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      BASS ACKWARDS AND BELLY UP & FOOTFREE AND FANCYLOOSE

      “Bass Ackwards and Belly Up is a new novel I just read and ahdored. It’s about four BFFs who, for a juicy reason I won’t divulge, decide not to go to
         college to pursue their dreams. It’s one of those things most of us fantasize about but don’t have the guts to do.” 
      

      —Lisi Harrison, author of the #1 New York Times bestselling Clique series 
      

      “Funny, wise, heartfelt, and hilarious! A must-read for every teen standing at the fork in the road after high school and
         wondering about the road not taken. Filled with belly laughs at every turn, taking us from the lavish guesthouses of Beverly
         Hills to Parisian youth hostels, to a barista’s life behind the cappuccino machine, and what happens when you hook up with
         the guy you’ve been in love with forever— and ‘forever’ isn’t that long after all.” 
      

      —Melissa de la Cruz, author of the bestselling Au Pairs series 

      “Full of romance and adventure, laughter and tears, their story is a vibrant reminder that veering from the straight and narrow
         road doesn’t always lead to a dead end.”
      

      —Publishers Weekly 

      * “They don’t need magic jeans to stay in touch, just e-mail, and they learn similar lessons about life, love, and female power.”
         
      

      —KLIATT (starred review) 

      “Writers Craft and Fain’s unique voice sends this novel to the top of the must-read list. Funny, compelling, and honest, the
         characters will dance in your mind long after you finish the last page.” 
      

      —Kevin Williamson, creator, Dawson’s Creek TV series; writer, Scream movies 
      

      “Many teens… will delight vicariously in the brave journeys and fierce friendships.” 

      —Booklist 

      “If more people followed the example of the women in this book, we’d live in a better and more interesting world. Let’s hope
         that happens. In the meantime, read this book. It’s hilarious, smart, and cool.” 
      

      —Bob Fisher, writer, Wedding Crashers movie 
      

      “For readers who have exhausted Ann Brashares’s Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants series.” 

      —School Library Journal 

      “Becca, Kate, Sophie, and Harper — a more grown-up Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants team — share some of the same questions
         and crossroads as women in their twenties and thirties, making their inspirational, fun adventures easily relatable to women
         of all ages.” 
      

      —Carrie Karasyov and Jill Kargman, authors of The Right Address and Wolves in Chic Clothing 

      **** “The perfect transition for the Traveling Pants posse.

      —OK! Weekly 

      “With quirky humor and a huge heart, Bass Ackwards and Belly Up flips the intricacy of tight group friendship on its head — with all its secrets and foibles — and leaves even a boy reader
         wanting more. Becca, Sophie, Kate, and Harper will stay with you long after you’ve finished. A gem of a novel.” 
      

      —Daniel Ehrenhaft, author of 10 Things to Do Before I Die 

   
      Also by Elizabeth Craft and Sarah Fain:

      BASS ACKWARDS AND BELLY UP

   
      To girlfriends everywhere.

      What would any of us do without them?

   
      PROLOGUE

      Harper Waddle wondered how she’d survived seventeen years without her own pool. Or at least access to the pool that belonged
         to Genevieve and Gifford Meyer, the Hollywood power couple who owned the Beverly Hills estate where one of her three best
         friends, Sophie Bushell, was living in the guesthouse while pursuing her dream of becoming an Oscar-winning (read: red-carpet-posing)
         paparazzi-charming actress. Two hours into an afternoon of lying on a deep-cushioned cream-colored chaise, basking in the
         California sun, Harper hadn’t felt so relaxed since her junior year in high school, when she mistakenly took Tylenol pm in
         the middle of the afternoon and fell asleep for four hours on the grungy pleather sofa in the student lounge.
      

      “Sweetie, you really need to up your SPF.” The singsong voice of Genevieve Meyer buzzed into Harper’s consciousness like an
         annoying fly. “Especially with that pale skin of yours.” 
      

      Harper opened her eyes and fake-smiled at her hostess. Genevieve was fifty-something, superskinny, with a frozen forehead
         and frosted platinum blond hair. She looked like she spent every night entombed in a cooler. 
      

      “Will do, Mrs. Meyer. Thanks for the advice.” Given that Genevieve was Sophie’s (sort of) patron and issuer of invitations
         to the Meyers’ annual black tie New Year’s Eve bash, Harper wasn’t about to make waves by informing the Queen of Sheen that
         she’d never had a sunburn in her life. 
      

      “You’re already showing signs of aging.” Genevieve was still talking with great fake concern. “It sneaks up.” 

      What’s next? Maybe Genevieve would go on a tirade about her lank dirty-blond hair, or suggest she replace her trademark rectangular black
         glasses with aquamarine-tinted contacts. At the very least, Harper expected a comment about the freshman fifteen she’d man-aged
         to put on since September, despite the fact that instead of going to college, she’d spent the last several months living her
         parents’ basement, attempting to write the next Great American Novel. 
      

      But Genevieve’s gaze had moved to a twenty-something, tuxedo-clad cater-waiter who was setting up a bar next to the giant
         stone fountain at the opposite end of the supersized pool. “I told him the south side. Why won’t anyone listen?” 
      

      Harper closed her eyes again. Maybe she’d work a Genevieve-like character into her novel — the one she was absolutely, positively
         going to complete now that she was free from The Lie. 
      

      The Lie started last April, when she received a rejection letter from NYU. NYU was the only college to which she’d applied
         — stupidly, she now realized — because she’d been totally convinced she’d get in. Crushed under the weight of humiliation,
         she’d led her best friends — Sophie, Kate, and Becca — to believe she’d been accepted. Harper had intended to tell them the
         truth before everyone went their separate ways in the fall. But when the moment came, she couldn’t do it. She’d felt like
         a colossal loser, a complete idiot. So instead she’d made a passionate speech about following dreams — then dropped the bombshell
         that she was going to forego college in order to pursue hers. 
      

      What happened next couldn’t have been predicted. Sophie and Kate had hopped on the so-called Dream Train and decided to nix
         their freshmen years, too. Becca had gone through with her college plan because skiing on the renowned Middlebury ski team
         was her Dream, but Harper, Kate, and Sophie had assigned her the task of following through on another — much scarier — Dream.
         That is, falling in love. 
      

      The psychic trauma of lying to her friends had killed Harper’s creativity. In four months, all she’d managed to write was
         fifty pages of stilted drivel. It just wasn’t good enough. In fact, it was awful. She’d burned the pages in her trash can
         in a private ceremony on Christmas Eve, then finally confessed everything to her three friends the next morning. Surprisingly
         (this was the part that always made her teary), they’d forgiven her. Apparently, following one’s Dream had merit, even if
         that following was based on deception. 
      

      Now Harper had a clear conscience and was on her way to a mocha-choca latté-ya-ya of a tan. Two days ago, Sophie had called
         and announced that Becca and Harper were cordially invited to the Meyers’ New Year’s Eve Blowout. The way she described it,
         the event would be a cross between the Vanity Fair after-Oscars party and a Jay-Z video shoot on some exotic Caribbean island. They’d immediately logged onto 
         Expedia.com and started planning their trip. So what if the plane ticket had cost her three weeks of hard-earned barista tips? And so
         what if she was supposed to be working on a new and improved college essay for her reapplication to NYU instead of meditating
         on a poolside chaise? This was her first-ever trip to Los Angeles, and not just any old Los Angeles — it was like she’d gone
         to sleep and woken up in Tori Spelling’s adolescence, or maybe E! True Hollywood Story: 90210. And, best of all, she was spending New Year’s Eve with two of her three best friends. When she went back to Boulder, she’d
         be ready to write. 
      

      This time, she wouldn’t fail. She couldn’t fail. Because if she did, Harper and her non-freshman fifteen would melt into a plus-sized puddle and die. 
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      “I’ll call you at midnight.” 

      From two thousand miles away, the sound of Stuart Pender-grass’s voice made Becca Winsberg’s insides chaotic. Not just her
         stomach, which was twisted into happy knots. Not just her heart, which skipped rapidly beneath her pink Polo tee. No, Stuart’s
         voice reached all the way to her loins. She’d read enough steamy romance novels to know. 
      

