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the party room

GET IT STARTED


Part One


Prologue

I’ve been waiting.
 That’s right.
 Waiting right here all this time.
 Watching every move you make.
 Searching for the right moment.
 Oh, I’ve been so good.
 I’ve been sooooo UNDER CONTROL!
 But I knew it couldn’t last for long.
 No, it couldn’t.
 Because I SAW you.
 I saw what you DID!
 And you have no idea, do you?
 No idea what’s about to happen next.
 What’s about to happen to YOU!
 It’s an art, really.
 To be this under cover.
 To be sooooo gooooood.
 Do you really think you can run wild, just like that?
 Do you? DO YOU?
 Well, it will all end soon enough, won’t it?
 Because I’m about to throw a party.
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“No, I didn’t see it,” seventeen-year-old Kirsten Sawyer told her friend, Samantha Byrne.

“Come on. Admit it, you looked. I know you,” Sam said, her hazel eyes sparkling in the dimness of the Party Room as she stood under a sign that said DRINKING AGE 21 and screamed ignore me.

Ignore was what Kirsten desperately wanted to do to Sam right then. It was Friday—a crisp October night and, hello, the bar was open. But Sam was her best friend of all time, and Kirsten couldn’t ignore her. Well, okay, no one could—friend or foe, male or female. Sam was like a weather front. Whenever she entered the Party Room, the music volume seemed to jack up and the brick walls vibrated. Distracted boyfriends sized up Sam’s Scandinavia-perfect cheekbones, shoulder-length platinum hair, Maxim-ready figure, and killer fashion sense. Suddenly every girl was thinking that maybe she should have done more with her makeup or worn that push-up bra—anything to offset the pull of Sam’s eyes. The eyes that could take a boy’s free will and fry it to a crisp.

Even Kirsten would admit that she could fry some wills of her own, with her superlong chestnut-colored hair, America’s Next Top Model-length legs, and a smile that had inspired more than a few love poems. Okay, bad ones mostly, but hey, it’s high school and what really counts is the thought. Sam and Kirsten were both, after all, part of New York City’s exclusive Woodley School in Riverdale—the Bronx really, but don’t tell anyone. A group that defined what it meant to be hot and young and rich at the center of the world in the twenty-first century.

Tonight, Kirsten could see that Sam was in a state, with her eye on her used-to-be boyfriend, Brandon Yardley, and her mind set on major-tease mode. Kirsten did not, at that moment, care to focus on the place Sam was eyeing. Not after having spent three grueling hours at a last-minute Kaplan Review class followed by forty-five minutes of coaxing the life back into the two pools of brownish mud formerly known as her eyes. “Okay … yeah,” Kirsten said, humoring her. “You’re right, Spammie, it’s a sock. I mean, it’s definitely not real.”

“Wait. It’s moving!” Sam’s eyes were as wide as softballs. “Kirsten, it’s alive!”

That did it. Now Kirsten had to look, couldn’t help looking. Brandon Alexander Yardley, slouched against the bar with his unlit cigarette and strong jaw and the faded outline down the front of his jeans that obviously did wonders for his self-esteem. Yes, it did look like there was some extra-enhancement in there, but no, it wasn’t moving.

Just the idea that she was checking it out forced Kirsten to release an involuntary giggle, which wasn’t exactly a stellar move. Because here on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, where the value of your sevenfigure apartment matched the size of your trust fund, where everyone who was anyone had already seen everything that meant anything (or so they say), getting embarrassed over ogling a guy’s, um, equipment was far from cool.

Like right now. Like when the subject of your ogle ogled back … with great manly pride. “Hey babe, you like what you see?” Brandon called out, thrusting his hips forward a little.

“Oh, please,” Kirsten said, trying to sound unaffected and unembarrassed. “I didn’t bring my microscope. So why don’t you turn your sorry-ass piece of false advertising back toward the bar, where it belongs.”

And wonder of wonders, Brandon’s never-before-seen modesty burst from hiding and, face turning red, he did as he was told.

Sam let out a whoop. “You go, girl! I didn’t know you had it in you.”

Kirsten shrugged. She wasn’t normally quick with the comebacks the way Sam was, but this time was different. “Brandon puts to rest any doubts that the human race was descended from barbaric, apelike beings,” she said.

“That’s why we’re celebrating my Liberation from Brandon Day, right?” Sam nodded and slung her arm around Kirsten’s shoulders and led her to the dance floor.

