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Dedication

For Johnny, who taught me everything I know about summer acting programs and who makes me laugh more than anyone else in the world.
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act I


scene one

When Jasper Snowden’s parents divorced, Jasper got to stay in his bedroom in the big house he’d always lived in, while his parents took turns living there with him. They said they didn’t want him to have to bounce around from one bed to another. To make the arrangement work smoothly, Mr. Snowden (who, my mother said, “is in real estate—and that’s where the real money is, you know”) bought two other houses in the same neighborhood, one for him and one for his ex-wife.

That’s how the rich get divorced, I guess: they just stash every member of the family in his or her own comfortable home. If the Snowdens had had a dog, he’d probably have gotten his own little dog-sized house with a lovely view of the fire station.

Yeah, my parents’ divorce was a little different from that.

Mom and William and I stayed in the three-bedroom apartment we’d been living in for the past five years, and my dad got a one-room studio in a building about twenty minutes away. “It’s ugly and it looks out on a parking lot, but at least it’s small” is his big joke about it. The one he’s repeated every time I’ve come over.

He feels bad there’s no real guest bed at his place, and has told William and me we can have the futon whenever we want and he’ll sleep on the floor. But that just seems weird, so we never sleep over.

Whenever he feels glum about our housing situation, Dad cheers himself up by reminding us all that at least he’s close to us and both apartments are in the same good school district.

But sometimes I wonder if going to school in a wealthy neighborhood is such a great thing for us anyway. No one’s about to ostracize us because we’re not rich, but there are times when it’s just awkward. Like when you all go out to dinner and everyone’s going to split the check, but you have to point out that all you got was some soup because you can’t afford to chip in for everyone else’s thirty-dollar entrées. Or when the kids at lunch are all comparing what they got for Christmas that year and you can only really listen, because what are you going to say? I got three new books and a shirt? William and I have this shorthand where he’ll say to me something like Clayton Walstaff got a vintage Gibson guitar for Christmas, and I’ll say something like Yeah, well, Georgia Olstead got a BMW, and then we just laugh because it’s all so ridiculous.

And then there’s the whole what are you doing this summer? conversation, which starts early in the spring, and this year—my junior year—is more intense than ever before, because everyone knows this is the summer to do something to impress colleges. And impressive summers don’t come cheap.

A lot of money can buy you a “community service” trip, like the one my friend Kiana is going on: she’ll travel to Costa Rica, where she’ll carry water or something for the first week and then party with other Americans at a beach resort for another week. She’s already decided that her college essay is going to be about how great it is to “help our brothers and sisters in our global village.” She’s just waiting to plug in some firsthand specifics.

Money can also buy you a summer term at Oxford or some other fantastic European university. My friend Chloe is going to the Sorbonne, where she’ll sit in on fiction classes during the day and hang out in Paris at night. Her college essay? Probably something like “how I stopped being a tourist and became a citizen of the world.”

Wait—maybe I’m wrong. An impressive summer isn’t necessarily all about money.

Sometimes it’s about connections.

Zelda Moreno’s mom knows a doctor who’s taking Zelda in as a research assistant (“I spent my summer curing cancer!”), and Drew Desanti’s dad got him a gig in an architecture firm (“building a better, greener future”), and Natalie Nowak’s uncle Joe got her an internship with a magazine-editor friend of his (“the written word can change the world”).

My parents may not have money, but at least they don’t have any connections, either. (Sorry. I inherited Dad’s sense of humor.)

Not that it matters. I can’t apply for any cool unpaid internships or traveling programs anyway: I have to earn money this summer for college. My mother made that clear long ago. She also said, “Jobs teach discipline and the value of hard work and the importance of not taking anything for granted. And that’s the gift I’m giving to you.”

“I’d rather have a laptop,” I said.

“A job can get you one of those, too. And don’t be a wiseass, Franny.”