      Becca sank onto one of the long stone benches strategically placed throughout the lush gardens rimming the Meyers’ extensive
         estate. As soon as she’d seen Stuart’s name on her caller ID screen, she’d ditched Harper by the pool and disappeared down
         one of the narrow stone paths that wound past blooming bougainvilleas and rosebushes. 
      

      “Your midnight or my midnight?” The gushy tremulousness of her voice made her blush. 

      Becca ran one hand through her less-frizzy-than-usual, shoulder-length auburn-brown waves. She had to relax. Everything was
         good. There was no reason she couldn’t sound gushy and tremulous. Stuart was her boyfriend, after all. It was simply that she’d never felt this way before, and it was more than a little frightening. Becca had always
         believed that there were some people in the world who were allowed to be all lovey-dovey and gushy — people who’d been handed a special Happy Pass at birth — and she wasn’t one of them. So
         now she couldn’t shake the niggling feeling that her newly minted Happy Pass was a forgery — made in Tijuana and smuggled
         over the border — ready to be snatched away by the Love Police at any time. 
      

      Even worse was the overwhelming fear that if somehow she managed to fool everyone into thinking she had a right to be so happy,
         at some point she was going to get hurt anyway. Not toe-stubbing hurt. More the tractor-trailer-to-the-face kind. 
      

      Stuart’s voice was smiling. “Both,” he said, “and I’m going to owe you a kiss when we get back to school.” 

      There was a sexy, masculine gushiness on his end of the phone, too. She didn’t have to be afraid. Stuart wasn’t like her parents
         — constantly putting themselves first and letting her down over and over again. Becca could trust him. He cared about her.
         He wouldn’t hurt her. 
      

      “I’ll make sure you pay up,” she sighed. 

      “I’ll call you later.” 

      “Okay.” 

      There was a pause. Becca’s heart started pounding faster, as if it were aware of the significance of the pause before her
         brain was. And then her brain caught up. This wasn’t just any pause. Oh God, was he…? Was he going to say it? Becca inhaled. Was Stuart Pendergrass about to tell her he loved her? 
      

      He cleared his throat. “I miss you,” he said quietly. “Bye.” 

      She exhaled. “I miss you, too. Bye.” 

      Becca exhaled. 

      Her hands sank to her lap. 

      He’d almost said he loved her. She was sure. And given everything they’d been through in the past several months, that awareness
         alone was a small miracle. 
      

      Becca realized she was smiling. 

      He hadn’t said it this time. But he would say it soon. And when he did, she knew just what she was going to say back. 

      [image: art]

      The closet was hot. And stuffy. Sophie Bushell also noted there was a sickly smell, possibly emanating from the open bottle
         of sweet almond oil — apparently Jackie Kennedy’s favorite beauty product — that Becca had sent her from a Vermont country
         store a few months ago. 
      

      Go away, go away, Sophie silently willed, using the visualization technique her therapist-mom taught patients. She’d heard Sam Piper’s signature
         rat-tat-tat on the guesthouse door just as she’d slipped into her favorite Isaac Mizrahi for Target red bikini to rejoin Harper and Becca
         poolside. Her stomach had dropped at the sound, and she’d immediately dashed into the closet (the only space in the little
         casa without a window) to avoid detection. She knew she’d have to see Sam eventually, but she wasn’t ready. Not yet. Not when
         she knew she was in for a big fat “I told you so.” 
      

      For several seconds there was silence. Sophie waited. She knew from experience Sam wouldn’t give up that easily. He had a
         habit of knocking on her door until she was shamed into answering it. Finally, she heard tapping at the bedroom window. 
      

      “You can’t hide forever, Bushell,” he called. 

      Go away, she willed again. And this time it worked. Moments later she heard Sam’s footsteps as he clomped noisily away from the guesthouse.
         
      

      Sophie emerged, relieved that neither Harper nor Becca had been witness to the incident. After four months of pursuing her
         life’s passion of becoming a bona fide Hollywood actress, cowering in a messy overstuffed closet wasn’t exactly the image
         she wanted to project. 
      

      Of course, she wouldn’t even know this particular closet existed if Harper hadn’t made her “I Have a Dream” speech on Kate’s
         roof that night. She wouldn’t know a lot of things. Like how to drive on the LA freeways, or how to strategize the best outfit
         for auditions, or how it felt to spy a paparazzi shot of her supposed boyfriend, Trey Benson, making out with his married
         costar while she was waiting in line at an Aspen grocery store on Christmas Eve. 
      

      I also wouldn’t know what it was like to get three lines in an actual movie, Sophie thought, grinning as she remembered the call that had convinced her to return to Los Angeles after professing in Harper’s
         basement that she was never leaving home again. 
      

      Staring at herself in the full-length rectangular mirror attached to the closet door, Sophie had no doubt that she looked like a soon-to-be famous actress. Her skin was a creamy caramel, she had huge chocolate brown eyes, and her lustrous dark
         curls had helped her win a national shampoo commercial. 
      

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” she pronounced. It was the first of her three lines, and she’d already practiced it a hundred times. “You
         gotta be kidding me.” Ugh. She was eyebrow acting. She despised eye-brow acting. 
      

      She grabbed a pair of True Religion jeans — bought second-hand at American Rag, because she wasn’t earning bona fide Hollywood
         actress money yet — and slipped them on over her bikini bottoms. Lounging by the pool could wait. Sophie had a performance
         to perfect. 
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      “Welcome to Ethiopia.” 

      The man behind the chest-high fake-wood counter slid Kate Foster’s passport toward her under the glass. She retrieved it,
         blinking sleepily. A pretty, carefree, blonde smiled up at her from the passport photo. Kate almost didn’t recognize herself.
         Which wasn’t entirely a bad thing. 
      

      “Thank you.” 

      “Bags are that way,” the man pointed with one slender brown hand. 

      Kate slipped the passport into a secure compartment in her now-worn suede purse and followed the direction of his finger toward
         Dorothé, one of the French aid-workers she’d met in Paris, who was waiting patiently at the baggage carousels. Dorothé’s chin-length
         brown bob was plastered flat on one side. Kate envied her. Clearly, Dorothé had been able to sleep on the seven-hour flight,
         while Kate had been too keyed-up to even close her eyes. Kate’s mind had been racing five hundred bazillion miles a minute
         for hours, and now she was paying for it. Her exhausted brain had completely shut down, and her body wasn’t far behind. 
      

      At five am, the stark-white steal-beamed Bole International Air-port was nearly empty, except for the passengers of the 737
         Kate and Dorothé had just arrived on from Paris. Blearily, she made her way through a small group of Ethiopian men and women
         dressed in white flowing wraps that gracefully circled their shoulder and heads, and hauled her scuffed, black North Face
         backpack off the conveyor belt. Then she followed Dorothé into the warm predawn air of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia’s capital. 
      

      “This way,” Dorothé told her in French-accented English. 

      Kate followed her tall, willowy companion across the empty airport road and down a cement sidewalk to a black-asphalt parking
         lot, where several old cars and vans idled in the darkness. Aside from the chatter of the other passengers and the people
         who’d come to greet them, everything was quiet. A pungent and unfamiliar smell of blossoms hung heavily in the night air.
         
      

      Two young men in raggedy western clothes approached from the night, smiling and speaking Amharic, Ethiopia’s primary language.
         At Kate’s blank look they held their hands out for Kate’s and Dorothé’s bags and switched to English, saying “Carry, lady,
         carry.” 
      

      Dorothé handed over her backpack to one of the young men, then nodded Kate toward the other young man. 

      “Give him your bag,” she said. 

      “I’m okay. It’s not heavy.” They were almost to the vans. It seemed silly to hire someone to carry her backpack when she’d
         been carrying it herself for months. 
      

      “They want to earn a few birr,” Dorothé explained. “They have no jobs.” 

      Oh. Kate handed the second young man her backpack. He hitched it high on his narrow back. 

      “Hello, lady,” he said, accented heavily, smiling. Kate realized that he was barely a teenager. 

      Ten steps later, Dorothé stopped at a small white van. She hugged the driver, a tall Ethiopian man with a long nose and prominent
         cheekbones wearing jeans and a worn blue button-down. Dorothé introduced him to Kate as Ibrahim. Ibrahim loaded their meager
         luggage in the back of the van while Dorothé handed the young men two birr each. 
      

