically, it doesn’t have your name on it. It’s been earmarked specifically for Temple Academy.”

“Oh,” I said, not sure how to feel about that. I’d always thought I’d go to school with the rest of my friends. None of us were poor, but we were not exactly rich, either. Only, it turned out I was a little less not-rich than I’d thought—even if I could only use those riches for one thing. “But why didn’t you guys tell me sooner?”

The two of them shared a guilty glance before Aunt Teppy said, “I think we were in denial. If it were up to me, you’d live with us until you were old and gray.” She picked up the letter again and read it over. It might have just been the angle of her head in the sunlight, but I think she was tearing up. Uncle Mec just kept gazing out the window and sighing.

“And what if I refuse to go?” I asked. “What then?”

“Well, then your aunt and I would take the money and buy that yacht we’ve had our eye on at last!” said Uncle Mec.

My aunt rolled her eyes without even looking his way. “What he means to say is, we’d have to ask the lawyer about that. But really, this is what your mom and dad wanted for you, niña.”

“But if this place is so great,” I said, “why do the two of you look like I was just drafted into the army or something?”

They shared another long glance and my uncle shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “Listen, Ana,” Uncle Mec said, his voice not quite as confident as he probably hoped it sounded. “We didn’t mean to give you the wrong impression. We’re just two selfish old people who want to keep you close to us. But this”—he held up the letter—“is good news, not bad. Temple Academy can offer you opportunities you’d never get at the local school. That is, if . . .” This time he trailed off and looked helplessly at my aunt. He seemed worried. If I hadn’t been staring at them so hard, I would have missed the almost imperceptible shake of Aunt Teppy’s head.

“If? ” I demanded. “If what?”

But Aunt Teppy had plastered on a smile and brushed past my question. “There’s nothing to worry about, Ana. You are going to do wonderfully at Temple. It’s in your genes! Now—I’m sure you had an exciting day planned of lying around in your pajamas and watching game shows, but instead let’s go shopping to buy you all the things you’ll need. According to this letter, you have to be there in two weeks, so we don’t have much time.”

“But, but what about—?” I tried.

Aunt Teppy clapped her hands. “Chop chop, Ana. Hurry up and finish your breakfast. Big day ahead.” She rushed out of the kitchen then, and my uncle quietly rose from his chair to follow her, giving my arm a squeeze before he left.

I took a seat in front of my now cold pancakes to try to finish my breakfast. I had eaten the bottom half of the circle, so the blueberry smile was gone. All that remained were two blue eyes staring back at me, looking just as lost as I felt.
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Two weeks passed in a blur and suddenly it was the night before I had to leave for Temple Academy. The weather seemed to feel as uneasy as I did. A storm had raged outside the house all day, rattling our windows and lighting up the darkness with occasional bursts of lightning. And there was so much rain, I started to wonder if I’d have to swim to the airport the next day.

I looked around my room for the millionth time. Was it possible that in just a few hours, I wouldn’t be sleeping here anymore? I’d be somewhere in New Mexico surrounded by strangers and, if every movie I’d ever seen about boarding schools was to be believed, sharing a room with a clique of girls who would spend their time plotting my demise.

I opened my suitcase again and took out the ratty stuffed cat I’d had since I was little. It was kind of my security blanket. But if I was going to be surrounded by snobby mean girls who’d make fun of me over every little thing, I didn’t want to give them any ammunition. Sorry, Whiskers. I put him back on my bookshelf. I picked up the small photo album I’d placed in the side compartment of the suitcase and sat on the edge of my bed, flipping through it until I came across a picture of my parents.

In the picture they were in a park, knee-deep in snow. They had one long red-and-black scarf wrapped around both their necks. Mom, her long black hair tucked into a pink wool cap with a white pom-pom on top, was kissing Dad’s cheek. His eyes were closed, snowflakes settling into his lashes, and he had this silly grin on his face. It was a little blurry and off center, maybe because snowflakes were landing on the lens. But I could see that they had been young in the photo, early twenties, maybe. It was weird that I knew so little about my own parents. I knew that I looked like my mom, and Uncle Mec always said that I laughed just like my dad. But other than that, I didn’t know the first thing about them—except that for some reason, they’d wanted me to go to Temple Academy. Was that really where they met? I wondered.