William is no help at all. He started working the summer he was fourteen, walking people’s dogs and washing cars, and then, when he was older, scooping ice cream and ripping tickets at the movie theater. Now that he’s in college, he’s moved up in the world and is going to be working at an investment bank in New York City (and sharing a sublet with his longtime girlfriend).

If it weren’t for William, I might have been able to wriggle out of a summer job for one more year, but he’s always been one of those good, responsible oldest sons, which means I have to be good too or be forever cast as the family screwup.

Also? I really do need a new laptop. The one I’m currently using is a hand-me-down from Dad, and he bought it more than five years ago. Do you know what five years is in the laptop universe? Like a hundred human years.

“I don’t want to scoop ice cream all summer long,” I said to Mom as we discussed my job prospects at the kitchen table.

“Don’t worry—it’s not an option anyway. I walked by there last night and they’re fully staffed for the summer already. The Shoe Zone is hiring, though.”

I shuddered. “Great. I can touch people’s feet all summer. And here I was envying Sarah Gabrielle because she’s going on an African safari.”

“Sarah Gabrielle’s mother has a nanny for each kid so she never has to interact with any of them, and she sends them far away whenever she can. Is that really what you want? A mother who’d rather not have you around?”

Mom said it jokingly, but I knew she wanted some real reassurance that I didn’t feel like I was having a deprived childhood. My mom is tough about rules, but deep down she’s a big pile of insecure mush who needs her kids to tell her that, in spite of getting a divorce and having to say no to us about almost everything due to lack of funds, she’s done right by us. Which I guess she has.

So I swallowed the sarcastic comment I was tempted to make and instead squeezed her shoulder and said lightly, “Nah, I’ll take the interfering, overbearing mom I’ve got.”

“And we’ll both keep thinking about the summer,” she said, patting my hand. “We’ll find you something good.”

Remember how I said my parents have no connections? That wasn’t entirely accurate. They have no powerful or rich or interesting connections, but they do have relatives out in the workforce, which is how Mom scored me a summer job.

“I found the perfect thing for you!” she told me when she picked me up after school one afternoon in late May. She had come straight from her job teaching English at a middle school that’s two towns over from us.

“The perfect thing?” I repeated as I closed my car door.

“The job,” she said impatiently. “The summer job. And you’re going to love it.”

“Really? What is it?” I’d been looking but hadn’t had any luck yet. There were too many out-of-work adults who were willing to take anything that paid, and a lot of college students had already come back home for the summer and were also looking for jobs. So I was mildly excited to hear what she’d been able to find.

I was less excited when she told me. “Sewing costumes?” I repeated dubiously. “With Aunt Amelia?”

“Doesn’t that sound fun? You love the theater!”

“I know,” I said. “And you were the one who said it was a waste of my time, remember?” I acted some in middle school, usually in lead roles, but right before high school Mom and Dad sat me down—presenting a united front even though they were already divorced—and told me that I had to figure out what really mattered to me and focus on that.

Then of course they told me what really mattered to me, which according to them was maintaining a high GPA and pitching for the softball team—two things that could potentially score me a college scholarship. So I stopped acting and focused on schoolwork, which is why my GPA is currently somewhere around 4.1, and on my pitching, which is why my rotator cuff is a mess and I’m not playing any sports at all anymore.

Mom waved her hand dismissively. “I never said theater was a waste of time, exactly, just that it shouldn’t be your biggest priority, since you’re good at so many other things. Anyway, the point is, this is at Mansfield College! Remember? Lucinda’s kid told us the program changed his life, and you said you wanted to apply.”

“Right—and you said I had to work, remember?”

“So this is the best of both worlds: you get to be there and you get to earn money!”

“But I don’t get to act,” I said. “Which is kind of the point of an acting program.”

“You’ll still be in that atmosphere, right? You’ll see all the shows and be around kids your own age.”

“Where would I live?”

“With Aunt Amelia.”

“Bleah.”

She shot me a reproving look. “Aunt Amelia means well.”

“She complains all the time about everything. And if I’m working for her—”

“First of all, it’s only for six weeks.”