      As the young men nodded their thanks and walked away, Kate did a quick calculation in her head. Eight birr was about a dollar.
         So two birr… about a quarter. And then she was in the van, driving through the wide streets of Addis Ababa toward their hotel.
         Kate stared out the window. Even in the semi-darkness, she could tell she had entered another world. 
      

      Kate thought about the three words that had brought her to Ethiopia. Take the water. Harper had taken the line from a favorite poem: “Sometimes a human’s clay is not strong enough to take the water.” The three
         words had become something of a mission for Kate, a riddle to solve, a path to finding herself. So here she was, one member
         of a multi-national team of young men and women who had come to Ethiopia to build wells. She was going to, literally, take
         the water. 
      

      She only hoped she was strong enough. 
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      ONE 

      My ass is huge.”
      

      “It is not.”

      “It’s huge!” 

      “Bec, tell Harper her ass is not huge.” 

      At the sound of her name, Becca snapped to attention. Harper and Sophie stood squared off in the middle of Sophie’s guesthouse
         living room. Their conversation had barely registered through the happy fog Becca had been in since Stuart’s call. 
      

      “Um…. Ass. Not huge.” 

       But Harper turned to Sophie, victorious. “She hesitated.” 

      “She’s in Stuart-land,” Sophie countered. 

      Harper looked at Becca suspiciously. “Ass or Stuart?” 

      “Stuart,” Becca confessed, bracing herself for the reaction. 

      Harper rolled her eyes and flopped down next to Becca on the over-pillowed cream-colored couch. “Well, I hope you were at
         least thinking about Stuart’s ass.” 
      

      Becca felt herself blush — the combined curse of her pale skin and inherent tendency toward embarrassment. Anyway, Harper’s
         ass was definitely not huge. Maybe it was slightly larger than it had been four months ago, but failed romances with English
         teachers and sitting in front of a computer screen twenty-four seven trying to write the Great American Novel will do that
         to a girl. She couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for Harper: everyone else had gone away to other places and had all sorts
         of adventures, good and bad. Harper-had been stuck in her parents’ basement, burning her manuscript pages in despair and messing
         up what sounded like a semi-promising relationship with Mr. Finelli. Faced with blushing Becca and show-off Sophie, Harper
         had the right to be a little intolerant. 
      

      Becca thought about doing something supportive — like give her a hug, or maybe just a friendly squeeze of the leg — but Harper
         had already bounced back to her feet. She and Sophie, their argument forgotten for now, were huddled together at the window,
         peering out at all the furious pre-party activity. Becca leaned back on the comfortable sofa and sighed. This guesthouse was
         unreal. It was the size of at least four Middlebury dorm rooms put together — Becca could probably fit most of her college
         stuff, including her bed and desk, into Sophie’s huge closet — and about 200 percent more chic. 
      

      Outside the guesthouse, strings of party lights flickered on around the Meyers’ figure eight–shaped pool. A miscellany of
         blue-uniformed workmen and gardeners broke into a cheer. Work crews had been swarming the massive grounds all day, setting
         up chairs and tables, stringing lights, and primping and pruning the foliage for what Sophie described as “the New Year’s Eve party to be at this year.” Becca was sure she was right, though a tiny skeptical part of her wondered how,
         exactly, Sophie could be so sure. Last New Year’s Eve they were all playing let’s-juggle-with-pretzels at Kate’s house; Los
         Angeles was still a dream for Sophie. She liked to act all woman-of-the-world, but this was all new to her, really, just as
         much as it was new to Harper and Becca. 
      

      Earlier in the afternoon Becca had felt guilty watching the workers set up tables and heat lamps as she lounged by the pool.
         But then she realized that when she got back to Middlebury in all her bronzed glory, Stuart Pendergrass would be there to
         appreciate it. Appreciate her. So she had eschewed her usual modest one-piece for the slinki-est little black number Sophie could find in her seemingly bottom-less
         bikini drawer. If Becca was going to be in a real relationship, she didn’t want to be there with a pasty-pale stomach. 
      

      “Whoa.” Sophie checked her watch. “Party starts in ninety minutes. We gotta jam.” 

      Harper sprang back from the window. “I call the shower!” she shrieked, and was through the bathroom door and stripping off
         her yellow tee before Sophie had taken two steps. 
      

      “If your ass will fit!” Sophie yelled as Harper slammed the bathroom door. Grumbling something about finding the perfect outfit,
         Sophie disappeared into her bedroom. Which left Becca free to go back to Stuart-land. Even now, she could hardly believe it
         was true. She, Becca Winsberg, had a boyfriend. An amazing boyfriend. Stuart was smart, funny, strong. His softly tousled brown hair and dark eyes made her weak every time she looked
         at him. But the most wonderful thing about him was his ability and willingness to under-stand her and forgive. 
      

      Even when Becca had done something unforgivable. 

      It wasn’t as if she’d set out to lose her virginity to her best friend Kate’s ex-boyfriend. But over Thanksgiving, when she’d
         still been afraid to acknowledge where her budding relationship with Stuart was going, she’d unexpectedly seen Jared Burke
         at a party in New York City. Years of longing and unrequited adoration had caught up with her, and the retrospectively idiotic
         belief that Jared was the love of her life had caused her to hurt two of the people she cared most about — Stuart and Kate.
         She’d realized it almost immediately — but still too late. 
      

      After some tense moments, Kate had managed to forgive her. But it had taken a grand dramatic gesture, the most gutsy and terrifying
         thing Becca had ever done, to even get Stuart to talk to her again. At the urging of her Middlebury roommate, Isabelle Sutter,
         she’d scheduled a last-minute stop-over on her way home and appeared, uninvited, on his parents’ doorstep in Kansas City the
         day before Christmas Eve. She could hardly believe it was only eight days ago that she had delivered her rambling, confessional
         apology on the front steps of the Pendergrass house. Stuart had been stunned, but he’d listened. Really listened. And understood.
         Then, finally, forgiven. 
      

      Her hand drifted again to the sterling silver charm bracelet around her wrist. Stuart’s Christmas present. Her heart shifting
         up a gear, Becca remembered the first time she’d seen him. How she’d hated him, standing on the Middlebury track field with
         a group of his football team buddies. Becca had mistakenly believed he was talking trash about her after he’d watched her
         make a mad dash across the center grass to rejoin her first ski team practice. She’d been so concerned about not pissing off
         her idol, Coach Jackson Maddix, that she hadn’t even been aware that people were watching her leap over hurdles, football
         equipment, and haphazardly scattered athletic bags. And then she’d seen Stuart laughing, and immediately detested him. Her
         tendency to dismiss all jocks as rude and offensive — a relic of middle school, when the boys were still so immature and Becca was still painfully self-conscious — hadn’t helped his cause. 
      

      But Stuart had patiently and steadfastly earned her trust. And, eventually, he’d explained that he hadn’t been laughing at
         her at all. He’d been telling his friends that he’d never seen anyone so hot jump hurdles like that. Which was about the sweetest
         and most amazing thing she’d ever heard, partly because Becca had never considered herself hot. With friends like Sophie and
         Kate, she’d gotten used to a certain amount of fading into the woodwork. 
      

      Not that she and Harper weren’t pretty enough — just not heart-stopping like Sophie and Kate. Those two had hit the genetic
         jackpot — a fact she was reminded of when Sophie returned from her bedroom in a slinky red jersey dress and matching sling-back
         heels. Sophie’s creamy light brown skin glowed against the bright red of her dress, making her look every inch the movie star.
         Which, Becca supposed, was the whole point. 
      

      “Too much?” Sophie ran her hands through her wild, dark curls. An utter lack of body fat didn’t keep her friend from having
         curves, Becca noted wryly. 
      

      “It’s definitely not too much material.” 

      “So I look hot.” 

      Becca nodded. “Angela would freak.” Sophie had been on a first-name basis with her New Age-y mother ever since her parents
         got divorced when she was ten. 
      

      Sophie smiled like she’d just won an Academy Award. “Cool. It’s a Stella McCartney. Genevieve let me borrow it. She said it
         clings to her in all the wrong places, but I don’t think she has any wrong places anymore. Not since the last surgery, anyway!”
         
