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CHAPTER
ONE

Some people probably waste a lot of time wondering if they are destined to lead fabulous and exciting lives. I am not one of those people. I need look no further than my first name to know the answer.

A Quick Renaissance Quiz


1. Which of the following have you never heard of?

(a) Michelangelo

(b) Leonardo da Vinci

(c) Jan van Eyck

2. Jan Miller is named after

(a) Michelangelo

(b) Leonardo da Vinci

(c) Jan van Eyck

3. Jan van Eyck is a

(a) town

(b) woman

(c) man

4. Jan van Eyck painted

(a) spectacular landscapes

(b) magnificent frescoes

(c) freaky, skinny giants with tiny heads


If you answered (c) for all four, you’re batting a thousand.

Welcome to my life.

Just in case you think things aren’t bad enough, you should know that Jan is actually pronounced “Yahn.” The only thing about my name I’m even remotely grateful for is everyone initially assumes it’s pronounced “Jan,” and I don’t correct them. Well, I guess there’s one other thing to be thankful for. My dad is an art history professor at Columbia University, and his all-time favorite painting is The Garden of Earthly Delights, by a guy named Hieronymus Bosch.

Jan is bad.

But it’s not as bad as Hieronymus.

Walking home from the subway after school on Wednesday, I was so busy fantasizing about introducing myself with a normal name next year at college that I forgot to prepare for Brueghel’s ritual assault. As a result, he almost knocked me on my butt when I opened the door. Brueghel, another hapless victim of my parents’ nomenclature, like me and my brother Rogier, is a chocolate Lab and is without a doubt the dumbest animal in the entire world. People who come over usually try petting him for a minute because they’re under the illusion it will get him to stop jumping, but it only works for as long as you’re actively petting him. The second you stop, he just goes crazy again.

“Yahn, is that you?”

“Yeah, Mom.”

“I’m just finishing up an e-mail, and then I’ll be down. There’s a message on the machine for you.”

My mom produces documentary films, and for the past six months she’s been working on one about teenage girls who got pregnant and decided to keep their babies. Last year when she started making the movie, we had this Big Talk, and she asked me all these questions about sex, and kept saying how she wanted me to feel I could come to her if there was anything I wanted to know, and how it was perfectly natural to be curious, and blah blah blah. The Big Talk took place right around the time Chic magazine named my best friend, Rebecca Larkin, one of Ten New York “It Girls,” and so I made this joke about how if I got pregnant then my mom could put me in her movie, and I’d get to be famous, too.

Needless to say, she did not find this funny at all.

The message light was blinking on the answering machine in the kitchen. I hit PLAY, grabbed the seltzer out of the fridge, and took a swig directly from the bottle, something I do only when my mother is safely ensconced in her office on the third floor.

The first message was from my grandmother. “Hello. Hello?” There was a pause; my grandmother always sounds like she’s never encountered an answering machine in her life. “Elizabeth, it’s your mother. Are you there?” Pause. “So you’re not there.” Pause. “Hello?” Pause. “Okay, you’re not there. Call me.” Pause. “Okay.” Then, as an afterthought, she repeated, “It’s your mother.”

It didn’t seem as if there was another message on the machine, and for a minute I worried my mom had meant for me to call my grandmother back, an activity about as enjoyable as retaking the SATs. But then there was another beep. “Hi, Jan, it’s Sarah Gardner.” My heart started to beat faster; Sarah Gardner is Josh’s mom.

Josh is my new crush.

Well, I can’t exactly say he’s my crush because that would imply I only have one, and I do have a fairly significant crush on Tom Richmond. But lately, Josh has taken the lead in the Best Supporting Crush category.

I turned up the volume on the machine. “I absolutely hate to do this to you, but do you think you could possibly baby-sit Hannah Friday night? I know how busy you seniors are, and I know it’s completely last minute.” My mom says she can actually see the italics when Sarah talks. “But my regular baby-sitter’s sick, and I have theater tickets I bate to lose. I think you have the number, but in case you don’t, it’s 555-9908.”

Josh moved to New York from Seattle over the summer because his dad, whom he’d been living with, got a job in Tokyo. Well, he really moved back to New York, since he used to live here when he was a little kid. We were actually in the same first-grade class, but then he moved to Seattle. A few years later his mom and dad got divorced. When Sarah, her new husband, and their daughter, Hannah, came back to New York, I guess Josh didn’t want to leave Seattle, so he stayed with his dad. Sophomore year I used to baby-sit Hannah every weekend, and whenever she talked about her brother in Seattle, I pictured some greasy guy in baggy jeans listening to grunge music, who slept with a skateboard under his pillow.