“Only!”

“Second of all, she said you can eat meals in the dining hall with the campers or students or whatever they’re called. Doesn’t that sound like fun? But you’ll also be earning a paycheck. Win-win!”

“You already told her I’d do it, didn’t you?” I said.

And that’s how I found out that yes, I was already committed to sewing costumes with my aunt Amelia at the Mansfield College High School Theater Program in a suburb of Portland, Oregon, the summer before my senior year of high school.

What a fascinating college essay I’m going to get out of that. “Changing the world one stitch at a time ...”

scene two

Aunt Amelia wants me to arrive at Mansfield the day before the enrolled students move in, so she can show me around before things get too crazy. The session begins in late June, so after school ends I have two blissful weeks of sitting around other people’s pools and catching up on all the TV I missed during finals.

My flight from Phoenix to Portland is short, which is too bad. I haven’t flown much on my own—okay, the truth is I’ve never flown on my own; I’ve barely ever flown at all—and I get a little thrill looking out the window when we take off and land and smiling mysteriously at the middle-aged man sitting next to me. I wonder if he thinks I’m cute and is glad he’s sitting next to me and not someone old and fat. We don’t ever talk, other than “excuse me” when our elbows bump, so I never find out.

Amelia greets me at the airport with a brusque kiss on the cheek and a “you’ve gotten tall,” then drives us to the campus, which is very leafy-green and pretty.

I know a lot of kids who are planning to apply to Mansfield College, but it’s too small and low-key for me. Some people want that. I want something a little more exciting if I’m going to be spending four years of my life there. NYU would be perfect—I’m desperate to get in.

Mansfield seems especially sleepy now, with all the students gone for the summer. It’s a total ghost town, but Amelia says unenthusiastically that that will change once the high-school seniors arrive.

She trots me quickly past some buildings. “That’s the dining hall, that’s the dorm, that’s the administrative building; that’s the little forest where I’ve seen some of the students smoking and I expect you to stay away from there. Speaking of which, you’d better not smoke. Or drink. Or do anything even worse. I’ll send you home in a second if I catch you doing anything like that—and don’t think, She wouldn’t really, because I promise you I would.”

The tour ends at the theater building, where Amelia has her workroom. She leads me inside and says it’s time to see how good I am at sewing.

My mom taught me a long time ago. Their mother—hers and Amelia’s—was a professional seamstress, which is why they’re both so good at it. Mom only ever used her skill to make Halloween costumes for me and William. But because Mom thinks it’s important for people to be able to do things for themselves like cook and sew and clean, she’s made sure William and I have all the basics down.

I think I’m competent, but after Amelia tests me with a few seams, she informs me that my hand stitches should be smaller and tighter and that I have a “lead foot” on the machine.

“I’m not surprised,” she adds. “Your mother was like that too—more interested in finishing quickly than in the quality of the work. It’s no wonder she’s not a professional.”

“I don’t think she was ever trying to be one,” I say.

“Well, of course that’s what she says now.”

I decide not to argue the point and glance around the workroom. It’s a small space, with two machines side by side and several windows. It’s super hot, and it’s not even July yet, so I’ve got to figure it’s only going to get hotter over the next five weeks. The one square fan is useless against the flood of sunshine coming in, but Amelia tells me we can’t pull the shades down because she needs the light.

“My eyes,” she says, “aren’t what they used to be,” which is probably true, since there are pairs of reading glasses scattered all over the office, within easy reach no matter where she might be sitting or standing.

“So how does this all work?” I ask, resigning myself to a lot of future sweating. “What costumes will we be making?”

“We have five weeks to design and create costumes for four different casts,” she says with a weird mixture of gloom and pride. “I’ve already spoken to the directors and have some sense of what they’ll be wanting, but we can’t really move forward until the kids are cast and we can measure them, which always takes a few days. Until then we’ll be hunting up sources, checking through the archives, and figuring out fabrics.”

“How many cast members altogether?”

“Forty-eight. Twelve to a play.”