Just then I heard three soft knocks. My door creaked open slowly and Aunt Teppy peeked around the edge. “Mind if I come in?” she said.

I waved her in and kept looking down at the photo. She came and sat next to me on the bed and looked down too. “Aw, that’s a great one,” she said, taking the album from my hands and laying it across her lap. “I think I actually took this picture. I remember we had so much fun that day.” Her voice broke a little on the last word and tears filled her eyes and slid down her cheek. This, exactly this, was why I never asked about my parents.

“I’m sorry, Aunt Teppy,” I said, getting up to grab a box of tissues from my nightstand. I handed her one. “I know you miss them. I’ll put the album away.”

But she waved me off like I was being silly. “No, no, it’s not that,” she said, dabbing at her nose with the tissue. “I mean, it is. But it isn’t only that. We’re just going to miss you so much.” She offered me a weak smile. “You’ve made us so happy, Ana.”

“Jeez, Aunt Teppy, I’m not dying,” I said. “Just going to school. You’ll see me again in, like, two months, you know.” I tried for a light tone to cheer her up. But the truth is, I was just as sad. I’d miss them like crazy.

Aunt Teppy laughed a little. “I know,” she said, then cleared her throat. “But until then, I have a present for you.”

She reached into her pocket and pulled something out. In her hand she held a leather necklace with a turquoise Mayan jaguar carving hanging from the end. It was a little bit smaller than my palm.

“This jaguar is very special to me and to our people,” she said. “I want you to promise to wear it all the time so that your uncle and I will always be close to your heart.”

I couldn’t help cringing a little. Talk about giving any mean girls ammunition to make fun of me. Nothing says, I fit in here, like a Mayan jaguar carving hanging from my neck. But I could see how important it was to my aunt, so I took the necklace from her and pulled it over my head. The carving was lighter than it looked, and the surface felt oddly cool against my skin. But I still hoped it wouldn’t be too hot in New Mexico for me to throw on a pretty scarf to hide my newest piece of jewelry.

I felt guilty for even having that thought. She and Uncle Mec were super into the whole Mayan thing, and they always tried to make it clear how important it was for me to know about my Mayan heritage and to take pride in it. And I did. I actually loved hearing about the ancient warriors and seeing all the art they left behind. Knowing that I was connected to this whole civilization that archaeologists spent a lifetime studying was kind of cool. But, honestly, that all seemed like such a long time ago. What did those dusty relics in the history museum have to do with my life now? Other than the fact that my last name—Cetzal—was Mayan, I just didn’t feel the connection. But for my aunt’s sake, I kept that to myself.

“Thanks,” I said. “It’s awesome.”

“I’m glad you like it,” she answered. “There’s one more thing.” She stood up and went out into the hall. When she came back into my room, she was carrying a large gift-wrapped box. She sat next to me on the bed again and handed me the present.

“What—what is this?” I asked as I took it from her.

“Something every student should have.” She smiled knowingly.

I ripped open the box to find a brand-new shiny silver laptop. For a moment I was speechless. “But—but are you sure?” I managed finally. “These cost so much—”

Aunt Teppy held up her hand to silence my protests. “You’re worth every penny,” she said. “And we’ve already had someone install all the software you might need.”

I put the laptop aside and flung my arms around her. “Thank you,” I said, my voice a bit shaky. We held on to each other like that for a long time before she gently pulled away and stood up. She glanced around the room, the same way I had been for days. “Well, I suppose I should let you finish packing. We have to get an early start tomorrow, so don’t stay up too late, okay?”

“I won’t.”

She leaned down to kiss me on my forehead, then cupped my face in her hands. As I looked into her eyes, I thought I saw something more than run-of-the-mill sadness. There was unease there, a hint of fear that I could swear I’d seen in my uncle’s eyes every time I said the words “Temple Academy.” “I’m worried about you guys,” I said. “What will you do without me?”

Aunt Teppy smiled. “We’ll be just fine,” she replied. “Don’t worry about us.”