I saw Josh the first day of school, but I didn’t realize who he was at first. Not that it mattered. I was way too busy flirting up a storm with Tom in history to care about there being some random new guy in my English class. The second day of school Josh introduced himself, and we talked for a minute, and then he said, “So maybe I’ll see you sometime when you baby-sit Hannah.” I told him I don’t really baby-sit anymore, and he said, “Well, then, I guess I’ll be hanging out by myself on Friday nights.”

“I guess so,” I said, thinking, What a loser.

But in retrospect there can be no doubt my usually accurate crush radar was malfunctioning when this conversation took place, because last Monday it suddenly began working properly.

I had agreed to stay after school to help Mrs. O’Connor carry boxes from the science office to the physics lab, and the job was turning out to be a nightmare. The lab and the office are practically in different time zones, and the pile of boxes (filled with stuff Mrs. O’Connor had probably been collecting since Prohibition) was wedged behind a metal cabinet. It didn’t help that after every trip, I had to lock the lab door and then, when I returned with the next box, I had to stand there with it wedged between my hip and the wall while trying to figure out yet again which of the hundreds of keys on Mrs. O’Connor’s key ring would unlock the door. I was on what must have been my millionth trip, searching for the key and hating Mrs. O’Connor, when a bunch of guys from the soccer team walked by. Some of them said hi to me, but in spite of the fact that I was about to drop a thousand pounds of equipment on my foot, they all kept walking. Except Josh.

“You need some help?” he asked.

“No thanks,” I said. I was too angry at myself, Mrs. O’Connor, and the universe to say yes. In fact, I didn’t even look up at him. I just kept searching for the right key.

“You sure?” he asked.

I found the key and opened the door. “I’m sure,” I said, grabbing the box with both hands and glancing in his direction.

“Ah,” he said, “what a girl won’t do for a college rec.”

And then, just before he turned and walked away, he smiled at me.

And instead of thinking, What a loser, I found myself thinking, What a smile.

I started dialing the number before Sarah finished saying it.

“Hi, Sarah, it’s Jan.”

“Oh, you are an absolute angel for calling me back. An angel. Margaret is sick, and Josh has soccer and he doesn’t know when he’ll get home, plus I swore to him that I would not use him as a live-in baby-sitter when he moved back. Mark and I have tickets to see Phedre, and I hate the idea of giving them up. They’re sort of a birthday present, which I say not to influence you in any way, because if you can’t do it—”

“It’s no problem,” I said. “I’m free.” Plus I think I might be falling in love with your son.

“Oh, you are really too good. Really. I’m thrilled. Can you come at six? We have six-thirty dinner reservations. If that’s no good, I can cancel them with no—”

“Six is fine. I’ll see you then.”

“Terrific! Why don’t you come over early so I can hear all about your life. I miss you.” She whispered the next part. “Margaret’s a very nice sitter, but she’s just so boring.”

I promised to get there before six, and we got off the phone.


With only forty-nine hours to put together an outfit that said both “I am a responsible baby-sitter who will not abandon your child to pursue pleasures of the flesh” and “I am a sexual dynamo,” I headed upstairs to evaluate my options. I tried on every single thing in my closet before settling on a see-through white shirt with a white tank top under it, and a stretchy red skirt. True, Sarah might be a little surprised if I showed up to baby-sit her daughter dressed like a hooker, but there was no reason not to push the envelope. Looking at myself in the mirror, I decided I had achieved the perfect balance of responsible citizenship and sizzling passion.

Plus, the ensemble did an excellent job of hiding my butt, which is my worst feature.

I called Rebecca to inform her of the latest developments, fashion and otherwise.

“No,” she said when I described what I was wearing.

“But it’s perfect.” I could hear techno throbbing in the background. “Where are you?”

“Barneys.” Barneys is a department store on Madison Avenue so chic it makes Bloomingdale’s look like a Wal-Mart. “My mom’s going through one of her I’m-a-terrible-mother crises, so she gave me credit carte blanche.”

The unfairness of life will never cease to amaze me. “God, I hate my parents,” I said.

“Listen to me. You have to de-emphasize your sexuality Friday night. Wait, hold on. … Do you have a liner with a little more brown in it?”

In my next life, I’m coming back as Rebecca.

“HELLO!” I shouted. There was no answer. “Hello! I realize I’m not the Chic fashion editor, but do you think I could have a minute of your precious It Girl time?”

“Sorry.” There was a pause during which I could practically hear Rebecca looking at herself in the mirror. “Look,” she said finally, “obviously you should do what you want, but I think you’re taking the wrong approach. The last thing you want to do is be too sexy. You’ll scare him off. You want to look pretty but subtle. … No, I think that’s a little too brown.”

I looked at my see-through shirt in the mirror.