“That’s a lot of costumes,” I say.

Amelia throws her hands up in the air. “It’s an ungodly amount of work! Hundreds of costumes—most cast members play multiple roles—and they all have to be ready by the same time.”

I drop down onto the stool. “And there’s only the two of us?”

“I’ve done it every summer for fifteen years,” she says, tossing her head. “With only one assistant, just like now. It’s never easy, but it always gets done. Just be prepared for a lot of long hours and hard work.”

“Do you make everything from scratch?”

“Not everything. I buy some pieces and use what I can from the school’s archives.”

“Oh,” I say, relieved. “That’s not so bad, then.”

“It’s still bad,” she says. “We’ll have to alter everything. Teenage girls today are either too fat or too thin. There’s no such thing as a normal body anymore.”

“I beg your pardon,” I say with mock indignation.

I’m just joking, but she narrows her eyes at me and tilts her head back so she can survey me over her long, thin nose. “Don’t fish for compliments. You may discover that no one feels like giving you one.”

“I wasn’t,” I say—which, by the way, is true.

“Your body is fine now, but give it twenty, thirty years. Gravity and time do horrible things to a woman. I had your body once.”

“How’d I end up with it, then?” I say jovially.

She just sighs. “Time and gravity get us all in the end,” she says darkly. “Time and gravity.”

Amelia shows me the costume and prop archives under the theater, and then she takes me to her apartment. We drive, since she picked me up at the airport, but she says she usually walks, because her apartment is so close to campus. She works there year-round, running the costume part of the theater department (she also teaches a course on costume design and one on costume history), and rents the place from a building Mansfield owns. It’s in a beautiful, expensive neighborhood—she tells me she couldn’t afford to live there if the college didn’t subsidize it. There are several entryways into her building, and a fenced-off area with a postage-stamp-sized pool and a cheap aboveground hot tub that Amelia tells me she’s sure is a breeding ground for dangerous bacteria.

The actual apartment is small but clean and neat. Her furniture is simple and generic, but every window has some kind of gorgeous curtain on it—all handmade by her, of course—and the sofa and chair pillows are wildly luxurious, covered with tassels, fringe, and buttons, like something out of a harem.

Makes me wonder if somewhere inside Amelia there’s a romantic soul. You certainly wouldn’t know it to look at her in her white oxford shirt and cotton khakis.

“You have your own room to sleep in, but there’s only one bathroom,” she tells me as she leads me around. “Please wipe down the sink after you use it. I can’t stand finding hairs lying around.”

“I’ll try to remember,” I say. “It’s nice of you to let me stay here.”

“I’m looking forward to the company.”

She sounds as stiff as I do, and I wonder if she means it or not. My mom claimed this whole thing was Amelia’s idea, but now that I’m here, my presence seems to be making her uncomfortable.

I unpack in the guest bedroom, which is small and clean like the rest of the apartment, while Amelia boils some penne pasta for dinner. She mixes it with some pesto from a jar, and heats up a box of frozen brussels sprouts to serve on the side. “Tomorrow the dining hall will be open, and you can eat as many meals there as you like,” she says as we sit down at her small table. “I’m sure you’d rather be with kids your own age.”

“This is nice too,” I say, but of course she’s right. Plus ... frozen brussels sprouts? On my first night there? Really?

After dinner she turns on the TV and settles down with a cup of chamomile tea to watch House Hunters International.

“I’d like to live in Europe for a while,” she says during a commercial break.

“Why don’t you?” I ask.

“Because life doesn’t work that way.”

I really don’t know all that much about my aunt, other than that she’s older than my mother, and thinner and crabbier. Whenever she used to come visit us, William and I would try to keep our distance, because if we got too close, she would grab us by the arm and interrogate us about our studies and extracurriculars, an activity that would end with her shaking her head and pursing her lips in a way that suggested we weren’t performing up to her expectations.