      

      Genevieve Meyers was an old college friend of Angela’s — although, according to Sophie, the ageless stick-insect of a bombshell
         who currently inhabited the mansion on the other side of the pool had been frumpy Genny Perry back then. 
      

      Stuart had an aunt named Genny, Becca remembered. Stuart… her boyfriend. Her sweetie pie. Her pumpkin. Her lov-ah. Her one and only. She couldn’t wait to see him again. She couldn’t even wait to hear his voice on the other end of her
         phone at his midnight, which was still, sadly, several hours away. For the first time in her life, she had a boyfriend on
         New Year’s Eve. If only he was going to be here with her instead of at the New Year’s Eve bash he and his older brother threw
         every year at a dive bar in Kansas City for their friends, so they could kiss — 
      

      “Yo.” Sophie was standing in front of her, hands on her hip bones. There was glaring. 

      “What?” 

      “Seriously. Enough already.” 

      “I was just —” 

      “Oh god, not again.” Harper stood in the bathroom doorway, wrapped in a white, fluffy supersized towel that reached past her
         knees. 
      

      Sophie shook her head. “It’s like she doesn’t even care that John Krasinski’s coming to this party. She’s all ‘Stuart, Stuart,
         Stuart.’” 
      

      Becca blinked. The charmingly understated — and in Becca’s opinion, incredibly sexy — actor from the American version of the
         British TV show The Office was the only actor Becca had ever had an active crush on. “Really?” 
      

      Sophie sighed. “No. Genevieve says he’s out of town. But some of those Grey’s Anatomy folks are coming. I think they are, anyway. And that thin chick with the old-lady knees — the one who just starred with Tom
         Cruise. And about a million agents and entertainment lawyers, so watch yourselves. I hear they can get grabby.” 
      

      “That Tom Cruise chick is not coming,” Harper scoffed, flicking her wet hair around like a dog. 

      “She is, too, shower hog, and she’s bringing a plus one.” 

      “Hold the Motorola. Isn’t she dating what’s-his-name?” Harper groaned and clutched her backside. “I can’t be in the same room
         as him with an ass this huge!” 
      

      “It’s not huge —” 

      “Becca thinks it’s huge.” 

      Becca just shook her head as Harper and Sophie continued their bickery banter. For once in her life, she suddenly realized,
         she was utterly and completely happy. Her bitterly divorced parents and their respective spouses had managed to maintain civility
         for the entire four days she’d been in Boulder over Christmas. She had an awesome new dress to wear to the party tonight,
         purchased on a New York shopping spree with Isabelle. She was in LA for the first time ever with two of her three very best
         friends — well, four, since she’d started including Isabelle in that highly selective group. 
      

      And she had Stuart. 

      The new year hadn’t even started, and already it was the best year of her life. 

      “You remind me of my granddaughter,” the old man confided in Sophie. “She lives on the East Coast, so I don’t get to spoil
         her too often.” 
      

      Sophie had no idea what a geezer like this was doing at what had to be one of the hippest bashes of the year. Sure, he was
         dapper, dressed in a crisp linen suit with a silk cravat knotted around his neck, his silvery gray hair neatly combed. But
         his skin was pale and papery: one prod and he’d probably turn to dust. This was not the kind of older guy Sophie was hoping
         to hang out with at a fabulous Beverly Hills party. But she’d been brought up to respect her elders, so she smiled politely.
         “I’m sure your granddaughter adores you.” 
      

      “She does,” he responded, his blue eyes twinkling. “Mainly because I send her a lot of big checks.” 

      As he kept talking — something about the pony he’d bought little Madison when she was seven — Sophie’s eyes roamed the party.
         Even though she knew Trey had planned to stay in Aspen for several more days, she couldn’t help fearing that he’d show up
         tonight to beg her to forgive him. Not that she’d fall for those warm chocolate-brown eyes again. No way. No how. Not even
         if he offered a starring role in his next movie. 
      

      The first floor of the Meyers’ giant Spanish-style mansion had been transformed by event planners into an elegant winter wonder-land.
         There were white twinkle lights everywhere, the Persian rugs had been removed in favor of artificial snow, and all of the
         cater-waiters wore fur caps and boots with their tuxedos. Midnight wasn’t for hours, but already lots of beautiful people
         stood in corners kissing in the New Year. She was on the lookout for famous people so she could point them out to Harper and
         Becca. They were probably totally excited about all this, however cool they tried to play it. But, thank god, Trey was nowhere
         to be seen. 
      

      The old guy — whose name Sophie had forgotten the moment he’d said it — patted her hand. “Let me take you to lunch. I’ll tell
         you everything you need to know about The Business over Cobb salads at The Ivy.” 
      

      Sophie considered. It wouldn’t kill her to indulge the man. Being a surrogate granddaughter could be a good investment in
         her karma bank. Besides, she’d been dying to go to The Ivy since she moved to LA in September. It was the place to be seen — every second picture in People magazine’s “Star Tracks” was taken at The Ivy. She’d even heard that some stars would stop there on their way home from rehab,
         just to let everyone know they were back in circulation. Sophie wrote down her phone number and handed it to him. “Call anytime.”
         
      

      “I will, dear,” he responded before moving off, probably in search of a quiet place to take a nap before the clock struck
         midnight. 
      

      Sophie glanced around the room, this time looking for Harper and Becca. They’d been at the party for half an hour, and while
         she was talking to the old dude she’d already managed to lose them both. She just hoped they weren’t doing anything embarrassing,
         like asking for autographs — although, on second thought, Sophie had to admit they weren’t quite as starstruck as she was.
         It was her business to be starstruck, she told herself, trying to look cool. Parties like this were a major networking opportunity for an up-and-coming
         young actress. It was like one giant audition. 
      

      After five minutes of aimless wandering, Sophie finally found Becca stuffing her face with a plate of mini grilled cheeses
         she’d gotten from the eclectic buffet line. 
      

      “I can’t believe you know all these people!” Becca exclaimed after swallowing yet another bite-sized sandwich. She looked
         so pretty in the little black dress she’d bought in New York: the strapless, knee-length Marc Jacobs showcased Becca’s toned
         arms and flat stomach to perfection. With her frizzy auburn hair tamed — Sophie paused to admire her own handiwork — into
         a sleek-as-humanly-possible chignon, Becca looked kind of like an athletic version of Audrey Hepburn. 
      

      Sophie laughed. “I don’t know everyone, really.” 

      Suddenly, Becca’s eyes went wide. “Is that who I think it is?” She clutched Sophie’s arm, nearly causing her to spill Cristal
         all over her borrowed dress. Sophie ducked out of the way just in time: Genevieve would certainly not appreciate stains on
         the Stella. 
      

      Sophie followed Becca’s gaze to a tall, thirty-something, martini-sipping blonde. “Who do you think it is?” Sophie asked,
         mentally running through the various cast lists of whatever sitcom, drama, or recently released movie came to mind. 
      

      “The Downhill Destroyer,” Becca answered in a hushed, reverent tone, sliding her plate onto the table. “Picabo Street.” 

      Sophie laughed. In a party overflowing with Hollywood movers and shakers, leave it to Becca to have eyes only for a fellow
         athlete. “She’s won, like, a gazillion gold medals,” she continued. “Picabo is important.” 
      

      “Go talk to her,” Sophie urged, giving Becca a gentle push in the right direction. “You guys can swap stories about… powder…
         and T-bars.” 
      

      Becca looked mortified. “I’m not going to stalk her.” She paused. “But I am gonna call Stuart. He’ll die when he hears this.” 
      

      Sophie grabbed Becca’s black velvet clutch handbag before her friend could dig inside for her cell phone. She was glad Becca
         had found everlasting love, but the girl was getting obsessive. “You can talk to your cuddle-buddy later. Tonight’s about
         us being fabulous,” she announced. “If you refuse to chat up Peek-A-Boo, let’s go find Harper.” 
      

      “You’re right,” Becca conceded. “It’s not like I’m one of those girls who can’t go five minutes without talking to her boyfriend.”
         
      

      Right. But Sophie didn’t say anything. Becca was finally… well, happy. She could cut her some slack. For now. 
      