“Now, when you say subtle …”

“You need to trust me on this: pretty but not too sexy, then you wow him with your witty banter. … That’s perfect. I’ll take that and the lipstick.”

The see-through shirt looked really nice. And I couldn’t help wanting to show off my little bit of tan left over from the summer. “Can’t I wow him with my uncanny impersonation of a scantily clad high-school senior?”

“Try your low riders and the white agnès b. T-shirt.”

“I’ll call you back.”

I took off what I was wearing and pulled on the jeans and the T-shirt. I stared at myself in the mirror. Rebecca was right about it being a good combination. Plus the white of the shirt did wonders for the waning-tan situation. I called her back.

“Well?” Techno had been replaced by the ambient noise of Fifth Avenue at rush hour.

“I take back everything I said. You are a genius.”

“I know, I know. Sometimes I amaze even myself.”

I turned my back to the mirror and looked over my shoulder. “These are extremely butt minimizing. Plus, I have this whole outdoorsy thing going on. It’s like I just stepped out of a J. Crew catalog. Very Seattle.”

“That’s what I pictured.”

Neither of us had actually ever been to Seattle, but we read a lot of magazines. I took off the jeans so I wouldn’t stretch them out before Friday night.

“I can’t believe I’m going over there,” I said, collapsing onto my bed. “Do you think something will happen?”

Rebecca knew there was only one acceptable answer to my question, and so she gave it. “Definitely.”

After we hung up, I lay there looking at the jeans hanging over the back of my chair and thinking about how cute Josh is. Then I started thinking about how cute Tom is. Then I started thinking about how crazy it would be if both Tom and Josh were into me.


REPORTER: So, Jan, tell your fellow Lawrence Academy students what it’s like to have two incredibly hot guys fall in love with you. Were you surprised when Josh confessed his feelings?

JAN: (Laughing confidently.) Well, I think it was pretty obvious what was going to happen. I mean, hello! You don’t have to be a mathematician to figure out that perfect outfit plus witty banter equals totally irresistible.


But you know, I really should not have given that interview (even if it was only in my head). Because in tenth-grade English we read this play called Oedipus, which is about how it’s a big mistake to get too high on yourself. According to the ancient Greeks, when you get too cocky, it’s because you suffer from something called “hubris.” And when you suffer from hubris, the only cure is for the gods to take a few minutes off from drinking ambrosia on Mount Olympus, swoop down to earth, and ruin your life.

Which is what was about to happen to me.

In, ironically enough, English class.





 

CHAPTER
TWO

“Can we please not talk about this right now? Because he’s going to pass by here as soon as he’s done in there, and I really don’t want to be talking about him when he does.”

“He can’t hear us,” Rebecca pointed out. “He’s on the other side of the street.”

“He’ll sense that we’re talking about him,” I said. “People can sense these things.”

It was the period after English, and we were sitting outside at Antonio’s. Even though I was feeling way too horrified by what had just happened to eat, my story didn’t seem to be having much effect on Rebecca’s appetite. She had already doused her second slice with Parmesan, cut it up into bite-size pieces, and eaten the cheese and mushrooms off each square. Now she was rolling the dough into little tubes, lining them up, and popping them in her mouth.

“I still don’t think I’m picturing it right. Did you, like, do this?” Rebecca pursed her lips and made a kissing sound.

“We’re not best friends anymore,” I said. “It’s official. I hate you.”

She laughed and blew me a kiss.

“I think I was suffering from temporary insanity,” I said, trying not to look across the street to the deli Josh had entered a few minutes ago.

“Temporary insanity?” Rebecca asked. She rolled another square into a tube and took a bite out of it.

I ignored her. “Obviously I’ll be leaving New York and relocating to a small town in the Midwest, where I’ll live out my life under an assumed identity.”

“Obviously,” Rebecca said. “I’m just glad we could share one last meal before you go.”

I was only half listening to her. “It was just so intense” I said, staring at the door of the deli in spite of myself.

“Jan, it was English class. How intense could it have been?”

Just as she said that, Josh came out of the deli holding a paper bag, and before I could avert my eyes so it wouldn’t be completely obvious I’d been staring, he saw me, smiled, and kind of half waved. Then he stood where he was for a minute, as if he was trying to decide something, and crossed over to us. Just for the record, Josh has an extremely sexy walk. It’s like he knows where he’s going, but isn’t in any rush to get there.

“Hey,” he said when he got to our table. He nodded at Rebecca and then me. He was wearing a green T-shirt and jeans that, unlike the jeans of most guys at Lawrence Academy, weren’t ten sizes too big for him. I tried not to notice how perfect his body was.

“Hey,” I said. My greeting might have sounded breezier if I hadn’t choked on the “ey” part.