“Right,” Kirsten said, looking around to see who was there tonight.

Kirsten spotted the short and sassy blond haircut of her other best friend, Julie Pembroke. She floated by in her usual neck-to-toe black, with a tight knit shirt that accented her best assets, and of course had drawn a following of five guys in various stages of drool control. “Sorry-ass piece of false advertising?” Julie said. “I’ve got to remember that one.”

“Hi, Kirsten!” shouted Sarah Goldstein, the Cheerleader with the Heart of Chocolate who could spend a week on one food group—sweets—and still look as if she could work a runway. She, as always, was entertaining her own Circle of Male Life, and teasing them with a flip of her wavy auburn locks.

Kirsten waved to her, and to Carla Hernandez, a.k.a. Carla the Geek, who disproved the conventional wisdom that a person who understood I.T. could not be H.O.T. Carla’s skirt flared as she danced, revealing a body more lethal than an attachment with executable malicious code, whatever that meant.

As Kirsten moved to the beat, she felt her cares flying away. She had been dying to dance. “What did you see in Brandon, anyway?” she asked Sam. “I mean, aside from the fact that he’s hot.”

“Well, first of all,” Sam replied, “what you said about the microscope—it isn’t true.”

“Really?” Kirsten asked, glancing back at him.

“Tape measure, sister-girl,” Sam said with a slow, sly grin. “Or … barometer? Isn’t that what measures pressure?”

Kirsten grinned. “You are so, so bad.”

Sam threw back her head and laughed, long and deep. “Well, okay … seriously? I loved the way he got mad when I called him Brandy Alexander, for one thing. When he’s not drunk or stoned or depressed or pissed off, he can be funny and fun to be with. Sexy, too. And—don’t faint—once … I think it was August ninth at three forty-seven … he was actually kind. I mean it. Not that you’d want to spend your life with him. He’s great for someone with a short attention span like me. The problem is Woodley. The more boyfriends you ditch, the harder it is to avoid them all.”

It was true. Woodley was a small place. And not exactly modest. Depending on the newspaper you read, it was “the A-list alma mater of movie stars, heiresses, and a good chunk of the Ivy League” or “a Depraved Preppy Sex Den,” but frankly, Woodley girls were much more likely to make the Style section than the gossip column.

On a Friday like this, with the school week over and the night young and the East River breeze wafting past the open doors of the Upper East Side bars, people knew you went to Woodley. It was kind of funny, really. The shopkeepers beckoned you inside, eyes on your well-stocked Prada handbag. The salivating boys shouted from BMWs with New Jersey MD plates or MY SON IS A GREAT NECK NORTH HONOR ROLL STUDENT bumper stickers. Last month’s rap hits blared from the speakers. As for the public-high-school crowd, well, let’s not go there.

They all knew who you were.

And you just. Didn’t. Care.

You headed to the Party Room, where your friends were waiting, the bartender was pouring, and the world was perfect.

“His masculinity threatened, the brooding priapic young Brandon pretends his ex-girlfriend does not exist,” said Sam in her best newsanchor voice as Kirsten swam her way through the crowd, pulling Sam toward the bar.

Kirsten looked over her shoulder. “Priapic?”

“Definition at eleven,” Sam replied. “Fortunately, tonight Sam is sniffing out a real man, not a Goat Boy with a five o’clock shadow who reminds her of her new stepfather, the dreaded Rolf from Düsseldorf.”

“Uh, Rolf doesn’t have a five o’clock shadow,” she reminded Sam.

“Exactly.” Sam sat at the bar, waving toward Scott, the bartender. “I have a new policy: No hooking up with high-school boys who look older than Mom’s husband. Rolf still gets carded, Kirsten—plus, he speaks German. What do they talk about? What do they have in common? I mean, one minute they’re pumping iron at the gym together, the next minute they’re pumping each other.”

“Uh… ew!” Kirsten said, trying to fight off the mental image of Sam’s mom, Bobbi Byrne, doing it with her German trainer. Then she flashed a sudden Whitening Strip smile at Scott the bartender, who had finally turned her way. He was an early Tom-Cruise-by-way-of-Justin-Timberlake-with-an-extra-dose-of-testosterone type, perfect eye candy when the dance floor was not enough. And a really nice guy too. “I’d like the usual,” she said, winking. “A Shirley Temple.”