      As they wound their way through the crowded party looking for Harper, Sophie semi-discreetly pointed out whomever she recognized
         to Becca. There was the knobby-kneed chick from the Tom Cruise movie, draped all over her Brazilian supermodel boyfriend.
         There was the producer who was known for firing his assistants more often than his maid changed his sheets. There were lots
         of people Sophie had met through the Meyers — mostly attorneys, like Giff Meyer, or other business types who worked on the
         decidedly non-glamorous side of the industry — but she was hoping for an actual A-lister or hot young director to show Becca.
         
      

      “There’s Harper!” Becca shouted into Sophie’s ear, over the increasing din of the party. “She’s by the bar, talking to an
         extremely cute boy.” 
      

      Sophie pushed her way past a cluster of guys who looked like extras in Entourage to see where Becca was pointing. Harper was, in fact, by one of the dozen bars that the caterers had set up for the party.
         And she was, in fact, talking to an extremely cute boy. 
      

      “Are you okay?” Becca asked. “You look a little pale.” 

      “I can’t look pale,” Sophie reminded her. “I’m biracially unable to look pale.” 

      “Figuratively speaking, you look pale.” Becca let out a little snort. “Oh… wow. Isn’t that…?” 

      Sam. Harper was talking to Sam. Actually, she was listening to Sam. Listening and grinning like an idiot. Unlike this afternoon,
         there was no nearby closet for Sophie to hide in. 
      

      Sam was the first person she’d met when she arrived in Los Angeles. Sophie had landed at LAX having no idea what to expect,
         and there he’d been, standing near the baggage claim with a piece of paper that had her name scrawled on it. At the time Sophie
         hadn’t known that he was a fellow struggling actor, or that he was the Meyers’ pool boy. She’d just known he was hot. But
         once she’d gotten past the adorably shaggy blond hair, laser-beam blue eyes, and killer body, Sophie had decided Sam was a
         jerk. If he wasn’t blowing her off, he was talking down to her like she was a wannabe fit only for shampoo commercials rather
         than a serious actor like him. 
      

      But somehow they’d become friends. Or something like friends, anyway. It sounded clichéd, but there was undeniable electricity
         between them. Sam wasn’t intimidated by her looks or her outrageous personality. He challenged her. And she challenged right
         back. But every time she thought something was going to happen, it didn’t. If she was totally honest, this was part of the
         reason she thought Sam was a jerk: he always had to be the one pulling the strings. And then she’d met Trey… and it didn’t
         matter anymore. 
      

      Sophie hadn’t seen Sam since right before Christmas, when they’d exchanged cryptically meaningful gifts. His was a mix CD
         of LA-related songs, and she gave him a framed playbill cover from The Cherry Orchard, the play in which he’d just appeared. That was before Trey Benson had shown up at the guesthouse two hours before her plane
         was supposed to leave and convinced her to go to Aspen with him, despite the fact that she hadn’t seen or heard from him in
         weeks. 
      

      If only she hadn’t left Sam that message. It was a momentary lapse — one she’d tried to forget. But at the time she had just
         found out that Trey had cheated on her with his married costar, Pasha DiMoni, and she’d been weak. And in that moment of weakness,
         stuck waiting for six hours at an Aspen bus station, she called Sam and tearfully told him that he was right. Trey Benson
         was an asshole. And so was she for thinking he actually cared. 
      

      As soon as the words were out, she’d regretted them. Unfortunately, cell phone technology was not advanced enough to allow
         her to call back and erase the message. At least, not without Sam’s password. And, apparently, Sam was so smug about being
         right that he didn’t even bother to call her back. He was probably waiting to see her in person, so he could make her feel
         as small and foolish as possible. 
      

      Now he was here, tending the bar and talking to Harper. That he would rub her stupidity in her perfectly made-up face was
         totally unappealing and inevitable. 
      

      But, oh well. She might as well get it over with. 

      “I’m telling you, it was pure, unadulterated shit,” Harper pronounced, recklessly waving her glass of Cristal to emphasize
         the point. “It was so bad I had to burn it.” 
      

      “You burned your novel?” Sam shouted as he poured a glass of Cabernet for a tiny, wrinkly-necked lizard of a woman Harper recognized from a seventies
         sitcom that reran on Nick at Nite. “You’re insane!” 
      

      “It was the best thing I ever did,” Harper insisted. “Tending to a nearly out-of-control fire in one’s plastic trash can is
         a very cleansing experience.” 
      

      Harper couldn’t believe it, but she was actually enjoying herself. The moment she’d arrived at the party with Sophie and Becca,
         she’d felt like an imposter — a loser who worked in a coffee shop, lived in a basement, and wrote drivel that nobody else
         would ever want to read. Her friends were taking huge strides toward making their own dreams come true, while Harper was just
         chasing her raggedy tail. It didn’t matter that Sophie had spent most of an hour on Harper’s hair and makeup, or that she’d
         tried to do some lastminute butt toning with several power lunges around the guest-house. This party was for the rich, the
         successful, and the beautiful, and Harper was none of the above. 
      

      She was, however, observant. Which is how she’d managed to spot Sam Piper tucked away behind one of the less-crowded bars.
         Despite the tuxedo (minus fur hat and boots, thank goodness) and a shorter haircut, she had recognized him from the cell phone
         photo of him Sophie e-mailed back in October. According to Sophie, the guy was rude and obnoxious, not to mention irritating.
         Harper didn’t entirely get why Sophie was taking his photo and getting a ride to acting classes with him when he was supposedly
         the Worst. Jerk. Ever. 
      

      Still, when Harper spotted him, she marched right up and introduced herself, fully intending to start a tirade about the importance
         of treating her friend with the dignity and respect she deserved. Instead, she found herself wondering what Sophie’s problem
         was. Unlike the rest of the people Harper had encountered tonight, Sam seemed… real. 

      In the ten minutes she’d been talking to him, Harper had already developed a theory on why Sophie had issues with Sam. Her
         best friend lived in her own Sophie-centric world. She barely tolerated constructive criticism from Harper, Becca, and Kate,
         her three best friends, much less from a good-looking guy who wasn’t immediately intoxicated by her charms. Not that Harper
         had any right to judge. She’d turned into a major bitch in the fall when Mr. Finelli tried to dish out some undeniable truths
         about her writing. 
      

      Of course, her former English teacher was a different subject altogether. One Harper didn’t care to dwell on at the moment,
         not if she wanted to get through the night without diving into a pit of self-hating despair. She could never admit it to her
         friends, but she’d rather be spending New Year’s Eve with Adam Finelli than with any number of Beverly Hills glitterati. Not
         that he would want to spend any time with her at all after the childish, petulant way she’d acted. 
      

      “Uh-oh,” Sam half-whistled under his breath, popping the cork of yet another bottle of Cristal. 

      “What?” But the question was rhetorical. Harper saw Sophie heading toward them, Becca in tow, and she did not look happy. 
      

      “Hi, Sam.” Sophie oversmiled and spoke in the formal voice she reserved for people she was pissed off at. “I see you’ve made
         Harper’s acquaintance.” She turned to her left. “Allow me to introduce Becca Winsberg.” 
      

      “Nice to meet you,” Sam greeted her good-naturedly. “I guess you’ve already figured out that Sophie hates me.” 

      “I — no,” Becca stuttered. “I mean, she said you were the pool boy… not that there’s anything wrong with that….” One of Sophie’s
         false eyelashes was about to fall off, but judging by Sophie’s frosty expression, it was not, Harper decided, the time to
         mention it. 
      

      “It’s okay.” Sam grinned. “I’m just glad she didn’t try to keep these friends I’ve heard so much about away from me.” 

      “She did,” Harper informed him. “But I found you anyway.” 

      Sophie shot her a look. “I’m glad everyone’s talking about me like I’m not here,” she huffed. Then she turned to Sam. “Go
         ahead. Say it.” 
      

      “Say… what?” 

      “I told you so.” 

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

      They were staring at each other, eyes intense. Harper suddenly felt like an intruder in a very intimate conversation. She
         glanced at Becca, who’d grown extremely interested in the bottom of her champagne flute. 
      

      “We’ll just...go call Stuart,” Harper announced, nudging Becca. “I have a… uh… joke… I’ve been dying to tell him.” 

      “Great idea!” Becca exclaimed. “Jokes are good. And funny. Ha-ha.” 