I know she was married once, a long time ago, before I was even born, but all Mom ever said about that was a flat “It didn’t work out.” As far as I know, Amelia hasn’t had a boyfriend since then. Of course, it’s possible she leads a much more exciting personal life than we’re aware of, but after spending today with her, I kind of doubt it.

Which makes me feel tender toward her. Poor Aunt Amelia. Stuck in this small, plain apartment, sewing costumes for other people to wear all day long.

So I say, “Hey, maybe someday you and I could take a trip to Europe together.”

“And who do you think would pay for that?” she snaps in response. “Your mother? Me? We’re both barely getting by. Dreams are easy, Franny, but you can’t live on them.”

“Or not,” I say, and we wait in silence for the commercials to end.

When we walk to campus the next morning, I can feel a difference in the air: it’s like the school has come alive in the last twelve hours. The dining hall is pumping out bready, coffee-ish smells, which make me glad Amelia scored me a meal card.

“We’ll have lunch there today, right?” I say hopefully.

“I won’t be eating in the dining hall,” Amelia replies. “I ate there once, and that was enough for me. I found five hairs in one plate of food. I’m amazed they don’t get cited by the health department. But I’m sure it’ll be fine for you. Kids have stomachs of steel.”

We go to her office, and she puts me to work for the next few hours mending a splitting seam on an enormous stage curtain. The actual sewing isn’t difficult, since I can do it on the machine, but wrestling huge armfuls of velvet into submission is hot, exhausting work, and time passes slowly. The all-female seventies folk music Amelia plays at a low wail only increases my restlessness.

All morning long I can hear happy voices outside in the courtyard and cars pulling up and doors banging. The students are definitely arriving. When Amelia finally says, “You might as well go—you’re obviously not focusing on your work anyway,” she doesn’t need to tell me twice. I’m on my feet and out the door in seconds.

I stop outside and blink, dazed for a moment by the bright sunshine.

Dozens of kids my age are milling around, greeting one another with squeals of excitement, rolling and hauling luggage across the courtyard, and running in and out of the dorm across the way and the dining hall next to it.

I see a girl grab a guy by the arm a few yards away from me. “You have to be Jorey!” she cries. “I recognize you from your profile pic!”

“Carson?” he says. “Carson Bailey?”

“Oh, my God, I can’t believe we’re actually meeting after all those endless IM sessions!” She’s screaming and he’s screaming and they’re both jumping up and down. “You’re like the male equivalent of me! I totally love you!”

“I totally love you!”

More screaming, more jumping.

I move through the throng, with no particular destination in mind. I’m thinking that if I can just connect with someone who seems nice, then maybe she’ll introduce me around and I’ll have people to eat meals with. I’m not going to spend my entire summer hanging out with Amelia.

I feel funny, though: I’m not one of them. But I’m sort of one of them. But I’m not one of them.

Like that.

I spot a girl who’s struggling to get through the dorm door with two large bags. I race ahead to grab it and hold it for her. “Thanks,” she says as she moves through. “That is so nice of you.”

Some other kids are coming out of the dorm, and because I’m already holding the door open, I’m stuck there holding it for them, too. Everyone thanks me, but no one stops to talk.

There’s finally a break in the traffic, so I let go of the door. I step back without looking and almost collide with a slim boy with large brown eyes who instantly says, “Sorry!”

“My fault,” I say.

He shakes his head in friendly disagreement and slips around me to get into the dorm. I decide to follow him in and see what it’s like inside.

I step into a big lobby that’s dominated by an industrial-looking stairwell. There are bulletin boards running at eye level along all the walls, which are already filled with notices, most of them of the ONLY GIRLS ARE ALLOWED ON THE THIRD FLOOR AFTER 9 P.M. variety. I wander past them and then through an archway into an enormous common room with a bunch of sofas and armchairs, a row of vending machines, a piano, and a TV.

No one’s hanging out in there: kids stick their heads in and say “Nice!” or “Ugh,” depending on what they think of it, but they all move on, eager to unpack or explore more, I assume.