“The same for me, Scotty,” Sam said.

Scott smiled that crooked, sexy little halfsmile, which, if he could somehow make it transferable to other guys, would make him a fortune in licensing deals and a lot of girls very happy. He was also famous for having the fastest hands on the East Side, and in moments two martini glasses filled with fresh pinkishamber drinks appeared on the bar top.

“To freedom,” Sam said, holding up her drink, careful not to spill.

Kirsten clinked her glass with Sam’s and downed her drink. Definitely not a Shirley Temple. She ordered another one. “No worries!” she said, taking a sip.

“Good. Because we’re young, gorgeous, and single!” Drink high in the air, hips moving, Sam danced her way onto the floor. “Come on, Kissyface. Let’s go shake our tail feathers!”

Sam was the only person in the world allowed to call Kirsten “Kissyface.” And if anyone aside from Kirsten called Sam “Spammie,” she’d better hold on to her self-esteem for dear life.

The throbbing pulse of an old-school Jay Z track began to take over the room. Kirsten was feeling so great, she kicked off her Manolos, which were killing her, and cut loose with her friends.

Sam’s white-blond hair was flying all over the place, catching the light and drawing attention to her antique silver earrings, shaped like slender, delicate, hanging grapes. Kirsten loved those earrings—along with Sam’s matching bracelet, both one-of-a-kind gifts from her grandmother that Sam hardly ever took off. She smiled at Kirsten, then reached into the pocket of her D&G jeans and held out a tiny white pill.

“Want to share?” Sam asked. “Brandon gave it to me last week, but that was before I dumped him. I don’t think I’ll be getting anything like this again.”

Kirsten hesitated. She was kind of gone already. Oh, why not? she thought, It’s a celebration! She took the pill from Sam, turned, and bit it in half before swallowing.

Soon her Kaplan class faded into memory, lost in a blur of arms, torsos, legs—sometimes Sam … sometimes others … the usual Woodley crowd… also Leslie Fenk, blond and irresistible in a Scarlett-Johannsen-meets-Julia-Stiles way, known as the Woodley Bitch by the boys (and girls) she had seduced and dropped… and there in the corner, in his last year at Woodley before taking his drop-dead gorgeous butt to Princeton, was Gabe Garson, a.k.a. Gay Gabe, who was dancing with Emma “Get a Life” Lewis.

Uh-oh, Kirsten thought. It was only a matter of time before Emma saw them. The girl had some kind of weird Sam radar. Four … three … two …

Julie spun away from the three guys she was dancing with to give Sam a warning. “Orange Alert,” she said, just as Kirsten saw Emma’s eyes light up.

The Woodley junior with the mousy brown hair waved at them, then started to dance her way over, her moves totally mimicking Sam’s. Poor dull Emma idolized Sam, which in itself wasn’t so unusual, but the girl, unfortunately, was a little like a hangover: She came on hard and lingered way too long.

Sam groaned. “Oh, God. You’ve got to get me away from her.”

Kirsten laughed. “Come on. She’s annoying, yes, but all in all she’s pretty harmless.”

“Kind of like the plague,” Julie added with a grin.

Sam shook her head. “You guys wouldn’t think it was so funny if you were the one she was obsessed with. I mean, she copies everything I do. One day she’s going to make all of you into her best friends, then bump me off so she can take over my life.”

“What’s up, homey?” Emma chirped, which was something Sam used to say a lot, like a decade ago.

“Ahhh-chooo!” Sam pretended to sneeze. “I’m fine. Just at the beginning stages of a highly contagious deadly flu.”

“We’re already infected,” Julie said, “but you still have a chance.” With that, she pulled Sam away before Emma could leach on to them for the night.

Kirsten gave Emma a weak smile and a shrug, then followed her friends to the other side of the dance floor. Sweeping past a table, she put down her drink and really started to move to the beat of the awesome song blaring over the bar’s sound system. She felt her body take flight. Hips, elbows, shoulders—going on their own power.

Soon the dance floor was clearing.

“Showtime!” Sam shouted.

It was just Kirsten and Sam and Julie now. The rest circled around, watching. Shouting. Cheering. Kirsten caught glances. Guyglances. They wanted her … maybe … which was cool, totally cool—but at the moment, she didn’t care. All that mattered was the motion and the music and her friends … her friends for all time …

Click.