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Sophie countered. “Whatever Sam has to say to me, you guys can hear.” 

      “Sam has no idea what you’re talking about.” He was pointedly ignoring the crowd of overzealous reality TV stars who’d bellied
         up to the bar for refills. 
      

      Sophie stamped one of her five-inch red Kenneth Cole heels on the fake snow. “Come on. The message?” 
      

      “What message?” Sam looked as confused as Harper felt. 

      “I think I have to pee,” Becca announced. “Really bad.” Sophie glared at her. “Or not. Definitely not. False alarm.” 

      “The message I left on your cell phone when I was waiting for the bus in Aspen,” Sophie sternly informed him. “I told you
         I’d seen a picture of Trey kissing another girl? I said I was an idiot? I said you were right and I was wrong?” 
      

      “You went to Aspen?” Sam looked genuinely bemused. “I thought you were going to Boulder for Christmas.” 

      “She went with Trey Benson,” Harper clarified. “She thought she was in love. But it turned out she was just another proverbial
         notch on the belt of a narcissistic teen idol who can’t keep his tongue in his mouth.” She paused to gulp down the last dregs
         of her drink. “That sounded a lot better in my head.” 
      

      “I dropped my cell phone in the pool a week ago,” Sam responded, but he was looking at Sophie, not Harper. “It’s been busted
         ever since.” 
      

      Sophie winced. “Oh.” She dropped her head, shuffling some fake snow around with the toe of one shoe. 

      Becca let out a nervous giggle. “Well! Glad we got that cleared up!” 

      “We’re supposed to be friends.” Sam kept his eyes on Sophie. “Friends don’t act like total dicks when something shitty happens
         to one of them.” 
      

      “You aren’t going to say ‘I told you so’?” Sophie looked up. 

      “Given what you obviously think of me, I was wrong,” he responded. “We’re not friends.” He paused, shaking his head as though
         he was trying to snap out of something. “And since that’s the case — I told you so.” 
      

      There was an awkward silence. Sophie didn’t look fierce anymore: her usual confident glow had deserted her. Her beautiful
         face seemed to droop with sadness. Harper felt really bad for her. 
      

      “Aren’t we supposed to call Kate soon?” Becca must have noticed as well. 

      Harper quickly nodded. “And my feet are killing me. I don’t think I can last till midnight.” 

      “Let’s go.” Sophie looked away, obviously unwilling to meet anyone’s gaze. “This party’s suddenly feeling too crowded.” 

      Five minutes later, the three of them traipsed into the guesthouse. Sophie had made it clear she didn’t want to discuss the
         blowout with Sam, or the fact that she’d left him a tearful cell phone message at her darkest hour. Harper wasn’t about to
         push the point. She was all too familiar with the desire to avoid certain unfortunate conversation topics. 
      

      “I need ice cream,” Becca announced, kicking off the black strappy Ferragamo sandals she’d borrowed from Sophie. “And Cheetos.”
         
      

      “Just water for me.” Harper flopped onto the couch. After witnessing the parade of perfect bodies in the Meyers’ house, she
         had vowed to herself she’d eat nothing but rice cakes until she was fifty. 
      

      “I thought the keggers at Middlebury were wild,” Becca mused, returning from the kitchen laden with Chunky Monkey, Cheetos,
         and several other tantalizing processed snack foods. “That party is out of control.” 
      

      “The square inches of lip per capita was nothing short of astounding,” Harper agreed, eyeing a bag of Twizzlers. “How do you
         stand it?” 
      

      Sophie, who was standing in front of a mirror, admiring the deep scooped back of her red dress, looked over at her. “Stand
         what?” 
      

      “The people out here. I mean, they look good. But everyone in LA seems so stupid… and shallow… and…” 
      

      “I’m sorry we can’t all be intellectual powerhouses who write novels in our spare time,” she snapped, folding her arms. 

      Oops. 

      “I’m sure Harper didn’t mean everyone,” Becca interjected. “She liked Sam. Right, Harper? You liked Sam?” 
      

      “Fuck Sam!” Sophie marched into the middle room and stood glowering down at Harper. “He’s self-righteous and condescending
         — a lot like a certain other person I know.” 
      

      “Excuse me for having an opinion!” Harper retorted. “I can’t help it if there are more fake boobs than brains in this town.”
         
      

      “Hellooo!” Becca called. “We’re best friends! And if we’re going to continue the Year of Dreams, it is extremely important that we lose the judgments.” 
      

      “Easy for you to say,” Sophie commented. “You already achieved your dream. You’re in love.” 

      “Which is great,” Harper added. “If a tad annoying for those of us who are subjected to the baby voice you use when you’re
         on the phone with Stuart.” 
      

      “That has gotta stop,” Sophie agreed, folding her arms again. 
      

      “I use a baby voice?” Becca was horrified. “Please tell me I don’t use a baby voice.” 

      Harper rolled her eyes. Could the girl be that oblivious? “Every time.” 

      “It’s worse than I thought,” Becca declared as she opened the bag of Cheetos. “I need an intervention.” 

      “We’ve got half an hour until the West Coast feed of the ball dropping in Times Square comes on. We’ll use that time to break
         you.” 
      

      “And we’ll call Kate later,” Harper suggested. 

      “So we’re agreed?” Becca asked. “The theme of this year is no judgments?” 

      “Definitely. The Year of No Judgments.” Secretly, Harper knew she’d be judging everyone, all the time, in her head. But she
         could certainly keep those judgments to herself. Or at least try to. 
      

      Sophie headed toward the kitchen. “I’ll get a bottle of champagne, and we’ll toast to it.” 

      A tiny voice inside of Harper was telling her that despite the avoided argument, things with her and her friends were different.
         They’d all changed, but they weren’t necessarily changing together. Sophie seemed more emotionally volatile, as though the
         insecurities of life as an aspiring actress in Los Angeles were already getting to her. Becca hadn’t just moved away to college
         — she’d moved into a whole new world with new friends and new priorities and even a new (and irritating) romance-related baby
         voice. Kate was thousands of miles away, probably unrecognizable by now, wearing a beret and drinking something foreign and
         possibly lethal like absinthe. And Harper herself was secretly disloyal, dreaming of sitting in boring old Boulder gazing
         into Mr. Finelli’s super-intelligent eyes rather than living the high life in LA with her best friends. Is this the way it
         was going to be from now on — everyone wishing they were with other people somewhere else? 
      

      She grabbed the Chunky Monkey and a spoon off the oversized bamboo coffee table. Her non-freshman fifteen pounds could hang
         around a little longer. Right now, she needed to bond with her girls. And that definitely required ice cream. 
      

      Coffee. If Kate could just have one more cup of coffee, perhaps her eyes would stay open and the weight of the blue ballpoint
         pen in her hand would feel less like an anvil. Trying to take page after page of notes with an anvil between her thumb and
         forefinger was starting to get more than a little difficult. 
      

      But the coffee pot was so far away — all the way on the other side of the massive wood-paneled Addis Ababa Hilton Hotel conference
         room where Kate and nineteen other young men and women were being officially orientated by Simenen, a short, round-faced Ethiopian
         man with a strong accent and a pocket protector who ran the Ethiopian branch of Le Project D’Eau (or The Water Project, depending
         on which side of which ocean one happened to be on). At least, Kate thought wearily, he was conducting the presentation in
         English. As fluent as her French had become in the last several months, the two hours of sleep she’d managed to grab since
         she’d landed in Addis Ababa this morning hadn’t rejuvenated her brain cells enough to think in a romance language. 
      

      Dorothé, on the other hand, seemed perfectly alert. Sitting on Kate’s left, she looked far younger than her twenty-six years
         as she scribbled energetic doodles on a yellow legal pad and sipped casually from a tall bottle of Abyssinian Springs water.
         Then again, Dorothé had been to Ethiopia several times. She probably didn’t even need to be present for the orientation —
         she already knew all about things like Afrivalvs and hygiene protocol without running water. 
      