“Did you check out those essay questions yet?” he asked me.

“Kind of,” I said. I was looking at a spot just beyond his shoulder rather than directly at him, as if the BROOKLYN’S FINEST FOTO sign was so fascinating, I couldn’t take my eyes off it.

“Kind of?” he asked. He shifted his backpack higher up on his shoulder and I got a great view of his hands. The fingernails were square and very clean. I looked back at the BROOKLYN FOTO sign.

“I mean, not really,” I said. Josh stood there, like he was waiting for me to say something. I, too, was waiting for me to say something, but the only words materializing in my brain were Pictures in 1 hour or your money back.

“Hey,” he said after a minute, “I heard you’re babysitting Hannah tomorrow night.”

“Yeah,” I said. There was a long pause.

“Well,” he said finally. “See you around.”

“Yeah,” I said again. Rebecca was staring at me like I had two heads, something that might have enabled me to think of a better parting line than the one I finally came up with. “See you around.”

“Wow,” said Rebecca. “Your rapid-fire wit was so dexterous I could barely follow it.”

“I want to die,” I said, watching Josh’s retreating back. “I want to be dead.”

“Maybe you are dead,” Rebecca suggested. “You seemed dead.”

I was still watching Josh, who was getting smaller and smaller in the distance.

“This is not my fault,” I said.

“Of course it’s not.” Rebecca sprinkled some Parmesan on her plate and pressed her finger into it.

“I know we used to think Mr. Kryle was all that, but I lay the blame for what just happened entirely at his feet,” I said, shaking some ice cubes into my mouth.

Rebecca licked the cheese off her finger, which she then pointed at me. “Remember, there’s always Tom Richmond.”

“It’s too late for that,” I said. “I can’t live in the past.”

“You can’t live in the past? Jan, yesterday you couldn’t shut up about him and his stupid baseball cap,” she said.

“That was then,” I said, swallowing the last of the ice. “This is now.”

Only that morning Mr. Kryle had been my favorite teacher and English my favorite subject, especially since we had just finished reading Romeo and Juliet, which, only that morning, had been my favorite play.

English stopped being my favorite subject, Mr. Kryle stopped being my favorite teacher, and Romeo and Juliet stopped being my favorite play at approximately 10:56 A.M. eastern standard time, which is when Mr. Kryle ruined my life by calling me up to the front of the room to act out the last scene in the play, the one where Romeo finds Juliet sleeping in the tomb and thinks she’s dead.

Normally, I hate when English teachers make me act something out, but this morning I was in such a good mood thinking about how funny and cute Tom Richmond had just been in history that I didn’t even mind when Mr. Kryle cast me as Juliet. Plus my part wasn’t exactly demanding, considering all I had to do was lie down on Mr. Kryle’s desk and pretend to be dead.

Plus, he cast Josh as Romeo.

As I lay down, folded my hands over my chest, and closed my eyes, I was thinking how ironic it was that the very day after Sarah asked me to baby-sit Hannah, her son and I were acting out one of the most famous love scenes in the history of the world. I mean, could the foreshadowing of our upcoming romantic evening have been any more obvious?

Then Josh started Romeo’s speech, “’O my love! My wife!/Death, that hath sucked the honey of thy breath,/Hath had no power yet upon thy beauty.’” He read his lines perfectly; suddenly nobody was talking or joking around like we usually do when people act out scenes. When Romeo described Juliet’s “crimson” lips and cheeks, Josh touched my lips and my cheeks very gently, and it made my skin tingle. At one point, he even twirled a piece of my hair around his fingers, and then he tucked it behind my ear. I had expected to lie there trying to decide who I liked better, Josh or Tom, but once Josh touched my face, I couldn’t concentrate on anything except what he was doing. Then I noticed how good he smelled, like shampoo.

At the end of the speech, Romeo’s supposed to kiss Juliet. He drinks the poison, says, “’Thus with a kiss I die,’” kisses her, and collapses. I heard Josh make a noise like he was drinking from a bottle, and then he slipped his arm under my back and lifted my shoulders off the desk.

Now, in my limited experience, when a guy puts his arm around you, like at the movies or something, either he barely touches you or he grabs you so tightly he cuts off the circulation in your arm. Neither one is exactly the sexiest sensation in the world. But somehow, Josh managed to hold me firmly without squeezing me so hard I couldn’t breathe. He sort of tucked me against him, too, so along with his shampoo I could smell his skin, which also smelled really nice. My forehead was against his chest, and I could feel his heart beating. I waited for him to say his last line.