A flash went off to Kirsten’s right. Near the bar.

Click.

Kirsten looked over, expecting to see the Style Section guy from the New York Times or the greasy pervert from the tabloids. But it wasn’t either.

It was Brandon.

“Take this … ,” Sam said, pulling up her shirt and showing a nanosecond of breast.

Click.

Too late.

Click. Click.

Now Brandon was dancing with them, bouncing to an unidentified beat, wobbling and breathing heavily. Kirsten made a mental note to be grateful she didn’t have to smell that breath. He circled around Sam, leaning close to her face, zeroing in on different parts of her body with his camera.

Click!

Sam leaped back, making it look like part of the choreography, and Kirsten stepped between them. “Enough, Brandon,” she said.

“Hmm-MMMMmmm,” sang Sam, the I-am-OUT-of-here tune that she and Kirsten had used since All-Souls preschool. Then, showing the form made famous in Madame Baudry’s fourth-grade ballet class, Sam chasséd across the floor—away from Brandon.

Kirsten followed, but she couldn’t match Brandon’s experience running through a backfield of prep school gridiron kings. “Yo!” he shouted, lurching through the crowd (or maybe he was dancing). “Where you going?”

“As far away from you as I can,” Sam called back. “You photographed me on my bad side.”

“Come on,” Brandon mumbled, his voice slurred and a notch too loud. “You know you want me. Admit it.”

“You’re right, Brandy Alexander, oh … oh … OH, I soooo want you… ,” she said breathlessly, “… to go away!”

“Don’t be a tease, Sam. You know I don’t like it.” Brandon grabbed Sam’s arm, but she shook him off and ran.

“Kirsten!” she cried out, heading for the door.

Brandon sprinted after her.

Kirsten tried to follow. But the Party Room was full of gawkers, and the crowd closed in. “Out of my way!” she called out, elbowing through.

She heard a scream. A slam. A chair falling and skittering across the room.

And then Sam’s voice.

“Let me go!” she cried. “Stop it! Help! Somebody help me! He’s hurting me!”
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Kirsten grabbed Brandon by the shirt collar. Julie, racing over with her entourage close behind, got the waistband. They both yanked hard.

He was a big guy, but he was drunk and stoned and he stumbled backward, his thick hands letting go of Sam’s arms. She fell against the door while Brandon thrashed about, finally tripping on his own feet and tumbling to the floor.

The worst part was, no one was helping. No one was doing a goddamn thing!

“What’s going on here?” Scott the Bartender said, pushing people aside.

Kirsten and Julie rushed to Sam and helped her up. “Are you okay?” Kirsten asked.

“Never been better,” Sam said loudly and angrily, brushing off her clothes. “You know, I think the floor is, like, mahogany or something? That’s what we did our floors with at home. Isn’t that interesting? Being with Brandy Alexander is so educational. You see things you never would have seen with a human boyfriend.”

“You’re such a bitch!” Brandon said, staggering to his feet.

Sam opened her mouth, and then closed it. If Kirsten didn’t know better, she’d have thought Sam was kind of upset by Brandon’s not-so-original remark, which was weird because it certainly wasn’t the first time Sam had been called a bitch.

Scott pulled him up the rest of the way. “Out of here, Yardley. Go home, sleep it off, and explain it to your mom and dad in the morning.”

I’m not going anywhere.” Brandon staggered back a couple of steps, pointing a finger at Sam. “Nobody makes an ass out of me and gets away with it. I’m going to get you back, Sam. … I’m going to be your worst night-muh-muh …” Brandon could hardly stand up now. He barreled to the front door. The crowd parted like the Red Sea to let him out.

Scott handed Sam some napkins from the bar. ‘Are you okay? Do you want me to call you a cab?”

“I didn’t know you cared.” Sam smiled, “No, seriously, I’m okay.”

“Brandon isn’t,” said Josh Bergen, a senior from Talcott Prep who had been part of Julie’s inner dancing circle. “Five bucks says he’s facedown in some Upper East Side Shitzu dog doo. Any takers? Let’s go have a look, shall we?”

Talcott was Woodley’s rival school, and Josh definitely had a Talcott sense of humor.

“That’s disgusting,” Kirsten said, walking Sam back toward the tables with Julie. The music had changed to a slow, sexy Ashanti song, and the crowd was beginning to dance again.

As Kirsten and Sam sat at a table in the corner, Julie headed to the bar for drinks.