      A rubberband snapped somewhere in the middle of Kate’s brain. Had Simenen just said “without running water”? How the hell was she going to take a shower without running water? Or wash her face? She hadn’t come to Ethiopia to get
         pimply. And how had this seemingly obvious fact — that there would be no running water in the village where she was going to live — not occurred to her before? What had she gotten herself into? More accurately,
         what had Harper gotten her into? This was, ultimately, Harper’s responsibility after all. If she hadn’t lied about not getting into NYU, and
         then proceeded (albeit accidentally) to talk Sophie into bailing on UC Boulder to pursue her dream of being their generation’s
         Halle Berry, Kate never would have… well, she would never have realized that she’d been blindly following the path her parents
         had laid out for her without giving any thought to what she actually wanted from her life. She would have gone to Harvard
         with her now ex-boyfriend Jared, gotten straight A’s, graduated with honors, and never figured out that there was something…
         well, something more. 
      

      She didn’t know exactly what that something more was yet, but she knew it was out there. It was that elusive more — a dream she had yet to discover — that had caused her to abandon Harvard, infuriate her parents, and say goodbye to her
         sister and three best friends, and travel to the other side of the world by herself. Not that it would have been a bad thing to fulfill the dreams her parents had for her. She probably would have excelled at Harvard, then at Yale Law, and not
         minded working ninety-hour weeks at some high-profile law firm. And maybe that was what she wanted. 
      

      But maybe it wasn’t. And Kate had waited long enough to find out. Eighteen years was more than enough time spent living someone
         else’s dreams, even if they were stellar dreams. Now it was her turn. The only problem was she still hadn’t figured out exactly
         what her dream was yet — though she did feel like she was getting closer. The last four months had been the most challenging
         and magical of her life. She’d discovered, while crisscrossing Europe with minimal luggage and money, that there was more
         to Kate Foster than what everyone saw on the outside — a blond eighteen-year-old high-achiever. There was even more than the
         good grades and hard work that had gotten her into Harvard in the first place. 
      

      Her friends had helped her learn that by forcing her to make her travels more than just a tourist’s fantasy. At the end of
         her second week in Paris — she hadn’t known where else to go, and staying on the same continent as her beyond-angry parents
         was out of the question — Harper had sent her a list of challenges designed to help her find her dream. Sophie, Becca, and
         Kate’s sister, Habiba, had all contributed. Some of the items on the list were silly, like “stomp grapes,” and others were
         more serious, like “touch the Berlin Wall.” 
      

      It had been number seven on that list (“talk to the ugly guy”) that had led Kate to Magnus. Hopelessly lost, she’d gone into
         a Parisian bar to call a taxi, but the tall Swede had started talking to her before she ever made it to the phone. She’d been
         captivated by his friendly openness, and having concluded that Magnus was striking looking, but definitely not ugly, Kate
         had spent the night blissfully in his arms. But the next morning, afraid of getting waylaid from her goal, she’d written him
         an apologetic note and disappeared into the Parisian dawn expecting never to see him again. 
      

      A terrible, disturbing incident in Athens had changed all that. On a circuitous walk to the Acropolis, three teenaged thugs
         had hauled her into a dark alley, beaten her, and stolen her day pack. A kindly older Greek couple had scared off the attackers,
         but the experience had sent Kate into a tailspin. She was grateful it hadn’t been worse — she hadn’t been raped, thank God
         — but the wounds had been far deeper than her stitched-up forehead, swollen knee, and bruised elbows and ribs. Suddenly, she
         had felt vulnerable. Weak. And, worst of all, afraid. Upon her release from the hospital, she’d immediately boarded a train
         back to Paris. She hadn’t known where else to go, and on their one night together Magnus had introduced her to an amazing
         older woman, a professor named Chantal, who generously offered to let Kate convalesce in her guestroom. 
      

      Chantal had cared for her, found her a job at a nearby café, and encouraged her to start facing the world again. Best of all,
         she had called Magnus. Kate would never forget the moment she’d looked up from the cash register to find him standing in the
         café doorway. She’d expected him to hate her. Instead he’d picked her up and put her back on her feet again — or, rather,
         on his motorcycle. He’d taken her away from Paris, away from the superficial security she was clinging to — her travels limited
         to the short journey between Chantal’s cozy guestroom and the café — and helped her find security within herself. 
      

      Together, they’d remembered most of Harper’s list, which had been nestled in her stolen day pack. He’d done several of the
         items from the list with her, like stomping grapes at a vineyard in Italy and climbing a mountain in the Swiss Alps. Almost
         like a personal trainer, Magnus had helped her build up her strength until she was strong enough to continue her journey alone.
         And then she’d accompanied him back to the southern coast of Sweden, kissed him good-bye, and gone to face her fears head-on
         in Athens. By then, it was almost Christmas, so she’d returned to Chantal’s for the holiday. The plan had been to head east,
         through Turkey, into the Middle East, and then China. 
      

      Until Kate bailed on Harvard, she’d been a big admirer of plans. Her parents’ favorite mantra was that it was always best
         to have a plan and stick to it. But in the last few months, she’d learned that while it was good to have some semblance of
         a plan, sticking to it wasn’t always possible. And it definitely wasn’t always best. So when she’d overheard Dorothé and Mira
         talking in the café about taking water from one Ethiopian village to another… well, it was the closest thing to destiny Kate
         had ever experienced. Suddenly, everything was clear. Number 43 on Harper’s list, “take the water,” which had been haunting
         her for months, was not only a means to finding her dream, it was a way to make a mark in the world. 
      

      It was also a way to get closer to her sister. 

      The Fosters had adopted Habiba from Ethiopia four years ago, when Habiba was twelve and Kate fourteen. An only child all her
         life, Kate had been excited about her parents adopting a baby. Then Habiba had arrived, all gangly legs and bright black eyes,
         a preteen instasister, fascinated by all things American and, Kate eventually realized, quietly longing for her new big sister’s
         affection and approval. For the first time in her life, Kate hadn’t been able to deliver. It was too much — Habiba was too
         much. She was too different from the tiny infant she’d been anticipating. One of the many down-sides of her parents’ affinity
         for planning was that when plans changed, Kate had a hard time adjusting. She’d done her best, but it had taken leaving home
         for her to realize how much she truly loved her little sister. And how much Habiba wanted and needed for them to really be
         sisters, not just teenaged girls who happened to share a bathroom. 
      

      Which was how Kate had ended up thousands of miles from home at this conference table in Addis Ababa, yearning for coffee
         after two solid hours of lecturing that would have done any Harvard professor proud. The session had started with a brief
         introduction to Ethiopian history — both impressive and, when it got to more recent history, pretty depressing — and then
         moved on to the founding of The Water Project. The project was initiated seven years earlier by a group of international businesspeople
         who knew that providing water access to rural African communities not only improved health; it meant local girls and women
         could go to school or learn new skills, rather than spend up to eight hours a day carrying unhealthy water from rivers and
         springs several miles from their villages. There was also the political benefit of keeping villages and families from having
         to fight for the water they needed just to survive. 
      

      There was no question that Kate was glad to be here. Glad to have the opportunity to do something meaningful. And excited
         about everything she was going to experience, everything she was going to learn — not just about her sister’s birthplace but
         about herself. But no running water? Really? 

      Kate sighed. She could handle it. If she’d learned anything in the past four months it was that she could adjust. Still, if she was going to get through the next two hours of orientation, she was going to have to have more coffee.
         
      

      She’d just started to push her chair back, when — 

      “Kate Foster?” 

      She turned toward the conference room door, where a maroon-uniformed concierge was looking around the room. 

      “Yes?” She tried to ignore the fact that all eyes were suddenly on her. 

      “A telephone call from Los Angeles for you.” The concierge gestured toward the lobby. 

      Kate smiled as she checked her watch. It was midnight in Los Angeles. She’d almost forgotten it was New Year’s Eve. 

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. They could look all they wanted. Harper, Becca, and Sophie were waiting. 

      She pushed back her chair and followed the concierge to the two-story high, 1970s-era, vaguely Asian-looking lobby, where
         he directed her to a phone nestled in a private nook behind the long brown marble front desk. 
      

      “Katie-pie!” 

      “Do you miss us?” 

      “How the hell are you?” 

      Her best friends’ voices clamored from the other end of the line. 

      They sounded drunk. Or on a sugar high. Or both. 

      “Of course I miss you!” 

      The connection was staticy, but considering the distance, pretty damn good. 