But he didn’t say it. I waited what felt like five minutes, and then I opened my eyes a tiny bit to see what he was doing. He was just looking at me and holding me against him, and then he took my left hand and linked his fingers through mine. And the whole time he kept staring at my face, like he was trying to memorize it. I was afraid he would see my eyes were open, so I shut them. But he still didn’t say his line. He just waited.

Which is when the true irony of the situation was revealed.

Because I actually thought he was getting ready to kiss me.

I have no excuse for this except the possibility that, as I told Rebecca, I may have experienced temporary insanity. I mean, I’ve been at Lawrence Academy since I was four, and not once in all those years have two students, acting out a scene in English class, ever actually kissed. Kids barely kiss in the school plays. They’ve actually rehearsed kissing, and they still can’t do it.

But there was something about how intensely Josh was looking at me, how he was practically cradling my head in his arms, that just made me think, Oh, he’s going to kiss me now. I even, and I guess this is really the most awful part, I even sort of opened my lips a little and lifted my head a tiny bit to get ready to kiss him back. And that’s what I was doing when he said his line and Mr. Jenkins and the whole class started applauding and the scene was over. Josh, who clearly had never had any intention of kissing me, let go, and then we both took these mock bows and shook hands, and the whole time I was thinking the same thing:

Did he see what I just did?

Which is why I not only need to change English classes but must enroll in the government’s witness protection plan immediately.

Rebecca finished eating and dabbed at the corners of her lips with her napkin. If I even drink a glass of water when I’m wearing lipstick, it gets so smeared that I end up looking like a victim on Law & Order. Whereas Rebecca can consume a five-course meal and not even need to reapply her lip liner. When we go out and Rebecca has on a hot outfit and perfectly applied makeup, I’m pretty sure people assume she’s my baby-sitter.

“I have to get back,” I said. “I need to work on my Barnard application.” Stepping out from under the awning into the sun, I felt as if the temperature went up about twenty degrees, which is just not a good thing if you have hair like mine. Last year in art history we saw slides of the Great Pyramid at Giza, and there is no way around the fact that that is exactly what my hair looks like on a humid day. Rebecca put on her sunglasses and waited while I rooted around in my bag for something to prevent my head from becoming a day in the life of ancient Egypt.

“You’re not going to Barnard. You can’t go to college in New York when you’ve spent your entire life here,” said Rebecca. “You need to get out in the world. Experience other places.”

“You wouldn’t happen to have any particular place in mind, would you?” I asked. I found a stretched-out rubber band and gathered my hair into a ponytail.

“Why, Jan Miller, whatever could you mean?” We headed toward school.

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe you were thinking of … Providence.”

“Hey, now that you mention it, Providence is a great town.” Rebecca just happens to be applying early to Brown.

“So I’ve been told,” I said.

At the corner of Clinton Street, Rebecca grabbed my arm. “Wait a minute. Don’t you have French now?”

“I ‘have’ French in the sense that I am scheduled to be there,” I said. “I do not ‘have’it in the sense that due to a pressing obligation, I will be unable to attend.”

“So you’re cutting French to work on your application,” said Rebecca.

“Precisely.” French class is so humiliating, I’ll take any excuse I can think of not to go. I know almost no French, but each year I do just well enough on the final to advance to the next level, thereby ensuring yet another year of misery. Every day is exactly the same. I walk in; the teacher greets me with a big smile; she says, “Bonjour, Jan”; I say, “Bonjour, Madame”; and it’s downhill from there. Each time she calls on me I stammer out some totally wrong answer that has nothing to do with whatever she’s asked, until finally, she gives up completely and ignores me for the rest of the period, which is pretty much a huge relief for everyone.

Right outside of school we ran into Richie, who’s also in my French class. Richie lived in Paris for a year when he was in junior high, so it’s a complete joke that we’re supposedly at the same level. He’s helped me a lot over the years, but lately even Richie has stopped promising me that “anyone can learn French.”

“Tu vas au cours de Français?” he asked.

“I have no idea what you just said, but I’m not going to French.” Richie was too nice to say anything, but I feel like everyone must be pretty relieved when I don’t show up to class. It’s like, hey, now we can actually learn a foreign language.

“Do you want me to call you about the homework later?”

“Not especially.”

“Aren’t you going to take French in college?” asked Richie. He tried to sound neutral, but I think I heard concern in his voice.

“Richie, my friend, after June twelfth, you won’t so much as catch me sipping a glass of Perrier.”

“Well, maybe that’s for the best.” He turned to head to class. “Hey, do you know that new guy, Josh?” he asked over his shoulder.

Sometimes when I’m nervous or embarrassed my face gets kind of flushed, and I was pretty much sure that was happening now.

“Ah, kind of. He’s in my English class.”

Rebecca snickered and then patted Richie on the shoulder.