I head back out toward the stairs, thinking maybe I’ll sneak up and see what the actual rooms look like. I get to the bottom of the stairs at the same time as two girls with lots of luggage, and I move aside to let them go up first.

“Thanks,” one says, with a distracted glance my way. She’s tall and skinny, with light brown skin, wildly corkscrewing black hair with gold glints that’s currently being held off her face by a wide headband, and enormous dark eyes framed by chunky glasses. She’s wearing black lace-up work boots, denim shorts, and a narrow tank top.

“No worries,” I say.

The taller girl at her side halts. “Franny? Franny Pearson?”

I whip around to get a better look at her. She’s pretty, with thick, dark layered hair and big blue eyes. And I totally know her. “Julia? Oh, my God!”

Turns out I can squeal with the best of them.

I know someone here!

Or at least I knew her, back in eighth grade. I haven’t seen her since then.

“I can’t believe it!” She drops the bag she’s carrying and lets go of the handle of her rolling suitcase so she can throw her arms around me. “Why didn’t I see your name anywhere? You didn’t join the Mansfield Facebook group!”

I hug her back. “Yeah, that’s because—”

But before I can explain, the other girl is asking, “How do you guys know each other?”

Julia releases me. “We went to middle school together, but then we went to different high schools and kind of lost touch. But I should have guessed you’d be here, Franny. You were always one of the best actors.”

“So were you,” I say. “But I’m not actually here.”

The other girl raises her eyebrows. “You a ghost?”

“I mean, I’m not in the acting program. I’m working here this summer—helping my aunt. She’s the costume designer.”

“Oh.” There’s an awkward moment of silence. Then Julia says, “Cool. Wish I could sew.”

“Yeah,” the other girl says. “Me too.” She nods up the stairs. “Where are you staying? Here in the dorm?”

“I wish. No, I have a room in my aunt’s apartment.”

“My name’s Vanessa, by the way.”

I introduce myself and say, “Can I help you guys carry your stuff up?”

“Yes, please.” Julia instantly hands me a bag. It’s covered in Burberry plaid. “Have you seen the dorm rooms yet?”

I shake my head.

“Julia and I started talking outside and then realized we were in the same room,” Vanessa explains as we all struggle our way up the stairs, their rolling trunks making a thunk, thunk, thunk sound on each step. “We don’t know if it’s just the two of us or not.”

We reach the second floor. There’s a locked door to get onto the hallway and a sign on it that says, ONLY BOYS ARE ALLOWED ON THE SECOND FLOOR AFTER 9 P.M.!

“What do you think they think changes after nine o’clock at night?” I ask, nodding toward the sign. You can hear voices from behind the door and see some blurry movement through its smoky glass panes.

“Sex,” Julia says. “I mean, I assume.”

“I’ve heard you can have sex as early as seven p.m.,” I say. “But never before five on a Sunday.”

Vanessa laughs as we head up the second flight. “You know what’s really funny? This is an acting program—most of the guys are gay. So if they think telling girls to stay away is going to keep anyone nice and innocent, they’re nuts.”

“I’m glad we’re on separate floors, though,” Julia says as we reach the second landing and stop in front of another smoked-glass-paned door. “I have a twin brother, and believe me, you don’t want to share a bathroom with a seventeen-year-old boy. They’re pigs.”

“Your brother—” I start to say, but Vanessa’s already speaking: “Hold on, we need a key.” She juggles her stuff so she can slip the card out of her back pocket; then she unlocks the door and we step through. The hallway runs the length of the building, with doors on both sides.

“Room 307,” Julia murmurs, scanning the numbers as we move along. A lot of the doors are open, and you can hear girls discussing who should sleep where and which side of the closet they want.

“There it is—307!” I spot it first. It’s about halfway down, on the right.

Vanessa is still holding her key card in her hand, and it opens this door too.

The carded lock is the only modern touch. Otherwise, it’s your basic unadorned dorm room, probably unchanged for decades: white walls, bunk beds, scratched-up wooden desks and chests of drawers. There are plain plastic shades on the windows.