But that night as I lay in my bed, listening to the sounds of the storm outside, I did nothing but worry.



chapter 2


WHEN THE AIRPORT TAXI STOPPED at the end of the Temple Academy driveway, I put one foot out of the car and paused, suddenly frozen in fear. For some reason I’d expected New Mexico to be just like Ohio—same cookie-cutter streets and houses, just different address numbers. But getting out of the taxi felt like stepping into a science-fiction movie. For one thing, it was hot in a way that Cleveland never was, not even in the summer. There wasn’t a single house for miles in any direction, and the only roads I saw weren’t even paved—they were just dirt, the dust from them rising up into the faint blue sky like puffs of gray cloud. All around me were towering mountain ranges and jagged rock cliffs that looked as if they were made of red clay. I might as well have been on the moon. “This is where you wanted to go, right?” a gruff voice said from the front seat.

“What?” I said, swinging my head around to see the driver staring at me with bored eyes.

“You don’t seem too sure you’re in the right place. Do you need to call somebody? Your mom, maybe?”

I shook my head. “No, I’m in the right place . . . I think. I’m just not sure I want to stay.”

The driver turned to peer out of the passenger-side window at the school. He took off his worn baseball hat to reveal a slightly sunburned bald scalp and wiped his forehead with his arm. “Doesn’t look so bad to me,” he said, leaning back in his seat.

He was right, actually. Against the otherworldly backdrop of the mountains, the school itself looked like an oasis of normalcy. The cream-colored facade of the main building was nestled in a valley of lush greenery. Large French windows revealed a homey lobby area with overstuffed blue and brown sofas. The elegant columns on either side of the entrance seemed almost humble compared to the steep cliffs that hemmed in the campus. Even the sign out front with the Temple Academy crest on it was downright friendly—no large scary block letters or intimidating gold calligraphy, just simple lettering in an arc over a picture of an open book. Through the large windows I could see other students roaming around in groups of three and four. None of them looked particularly homicidal and they definitely weren’t as alien as the rest of New Mexico. Taking it all in, I felt a wave of relief. Like me, Temple Academy didn’t look like it belonged here. So at least we had that in common.

“Going or staying?” the driver prodded, tapping his meter, although the school had arranged for the car to pick me up and paid him in advance.

I took a deep breath. “Staying.” With that I brought my other foot out to join the first and stood up. My legs were shaky as I moved toward the trunk to get my luggage. But before the driver even had a chance to open it, the ground suddenly rumbled and shook beneath me, like it wasn’t so sure about my decision to stay here. I yelped and clung to the side of the car. What was happening? The trees in front of the school swayed and brushed against the windowpanes, and the water in the fountain off to the side rippled as if someone had been skipping rocks across its surface.

“What’s going on?” I cried, still hugging the rear of the car as if it were my stuffed cat, Whiskers.

The driver, who had climbed out of his seat, pressed a button on his key chain and the trunk popped open with a snick. He furrowed his brows at me and let out a grunt. “What?” he asked.

“The—the—” But by then it was over, I realized. I leaned against the trunk and sighed. Did he seriously not notice that? Maybe earthquakes were so common here, a huge rumble like that barely registered. It’s possible that it would seem normal to me eventually. But I seriously doubted I would ever stop noticing the ground moving. Great, I thought. One more thing to get used to.

After the driver dragged my suitcase out of the trunk and onto the walkway, he wished me luck and drove off, waving his baseball cap out the window as he went. I waved back as if I were saying good-bye to an old friend or a favorite uncle instead of a total stranger. It sure beat thinking about the fact that I was now completely alone.

With a sigh, I turned and made my way past the columns into the warm glow of the lobby. For a moment I just stood there, not sure where to go next. Everyone else seemed to know exactly where they were going and what they were supposed to do. Was I the only new girl? It was a terrifying thought.

“Ana Cetzal!” a loud voice boomed. I looked up to see a tall blond woman in a chic summery dress and low heels striding toward me. She seemed to be around the same age as Aunt Teppy, but with golden skin and fewer laugh lines around the eyes. When she got closer, she held out her hand. As we shook, she smiled sweetly. “We’ve been expecting you,” she said. “I’m Principal Ferris. How was your flight in? Did you have any trouble getting here?”