“Well, Cupid,” she said, “I gotta dash.” She waved good-bye to me. “Call me later.”

Richie shrugged as if to indicate that he had never had any idea what girls were talking about and didn’t see any reason to try and figure it out at this point.

“He’s in my math class,” he said. He didn’t seem to notice I was having a mild heart attack. “I think I’ll invite him for next Saturday. He seems cool.” Richie was having a party the weekend after next because his parents were going out of town. Even though Rebecca and I had sworn not to go to any high-school parties now that we were seniors, we were making an exception for his.

“Uh, I think he is,” I said. “I mean, I think he’s, you know, cool.” Richie was already walking into the building. “I mean, I don’t know him that well,” I shouted at his back.

“Okay,” he called over his shoulder.

“Well, I gotta go,” I yelled at him. Considering Richie was already inside the building, it wasn’t exactly clear why I was telling him this.

I didn’t hear what Richie said as he disappeared, but it sounded like, “Bonne chance.”

“Ha ha,” I yelled back, even though he was gone.

Then I headed over to the computer lab, trying not to think about all the insanely dumb things I had said and done in the last two hours.





 

CHAPTER
THREE

I could hear Mandy Johnson giggling even before I walked into English class the next morning. Rebecca and I were standing in the hallway right outside the door, trying to decide where to meet for lunch, when all of a sudden there was this squeal from inside the room. Literally a squeal. Like the violent death of some animal. Rebecca mouthed, “Nice laugh,” and headed to her English class on the third floor.

After all that squealing I wasn’t exactly surprised to find Mandy sitting on Josh’s desk when I walked into the room; the only thing that surprised me was that she wasn’t sitting in his lap, which was obviously where she wanted to be.

I must have dropped my backpack onto the desk a little harder than I meant to because it made a terrifically loud thump, and Josh looked up at me. I had planned on saying something casual yet significant about my babysitting Hannah, like, “Hey, catch you later,” or maybe, “I guess you were wrong about spending Friday nights all alone,” but instead I just looked away. Apparently people who say opportunity only knocks once know what they’re talking about.

Mr. Kryle walked in just as the second bell was ringing, looking, as usual, like he’d slept in his clothes the night before. Mandy miraculously managed to find the inner fortitude to peel herself away from Josh and go back to her seat. She was wearing tight capri pants and a tiny tank top, and she twitched her skinny little Mandy butt all the way over to her desk. In spite of my repeating Please trip please trip please trip over and over again in my head, she made it safely across the room and slithered into her chair.

“Hi, everyone,” said Mr. Kryle, taking some books out of his briefcase.

We all kind of grunted hello, except Mandy, who said, “Hi, Mr. Kryle,” in her cheeriest Entertainment Tonight voice. Do teachers actually fall for that crap? Hi, Mr. Kryle! Have a great weekend, Mr. Kryle! I like your tie, Mr. Kryle. That was a very interesting reading assignment, Mr. Kryle.

“So, let’s talk about the essay.” Everyone groaned. “Well, if no one wants to talk about the essay, I could always hand out The Sound and the Fury and give you a nice, fat reading assignment for tomorrow.”

“Oh, can we please talk about the essay?” asked Mark Jacobs, folding his hands together like he was begging.

“Why, Mark,” said Mr. Kryle in a chirpy voice, “what an excellent idea. I’m so glad you suggested it.” He looked around the room. “Who’s started working on the essay?”

“I thought about it,” said Mark. “Does that count?” Everyone laughed except Mandy. She squealed.

“Well, I’d say that’s about as good a place as any to start. An essay of a thousand words begins with a single thought. Anyone else find yourself thinking about the essay?”

Mandy raised her hand, and Mr. Kryle called on her. Before she answered, she flipped her bangs out of her eyes and said, “Well,” in this really dramatic way. I imagined pulling her frosted blond hair out strand by strand. Would her squeals of pain sound more or less like a dying animal than her laugh? I thought about what she would look like bald.

“… which is why I like that, Mandy,” said Mr. Kryle. I had been so busy imagining the look on Mandy’s face the first time she was forced to confront her bare, red scalp, I had completely missed what she said. When Mr. Kryle complimented her, she looked over at Josh, but Josh was looking at Mr. Kryle.

“Any other ideas?” He looked around the room. I thought he hesitated when he got to me, but I pretended to be studying the cover of my book extremely carefully. After all, he was the one who’d gotten me into this mess. Lorrie Narkin, whose wardrobe this year consists entirely of clothing that has the word harvard stenciled on it, raised her hand, and Mr. Kryle called on her. I looked up and saw Josh looking over in my direction. For a second my heart started to beat faster, but then I remembered there’s a clock right above my seat.