“Looks like there’ll be four of us,” Julia says, since there are two sets of bunk beds and four dressers.

“That could just be during the year,” I say. “Maybe it’s different for the summer students.”

“Well, there are at least three of us—someone’s already left her stuff,” Vanessa says. There’s a duffel bag on one of the bottom mattresses, and an enormous rolling trunk pulled right up next to it, which is open. A pair of jeans dangles out the top, and one fancy high-heeled jeweled sandal has fallen on the floor next to the bed. The label says Prada.

Of course.

Julia and Vanessa are discussing which beds they should take.

“The thing is,” Julia says, screwing her pretty mouth up uncertainly, “I get really freaked out on a top bunk. When I was little, my friend’s brother fell off and broke his arm, and that’s all I can think about.”

“Go ahead and take the other bottom then,” Vanessa says. “I’m happy to take one of the tops. See, I figure that if the whole thing crashes down, it’s not the girl who’s on top who’s in trouble—it’s the girl on the bottom.”

“Oh, God, don’t say that. Now that’s all I’m going to think about.”

“You want me to sleep over the other girl? In case we don’t have a fourth?”

“It’s up to you,” Julia says, but she doesn’t say, No, don’t, it’ll be more fun to share with you, the way I would have.

I’m beginning to remember what Julia’s like.

“The other one’s closer to the window anyway,” Vanessa says diplomatically. “I’m going to go ahead and make the bed now in case we don’t have much time later.” She climbs halfway up the bunk-bed ladder and starts unfolding the sheets that have been left in a pile on top of the bed for the students to use.

Julia removes the folded sheets from her own mattress and puts them on top of one of the dressers. “Don’t laugh at me, guys. I brought my own from home.” She kneels in front of her brand-new-looking wheeled suitcase, unzips it, and digs through until she pulls out a pile of neatly folded snow-white sheets. The scent of lavender wafts toward me as she stands up with them.

“That was smart,” Vanessa says. She’s perched on the bunk-bed ladder, trying to arrange the bottom sheet without losing her balance. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

“I learned the hard way,” Julia says. “Last summer I went to this language-immersion program, and their sheets were so rough I felt like I was sleeping on sandpaper. I was red all over for months afterward.”

“You’re like the princess and the pea,” Vanessa says with an amused glance over her shoulder.

“I’m very delicate,” Julia says, fluttering her eyelids. “Hey, Franny, what does ‘the princess and the pea’ make you think of?”

“Once Upon a Mattress!”

“Exactly. We both had lead roles in it in middle school,” she explains to Vanessa.

“It was a lot of fun,” I say.

Here’s what I remember about being in a show with Julia Braverman:

The Good: She seemed genuinely pleased that we both got good roles in the school musical and happy to hang out with me at rehearsals. Even though her family was über-rich—everyone knew it, even back in middle school—and she wore expensive clothing and was always traveling to places like Belize and Thailand, she wasn’t snobbish. We had come from different elementary schools and had different groups of friends that didn’t overlap much, but we got along fine.

The Bad: I don’t think Julia ever once asked me about myself or my family. At rehearsals I heard a lot about her life. Like I knew that she got so nervous before every performance that she had diarrhea (not exactly the kind of thing you want to remember about someone you haven’t seen in almost four years, but I don’t seem to be able to forget that little detail), and I knew that she had a crush on Steven Segelman even though it was pretty obvious that he was obsessed with Rachel Goldman. But she never bothered to learn anything personal about me.

The Ugly: She was always going through some kind of emotional crisis, always grabbing on to me and moaning about how scared/tired/overwhelmed/anxious/miserable she was, even though (as far as I could tell) her life was pretty good. I endured it because I didn’t know anyone else in the cast very well—my friends were mostly athletes, not performers—and she always seemed happy to see me.

Actually, things aren’t that different now. When you’re away from home, any familiar face looks pretty good.