“I can’t believe he did that,” Sam said. “I can’t believe he attacked me. Look at my hands—they’re shaking.”

Kirsten took hold of her friend’s hands and tried to calm her down. “He’s a creep, Sam. I always thought so, but I just never admitted it to you. I guess I should have.”

“No. This is partly my fault, Kirsten. My big mouth. It’s like, I’m off him but there’s still a connection. Why can’t I just break up like a normal person?”

“Um, give me a minute, let me guess. Maybe because he’s … a pig?” Kirsten replied.

“But that’s the thing. He isn’t. Not really. I mean, I did choose to go out with him, right? He’s only like this at parties when he gets high.” Sam picked out the cashews from the snack dish on the table. “See, I think Brandon does drugs because he’s insecure about being a country boy. He grew up in Iowa. Idaho. Ohio. One of the O states. You know what his favorite hobby is? Duck hunting. With his dad.”

“You’re kidding me, right?” Kirsten asked.

Sam nodded and smiled, twirling the ends of her hair with a finger. The girls were both quiet for a moment, and Sam looked as if her mind were a million miles away.

“What are you thinking about?” Kirsten asked, even though she knew the answer.

“What else?” Sam shrugged. “You know, I try to be all tough and make fun of Brandon, but … I really liked him, Kirsten. I did. It was just too intense—what he was getting into was—”

“Getting into?” Kirsten said. “Meaning the drugs? Was he going hard-core or something?”

The question went unanswered. Sam dipped her hand into a bowl of cashews on the table, lost in some thought and staring vaguely in the direction of the bar, where Julie was picking up three delicious-looking pinkish drinks.

Then, suddenly, Sam smacked the table. “Forget it. I’m glad I dumped him. A person has to break from the past, Kirsten. If you do the same things all the time, your brain gets all, like, spongiform. Right?”

“Uh, right.”

Spongiform? Kirsten made a mental note to look that one up, too.

“Screw the same-old, same-old!” Sam stood up from the table and shouted out loud: “Screw the same conversations and the same gossip—and the Upper East Side and the Junior League and the Ivy League—and Mom’s Nazi husband. I’m sick of my life! I want to do something wild and unexpected!”

She pulled open a button on her blouse. And she leaped across the dance floor, landing somewhere between a bump and a grind, and dancing like this was the last day of her life.

Julie came back with three drinks and set them on the table. “Who plugged her in?”

“You know … it happens every few weeks, whenever she breaks up with a guy” Kirsten said.

“Soon, there aren’t going to be any guys left for her,” Julie said, sitting down. “I give my boys at least three weeks. Then the flush.”

Kirsten smiled. Under the tight sweaters and do-it-to-me-now shoes, there was a shy girl in there somewhere. Yeah, right. “I don’t know, Jules. I think this one’s really hard for her. It hasn’t been easy breaking away.”

“Oh? Are you sure?” Julie was looking out to the dance floor, her eyebrows raised.

A new guy, someone Kirsten had never seen before, was dancing with Sam. A hottie wearing vintage worn Levi’s and a classic Phish T-shirt. He was tall, had scruffy red hair, and a chiseled rugged face. And he seemed a little older, like maybe he’d wandered into the wrong bar or something. A junior or senior in college, Kirsten figured. This Phish shirt was odd because he was more than a little dangerous looking….

And totally Sam’s type.

Here we go again, Kirsten thought, taking a sip of her drink. Mmm … a pomegranate martini. Just what the doctor ordered. “Who’s the Viking?” she asked Julie.

“Never seen him before,” Julie replied.

“Well, she’s found hers. I guess it’s time we found ours.” Kirsten threw back half her drink. “Come on, let’s dance and look irresistible.”

The floor was body-to-body now. As Kirsten made her way across the room, she could see Sam was weaving among the hordes, her new guy following her like Erik the Red charting a course to the New World.

The Party Room was hot tonight.

Really hot.

Kirsten tossed her head back and drank it all in. Same-old same-old? Nah. She loved this place. On the Upper East Side, where a hundred brushed-steel Euro trash and décor-of-the-month clubs lined First and Second Avenues, full of suburban kids seeking other suburban kids, the Party Room was something from another time. Just an old brick building with no name, no markings, no window—as if the last guy who lived there put on his hobnail boots and left two hundred years ago, and the house was still waiting for him.
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