The Gardners live only about five blocks away from me, so I was a little early. Hannah answered the door, and as I stepped inside she threw her arms around my legs and started singing a little song that just went, “Jan Jan Jan. Jan Jan Jan.” It was pretty cute, and it made me feel bad for how annoyed I get whenever she wants to play.

“I’ll be ready in a second,” Sarah called down. “I made a tragic fashion decision about fifteen minutes ago.”

Hannah took me into the kitchen, where she was finishing her dinner, and started telling me all about the class rabbit. The house didn’t look different even though Josh was living there now. There was a new DVD player in the living room that might have been his, but maybe they’d gotten it before he came. It had been a while since I’d baby-sat Hannah.

“Finally.” It was Sarah.

When I was little and read books like Peter Pan, where the mother is described as sweeping into a room on a cloud of perfume and ermine, I never knew what it meant. My mom doesn’t wear perfume, and even though I don’t know exactly what ermine is, I’m pretty sure she doesn’t have any. But the real reason I couldn’t picture what the author was describing was because I couldn’t exactly see my mom sweeping anywhere—she’s more likely to clomp than sweep. But when Sarah walked into the kitchen and said, “Finally,” there could be no doubt this was exactly how Mrs. Darling swept into the nursery to kiss the children good-bye before sweeping off to some fancy London party.

“Mommy, you look pretty,” said Hannah. And she did. Sarah was wearing a silky gray top and dark blue pants that flared at the bottom.

“Thanks, sweetie. Mommy’s still recovering from an earlier incident with Anne Klein separates.” I told her she looked pretty, too.

“So tell me about school this year. Is the whole college application thing just absolute hell?”

“Pretty much.”

“Details, please.” She started transferring stuff from a big black bag to a small beaded clutch the same color as her top.

“Well, for one thing, the guidance counselors tell you to be creative and to try to express what makes you a unique applicant, but they don’t really mean it.”

“How so?”

“Like, there was this question on one application, ‘What would be on page 275 of your autobiography?’So I wrote it as if I were this really dumb woman whose only claim to fame was having a series of famous men as lovers and husbands. It was all”—I adopted a breathy, slightly accented voice—“‘After the devastating collapse of my third marriage, I escaped the fishbowl of Manhattan to recuperate in solitude at my snug little hideaway in the south of France, where Carlos and I had enjoyed such wonderful times together.’ But my guidance counselor totally vetoed it.”

Sarah was laughing. “Why?”

“He kept saying the essay had to show something about who I really want to be and how there’s clever and then there’s too clever. He wants me to write it like I discover a cure for cancer or something equally cheesy.”

“But then you’ll sound like all the other applicants.”

“Tell me about it,” I said.

“How about Josh? How does he seem to be doing? Whenever I ask it’s always, ‘Oh, Mom.’”

“Um, he seems to be doing okay. I think he’s, you know, making friends and stuff.” Actually, I didn’t really know if Josh was making friends, but I figured he probably was, since Richie wanted to invite him to his party.

“Well, maybe you two will be friends.”

“Maybe,” I said. I was glad she picked that moment to check her lipstick in the mirror so she couldn’t see I was blushing.

When Sarah left, Hannah and I went up to her room to play. She wasn’t that into playing with Barbie anymore—she wanted to play school. She was the teacher and I was the student, and I kept doing bad things and getting in trouble. Every time she said, “Go to Miss Kay’s office!” (Miss Kay is the head of the elementary school at Lawrence), she would laugh until she practically fell over. By the time she had to go to bed, I’d been sent to Miss Kay’s office roughly fifty times.

Once Hannah was asleep, I wasn’t sure what to do with myself. It was only about nine, and I knew Sarah wouldn’t be home until at least eleven. I figured there was no way Josh wouldn’t be home before then. I kept calculating what time he’d get home if he’d just gone to practice, what time he’d get home if he’d gone to practice and then out for dinner with the team, what time he’d get home if he’d had a game and not a practice. No matter how generous I was in my calculations, I was sure he’d be home by ten. Which left me at least another hour with nothing to do.

The Gardners have cable and we don’t, so normally when I baby-sit, I channel surf until I find some stupid movie I would never bother to rent or go to. Only tonight I wasn’t exactly dying for Josh to come home and find me fixated on the climactic scene in Save the Last Dance. I considered watching a sporting event because it seemed like he was really into sports, but Rebecca would kill me if I pretended to care about soccer or basketball just to get some stupid guy to like me. Our utter lack of athletic ability was one of the things we first bonded over when we became friends back in the second grade. Plus what would I do if Josh asked, like, what my favorite team is? I practically haven’t heard of any team except the Knicks, and I always confuse them with the Nets anyway.