Any familiar face that’s not your annoying aunt’s, I mean.

“Hey, Julia?” I ask casually as I reach up to tug on Vanessa’s sheet from my end, to help smooth it out. “How’s your brother doing?”

She’s pulling something big and white out of her bag—ah, a pillow. She fluffs it up a bit. “Alex?” she says absently. “He’s good, I guess. Same as always. He’s here too, you know.”

I turn around to look at her. “Wait, really?”

“Uh-huh. Room 203.”

“I met him outside,” Vanessa puts in. She clambers down the ladder and surveys her handiwork, then reaches up to tuck in an uneven bit of sheet hem. “He’s pretty cute.”

“I totally had a crush on him back in middle school.” I say it lightly, which makes me feel like I’m betraying my thirteen-year-old self. Back then I wouldn’t have called it a crush. I was seriously and totally in love with Alex Braverman.

“Oh, God, everyone did. They still do.” Julia places the pillow at the top of her bed. “At least you never tried to wangle an invitation to the house just to meet him. Do you remember Cara Sackeroff?”

“The one who always wore glittery eye shadow?”

She shakes her head. “That was the other Cara. Piecrust.”

“Cara Piecrust?” Vanessa repeats incredulously.

“That was what we always called her—I think her last name was really Pietz. Something like that.”

I nodded along, but I didn’t recognize the nickname. Must have been something Julia’s circle called her, not mine.

“Anyway, she begged me to do this English project with her and then said we had to do it at my house because her younger sister was a total pain in the butt, and so I said fine and then she spent the entire time following Alex around. She even went into his room after he’d gone in there and shut the door just to get away from her. I wasn’t allowed to invite her over ever again. Not that I wanted to.”

“He was really nice to me,” I say. “He even gave me a flower once.”

“He did?”

“Yeah. Your parents had brought you a bouquet, because of the show, and I was standing next to you after the performance and my parents weren’t there that night—they had just separated and everything was like this big deal with them and there had been some confusion about which one was going when—and anyway, I guess I looked lonely or something because Alex pulled out a flower from your bouquet and handed it to me.”

“That is so sweet,” Vanessa says.

“I should get the credit,” Julia says. “It was my flower he stole. I’m going to have to yell at him for that.”

“No, don’t!”

She laughs at my panic. “I’m just teasing. I’m glad he did it.” She glances up. “What’s that sound?”

“Lunch bell,” Vanessa says. “Let’s go.”

“Let me just change my shoes.” As she slips off her sneakers and puts on some flip-flops, Julia glances at me. “Oh, wait ... can you eat there?”





Books by Claire LaZebnik

Epic Fail

The Trouble with Flirting

The Last Best Kiss

Wrong About the Guy


Copyright

Cover art © 2013 by William King/ Getty Images

Cover design by Oceana Garceau

HarperTeen is an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers.

THE TROUBLE WITH FLIRTING. Copyright © 2013 by Claire LaZebnik. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen.  No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

www.epicreads.com



Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

LaZebnik, Claire Scovell.

  The trouble with flirting / Claire LaZebnik. — 1st ed.

    p. cm.

  Summary: Loosely based on Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park, relates high school junior Franny’s summer at Mansfield College in Portland, Oregon, where she helps her aunt sew costumes for an acting program and gets caught between the boy she likes and the one who likes her.

  ISBN 978-0-06-192127-8 (pbk bdg)

  EPub Edition JANUARY 2013 ISBN: 9780062203045

  Version 07292013

  [1. Interpersonal relations—Fiction. 2. Theater—Fiction. 3. Actors and actresses—Fiction. 4. Flirting—Fiction. 5. Universities and colleges—Fiction. 6. Portland (Or.)—Fiction.] I. Title.



	PZ7.L4496Tro 2013

	2012030300




	[Fic]—dc23

	CIP




	 

	AC







13 14 15 16 17 CG/RRDH 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

[image: images]

FIRST EDITION
OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
retrouble
wih flirting





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780062203045_Cover.png