I shook my head. “No, it was pretty cool. They showed movies on the plane.” I immediately cringed inside. Had that been a dumb thing to say?

But Principal Ferris didn’t seem bothered. “That’s wonderful!” she said, letting my hand go and clapping hers together. “Now, let’s get you all settled in, shall we?”

“Sure,” I said, shrugging.

“Splendid. This way, please.”

Silently, I followed her through the lobby and out a back door at the far end. We stepped into the sunshine onto a path that split off in five different directions, each one leading to what looked like a miniature version of the main building. Perfectly manicured grass and precise rows of flowers filled the spaces between the paths. The paths came together at the lobby door, intersecting in a wide paved circle with curved benches all along the perimeter. I’d bet that from the air this whole place looked like an elaborate crop circle.

“These are our five dorms,” Principal Ferris said in her cheery voice. “Each one is named after an important person in Temple Academy’s history. You’ll be staying in Radcliff Hall, named after one of the founders of this school.”

She looked at me expectantly, as if I should be thoroughly impressed by this revelation. I tried my best to make her happy. She was being so nice to me; I didn’t want to let her down. “Wow!” I said, faking enthusiasm. “That’s . . .” Don’t say cool. Don’t say cool. “. . . awesome.” I sighed. I’d have to step up my vocabulary game for sure.

But the principal just smiled wider, seeming happy that I understood what an honor it was to be placed in this hall. We entered the circle and took the second path to our right, then walked up to the cozy-looking dorm building. After we passed through the heavy oak doors, I was even more surprised. Outside may have been all old-world charm and history, but inside—well, it looked like a West Elm showroom. The furniture was sleek and modern, with the occasional sparkly pillow thrown just so in the corner of an armchair. A flat-screen TV was mounted above a small fireplace, and a huge black-and-white photograph of Frida Kahlo took up half the wall behind the couch. I had to bite my lip to stop myself from screaming, Cool! I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this.

Principal Ferris seemed to note the surprise on my face. “Quite nice, isn’t it? We renovated it recently, at the request of some of the girls, actually. History is important to us here at Temple Academy, but we saw no reason not to make the common areas a bit more modern.”

“Good call,” I said. “It’s . . . exquisite.” There you go. I mentally patted myself on the back.

“All the girls have access to this space,” she continued, gesturing for me to follow her up a short flight of stairs. “Each dorm has what we call a dorm mother. Yours will be Mrs. O’Grady, who is a dear woman. She’ll be around to keep an eye on you ladies.”

“How many of us are there in this dorm?” I asked.

“Including you, there are approximately forty young ladies. But you’ll only have to share a room with one.” At the top of the stairs we came to a hallway with several doors. She knocked on the third one, which bore a small white block with the names NICOLE VAN VOORHIES and ANA CETZAL on it.

The door swung open and the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen in real life stood there, smiling at me. She had shining corn-silk-blond hair that was the stuff of shampoo commercials, straight white teeth, and makeup so flawless she looked like she belonged on a red carpet. I have to room with her? I thought miserably. It would be like a potato farmer rooming with Marilyn Monroe, and guess which one of us was the potato farmer?

“Is this my roommate?” she squealed.

Principal Ferris laughed. “Yes, I told you she would be arriving today. Nicole, I’d like you to meet Ana. I expect you to make her feel right at home.”

“Naturellement!” Nicole cried, grabbing my hand and pulling me into the room. She gave me a quick hug. “Oh, God, totally! I’m so glad you’re finally here. I’ve had this room to myself for two whole weeks already. Privacy is nice, but after a while . . . bo-ring. Am I right?”

I didn’t know what to say. Up until this moment I’d always had my own room. I’d had friends over sometimes, but between music, books, and my thoughts, I’d never been bored when hanging out alone. Should I have been?

“Totally,” I agreed, nodding hard.

“Wait till you see how big our closet is,” she said. “Come on, I’ll show you.” She reached behind me, grabbed the handle of my small suitcase, and rolled it away.