I decided I’d do homework, since school was something we had in common. I could see it now:


(Sound of keys. Front door opens. Josh enters.)

JAN: (Looks up from the book she is carefully studying.) Josh, I didn’t know you’d be home so early.

JOSH: (Puts down his bag.) I raced home as fast as I could. I had to see you.

JAN: (Confused, but slowly understanding.) You mean …

JOSH: (Walking over and taking her in his arms.) Yes, my darling. I can’t stay silent any longer. I love you. I’ve loved you from the moment I first laid eyes on you. And now I must make you my own. … (They embrace.)

CURTAIN

It’s embarrassing that my romantic fantasies are more soap opera than Shakespeare but, sadly, not as embarrassing as what actually ended up happening, which is that I fell asleep. And I don’t mean curled up on the couch with a slim volume of poetry in my hand looking cute and soft like a Katie Holmes character. No, I mean sitting at the kitchen table with my head on my calculus textbook, drooling onto the page like Homer Simpson.

It went like this.

Having carefully put myself where Josh would have to see me when he came home—in the kitchen—I started doing my math homework. At first I kept thinking I heard someone coming down the block or fiddling for a set of keys. I was completely alert. I had put some lipstick on, and I was being careful not to smudge it. I was even sitting up extremely straight so my chest stuck out a little. In addition, I was armed with numerous funny, flirtatious conversation openers that I kept running over in my head so I wouldn’t forget them.

As it got later, I started to slouch. Slowly, calculus worked its soporific magic, aided by the grandfather clock in the hallway ticking out, You are getting sleepy. Very sleepy. Your eyes are getting heavy. They are closing.

The next thing I knew, someone was touching my shoulder really gently and going, “Jan- Jan.” And to kick off my campaign of seduction, I responded to his touch by batting his hand away, and then—just to make the moment absolutely perfect—I snorted.

Please do not let this be happening. Please do not let this be happening. I shook my head in a doomed attempt to clear my brain and rubbed my face where it hurt from falling asleep right on the edge of the book. I could feel a deep crease running across the middle of my cheek.

“Hey,” said Josh. He went over to the fridge. “You want some water or anything?”

“Urn, yeah. Thanks. What time is it?” Do not panic. Do not panic.

“Almost eleven.”

“Oh. Really.” He brought me a glass of water. Wake up! Wake up! Say something! “How was practice?”

“Actually, we had a game.”

“Oh. How was that?”

He rummaged around in one of the cabinets, took out a bag of pretzels, grabbed a handful, and came over to sit in the chair next to mine.

“We won.”

“Great.” Even when I’m not half asleep, I have no idea how to talk about sports. Like, are you supposed to ask what the score was, or is that bad in case they only won by a little bit? “I guess you must be pretty psyched.”

“Actually, I kind of wish the season would end already.” He popped a pretzel in his mouth. “Last season I was really into playing, but now—I don’t know. I’m kind of over it.” This is good. He’s opening up about his feelings. Encourage more of the same.

I racked my brain for a sports-related question.

“Was your team in Seattle good?” He was wearing a Lawrence Academy sweatshirt and a pair of Lawrence Academy shorts. When he’d leaned over to pour my water, I’d noticed he smelled really good again, not like shampoo, but like outside, like fall. His hair was all messy, and there was some dirt on his cheek.

“It was all right.” He smiled his slow smile at me. “How was your nap? You were pretty out of it, there.” He reached over and kind of tousled my hair.

Miraculously, I did not respond to his touch by fainting. “Yeah, well.” Was that all I could come up with? Yeah, well. YEAH, WELL? This was not the witty banter required to supplement my casual, outdoorsy look.

“Don’t feel too bad—I’ve had the same problem with calculus myself.” Josh got up and went over to the counter. “You want some pretzels?” He took another handful.

“No thanks.” I could just see myself trying to talk and spraying him with a mouthful of pretzel crumbs.

He brought the water pitcher over to the table and refilled his glass. “So,” he said, sitting back down, this time across the table from me, “here we are.”

I nodded. “Yup, here we are.” This was not witty banter—it was an echo.

“What’s the deal with Richie’s party next Saturday,” he asked finally. “Are you going?”

“Yeah, I’ll probably go.” We looked at each other across the table. His eyes were enormous, and they were very dark green. Please please please please understand that I am not just deaf-mute-pseudo-nature-girl. Please.

He smiled at me. “I’ll probably go, too.”

Here it was. Our big scene.

JOSH: (Reaching across the table and taking Jan’s hand in his.) I’ll probably go because I love you, Jan.

(They stare meaningfully into each other’s eyes and then—)

“Hello? Anybody home?” It was Sarah. Josh looked up as she came into the kitchen.

CURTAIN
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