      “How’s my homeland?” Sophie had gone through an Afro-centric phase sophomore year. For exactly three weeks in January, she’d
         worn only kinte cloth and sandals. Fortunately, the played-for-drama outward manifestation had inspired her to actually learn
         something about her distant heritage. 
      

      “Honey, Africa is everyone’s homeland — everything isn’t always about you,” Harper deadpanned. 
      

      Kate thought she caught a tinge of real tension in the contours of the joke. But now that they had asked, she didn’t know
         what to tell them. So many things were so… well, bleak here. Not the landscape, at least not in Addis Ababa, which was lushly green in January, with purple jacaranda trees blooming
         even in the grimmest areas. Not that Kate had really seen all that much, yet— mainly just the view from the back of the hotel,
         which had startled her when she glanced out a window, waiting for the elevator on the sixth floor. It had been even more shocking
         because the view from her balcony on the front of the hotel was like any American resort. Red clay tennis courts, several
         aquamarine pools with water from natural underground hot springs, a poolside restaurant with thatch-umbrella’ed tables, and
         flower beds everywhere. 
      

      But behind the hotel, a shanty town stretched to the horizon. Tin-roofed shacks with corrugated metal fences as far as Kate
         could see. Children in worn t-shirts and shorts played in a dirt lot on the other side of the tall, gray stone Hilton wall.
         The air smelled like smoke. Dorothé had explained that very few people in the shanty-town would have gas or electricity. All
         the cooking was done over wood fires or over small, wood-burning ovens. 
      

      How was she supposed to tell her friends, smack dab in the center of LA glamour and excess, about that? So she changed the
         subject. 
      

      “C’mon, give me the skinny,” Kate prodded. “Tell me about you guys.” 

      “Becca’s in luuuuv,” Sophie crooned. 

      “Stop it.” But Becca sounded happy. “Sophie’s living in a mansion. The pool at this house has its own waterfall. Can you believe
         it?” 
      

      “No.” Kate didn’t know what to say. She was in a country where millions of women and kids had to walk miles every day to get
         a bucket of water. When she heard about a private waterfall in a Beverly Hills mansion, she didn’t know whether to feel impressed
         or ashamed. 
      

      “Sophie’s getting a boob job,” Harper intoned. 

      “Don’t start — ohmigod, it’s him!” The background noise on the LA end of the phone increased significantly. 

      “What?” Clearly something big was going on in La-La-Land. 

      “That guy who was in that movie about the plane crash in the desert. He just walked by Sophie’s guesthouse —” 

      “What movie?” Kate hadn’t exactly been keeping up on entertainment news. 

      “Holy celebrity, he’s talking to Scarlett Johanssen,” Harper gasped. 

      “Whose boobs are real, by the way.” Clearly something was up between Harper and Sophie. 

      “Whoever it is, she looks f — ing g fant — tic.” A patch of static didn’t keep Kate from getting the general idea. 

      “There’s no way you’re at the same party as Scarlett Johansson.” Kate laughed. This was too weird. She wasn’t just thousands
         of miles away from her friends: she was in a completely different universe. 
      

      “Hey.” A male voice spoke sharply behind her. 

      Kate turned to find a pair of almost yellow hazel eyes glaring at her. The eyes belonged to… she couldn’t remember his name.
         Something like… oh, yeah, Darby. They’d been briefly introduced at the beginning of the orientation session, so she knew the tanned, dark blond/light brown–haired
         American was one member of her five-person team. Together with Dorothé, one other French guy, and another American girl, they
         would be assigned to a village in northern Ethiopia, near a town called… hell, Kate definitely couldn’t remember that. She
         really needed some sleep. 
      

      Why was Darby looking at her like that? With… was it contempt? 

      “What?” She held one hand over the mouthpiece. 

      “Not that your conversation doesn’t sound really important,” he said in a low voice, “but orientation isn’t optional. And your rich friends probably don’t mind, but that conversation
         costs about three bucks a minute.” 
      

      Then he turned and strode back down the hall to the conference room. 

      Kate felt a wave of heat rush up her neck, all the way to her hairline. 

      “Kate…. Are you there?” Becca’s voice intruded on her humiliation. 

      “Yeah,” Kate said, “I’m here.” And she was going to be there for at least five more minutes. Or three. Maybe two. “Tell me about your hunky quarterback.” 
      

      As Becca filled her in on the latest Stuart news, Kate stared down the long hall at the conference room doorway. 

      What an asshole. Indeed, she decided, despite the definite appeal of those hazel eyes, the fact that his name happened to
         be one meager letter removed from Mr. Darcy’s in Pride and Prejudice didn’t improve Darby one bit. 
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From:  waddlewords@aol.com
To: et )
Subject: ~Fringe Benefis

Hiall—

Given the fact that privacy is merely an illusion when it comes to communicating via
e-mail, | am not going to share the Judd update over the Intemet. The last thing | need are
the sordid details published on Page Six of the New York Post someday when I'm an
‘award-winning author.

Suffice it 1o say there has been a development, about which | will fllin each of you when
you call me (so calt). Knowing allof you intimately as I do, | anticipate you will inevitably
‘ask certain questions upon receiving said update. Let me answer those questions now, so
that we don't have to converse 100 long on this topic when we could be discussing more
important things, such as what | should wear when | race from my triumph at the National
Book Awards (o the Pultzer Prize ceremony. Without further ado—

Question: Am | weeping into my hot chocolate?
Answer:  No.

Question: Am I totally and unequivocally relieved?
Answer:  Yes.

Question: Do give a shit whatsoever?
Answer:  No.

Al will be made clear in time.

‘Thank you and Godspeed,
Harper E. Waddle
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English 234 - Modern African-American Literature
Professor Anita Smith
Class Hours: MW,F Ham-12:15pm
ice Hours: Th 3-5 / Humanities Bldg. Room 204,

Grade:  1/4 class participation S~
1/4 final exam

WA W

PLEASENOTE: Papers purchased off the Internet willrecive an “E Papers with
sections cribbed from CHif’s Notes or, even worse,from someone elsc’s scholarly
work will reccive an “E” Offending student will be rferred for discplinary action.
1, personaly, wil do my best to see that anyone who knowingly rips off anyone
dlscswork is expelled. Got me? Good

i D x4

SYLLABUS: <

‘Week 1: Their Eyes Were Watching God (Zora Neale Hurston)

‘Week 2 Invisible Man (Ralph Ellson)

‘Week 3 Paper #1 (Topic TBD)

‘Week 4: The Color Purpl (Alice Walker)

‘Weeks: Native Son (Richard Wright)
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Fractures (broken bones): First Aid
What To Do If You Find Yourself Waiting Nervously at a Hospital:

1 Sit in an uncomfortable orange plastic chair. Settle in. Buy a
coffee from the machine. Read a six-month-old magazine with a
torn cover. You'll be there for some time.

2 Bond with your other family members. They may drive you
crazy normally, but this is not a normal situation. If you find
yourself crying and holding hands, do not be alarmed.

2 Try and restrain feelings of resentment and/or animosity
towards members of the medical profession. They're doing
their best. Really. Actual hospitals aren't like the ones on TV:
everything takes hours, and nobody—especially your doctor—
will be young and good-looking.
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Kate—
Where are you? 1 haven't heard from you, which makes me think perhaps we've
moved on. Am | wrong? Let me know. Because if we haven', I should feel really
quilty about hanging out with the girl down the hall. Her name’s Hannah and
we've been out for coffee a couple of times. She's no Kate, but no one will ever
compare to you.

Say the word, and Il give up caffeine. Hope taking the water is everything you
hoped.

Love always, Magnus
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From:  rebeccawinsberg@middiebury.edu
To: waddlewords@aol.com, katherinef@ucb.edu, HerDivaNess@aol.com
Subject: News!

My dearest chicas—

So I have news. You’ve probably been expecting it-or maybe not since
we haven’t been talking so much lately-but IT happened. On Valentine’s
Day, which I know is extra cheesy, but it was really romantic and
mostly good (not at all like the last time with a certain name I will

not write here).

The weirdest part is that he actually loves me. He said it. And I
love him. I said it too. So.. dream accomplished! Can you believe?

Deep breath. Trying to stave off panic. Miss you guys so, so much.

X0, Bec

Delete Reply. Reply to All Forward save Print
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Dear M. Suter:
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