I looked back at Principal Ferris, who gave Nicole the same head shake and smile Aunt Teppy usually gave me. “Well,” she said, “I can see I’m leaving you in capable hands. There’s a welcome packet in your desk with more information for you. And Nicole can fill you in on anything else. But feel free to find me if you need anything. Okay, Ana?”

I nodded. “Okay. Thank you, Principal Ferris.”

She gave me one last warm smile and retreated down the hall, humming to herself.

Reluctantly, I closed the door and followed the sound of Nicole’s chatter to our shared walk-in closet. Seriously? I didn’t even have a walk-in closet at home.

“The left side is mine,” Nicole said, gesturing to the long rack of what looked like brand-new clothes and a shelf stacked with shoe boxes. “The right side is all yours.”

I looked from the huge empty half of the closet to my pathetically small suitcase. “Um, I don’t think I’ll need a whole side,” I muttered.

Nicole seemed momentarily confused. “This isn’t all you brought, is it? I know my mom didn’t want me lugging four suitcases around the airport, so she shipped the rest of my things in boxes. Thank God, too. I wouldn’t have had the heart to fold my Carolina Herrera dress.” She reached out and lovingly stroked a gorgeous designer gown made of some kind of shimmery fabric that looked like vanilla ice cream.

“This is all I brought,” I said, suddenly feeling underdressed and underpacked.

To Nicole’s credit, if she was appalled, she hid it well. She shook her head and said, “Well, you don’t need a million pieces. You probably just brought the essential ones. Less is more. Am I right?”

I had a feeling I’d be answering that question a lot and that the answer was always supposed to be yes. But now as I unpacked my neatly rolled T-shirts and Old Navy jeans, it seemed to dawn on her that maybe, for the first time ever, she was wrong. Very, very wrong. Her side of the closet screamed New York Fashion Week, and mine screamed Cleveland mall. Suddenly I felt kind of dumb for not having seen this coming. When I flashed back to everyone I’d seen in the lobby, it occurred to me that they hadn’t all been just like me. Not that I was any kind of fashionista, but I could read labels as well as anybody, and I knew that one girl had been wearing a Donna Karan tank top, and one of the purses I’d seen had been Louis Vuitton. Nicole’s side of the closet was a who’s who of every designer I’d ever heard mentioned on Fashion Police. Until now, I’d never met anyone who had even one piece of designer clothing—not a real one, anyway. But designer clothing was all Nicole seemed to own!

I shouldn’t be surprised. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that a school that only the rich could afford would be filled with rich kids.

And me, now.

“Um, Ana, don’t take this the wrong way, but . . . did you bring anything a little less . . . casual?”

I didn’t want to tell her that my idea of dressing up was wearing a belt with my jeans. My expression must have said it all, because she looked at me with real sympathy for a moment, like I was a lost puppy she’d come across in the woods.

“You know what?” she said. “Don’t even worry about it. Actually, this is a good thing. You can be my little protégée!”

I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that. I almost protested. But then I thought about how out of place I already felt. Maybe I could use a little training. It couldn’t hurt.

I grinned at Nicole. “Okay, sure. Help me, Obi-Wan. You’re my only hope!”

Her nose crinkled in confusion. I guess she wasn’t a Star Wars fan. “You’re so weird,” she said. “I love it! Now, I think we’re about the same size. So let’s get you into something a little more sophisticated.” She rifled through the rack, her wooden hangers snapping against one another, until she came across a beautiful silk skirt with orange flowers blooming along the hem. Then she pulled out a sky-blue sleeveless mock turtleneck from a pile of folded tops on a shelf. “Perfect!” she said. “You don’t want to be too matchy-matchy.” She pushed the ensemble into my chest. “Go ahead. Try it on. I won’t look.”

She turned her back and whistled a game-show theme song while I kicked off my sneakers and socks, peeled off my road-weary jeans and cotton T-shirt, and pulled on the designer duds, grateful that the turtleneck allowed me to keep my jaguar a secret for a little longer. I couldn’t even see myself yet and already I felt like a million bucks.
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