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Chapter 1: The Announcement

On a Tuesday in October, the whole twelfth grade gathers in the
lunchroom, and Mrs. Teitelbaum stands at the front with two
envelopes.

"Our school sends two delegates to the leadership convention in
March,” she says, "one from each class in the grade. Three days,
sessions with girls from forty schools, and you come back and
teach us what you learned.”

The room goes very quiet. Every girl is suddenly interested in her
notebook.
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Mrs. Teitelbaum reads the first name. It is not Zlata's. It is the class's

obvious choice, a girl who leads things well and makes it look easy.

The class claps. Zlata claps too, with a small sting she files under be
gracious.

Zlata has run the class’s chesed drive for two years. She has stood
up in front of the grade more times than anyone. She lets herself
think, for one disloyal second, that her name belongs in an
envelope too. Then she puts it away; clapping with a sting in it is still
clapping, and the girl who won is good.

Mrs. Teitelbaum reads the second name, a girl from the parallel
class. The clapping is warm. Zlata's sting grows a size. She wanted
this one. She had not let herself know how much until the names
were someone else's.

Zlata is seventeen. She goes back to her notebook and draws a
straight line.
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Chapter 2: The Envelope That Comes Back

Two weeks later, Mrs. Teitelbaum asks Zlata to stay after.

"The first delegate can't go - her cousin’s wedding is that weekend,
out of town. The seat is yours if you want it.”

She slides an envelope across the desk. It is the same kind of
envelope as the first two - the seat’'s second offering, a second
envelope. Inside are the dates, the travel plans - a bus shared with
another school's delegates, and Mrs. Teitelbaum traveling with the
girls - and the form a parent signs.

"I need an answer by Friday."”
Zlata carries the envelope home. It sits in her bag like a stone.

On the walk she tries the news out loud. "I'm a delegate.” It sounds
like a good sentence. Then she tries the sentence underneath it.
"I'm a delegate because someone else couldn't go.” That sentence
sounds like a borrowed coat.

She should be happy. She counts the reasons, and the counting
does not produce the happiness. The reasons are true and none of
them help; the thing that hurts is not on the list. The thing that hurts

is the order of the names.

"It was hers first,” Zlata thinks to herself. "I'm the spare.”
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Chapter 3: The Refusal She Drafts

At the kitchen table, Zlata writes the answer she wants to give.

Thank you, but I'd rather not be the second choice. Please offer it to
the next girl.

She reads it. It looks dignified. It also looks like a door closing on
something she wanted more than she admitted.

Mommy finds her staring at it.

"That's a very grand no,” Mommy says, reading over her shoulder.
"What is it protecting?”

"My honor."

"Tell me about your honor's plans for March,” Mommy says. "Does
it want the convention? Or only to have been asked first?”

Zlata opens her mouth and closes it.
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"Those are two different wants,” Mommy says. "One is a weekend
with forty schools. The other is a feeling about an envelope. Which
one were you sad about on Tuesday?"”

"The weekend,” Zlata says, after a while.

"Mm," says Mommuy, sitting down across the table. "Your no
protects the envelope feeling and costs the weekend. And it doesn't
fix the feeling either - the names were read in the order they were
read, and no Friday answer changes Tuesday.”

"So | should just swallow it?"

"No. Swallowing is for things you can't examine. You can examine
this one. Ask what you need to know before you answer. Then
answer like a person who asked.”

Zlata folds the no in half, and then in half again. She does not throw
it away. It was honest when she wrote it. It is just not the whole truth
anymore.
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Chapter 4: The Real Question

Zlata takes out a page and writes what the weekend actually
contains.

Sessions on running programs. A panel with women who started
organizations. Girls from forty schools - forty kinds of answers to
the same questions. Travel. Coming home with something to teach.

Then she writes what the envelope contains.

Being picked first. Which did not happen and cannot be made to
have happened.

She looks at the two lists. The first is all still available. The second is
gone either way: refusing the seat will not make her the first choice,
only the girl who stayed home to protect a feeling about an
envelope.
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She tries to cross "being picked first” off the second list and cannot;
it is true that she wanted it, and pretending otherwise is a lie. So she
leaves it on the page and writes beside it: gone, whichever answer.
Writing it that way makes it a plain fact, and facts are things she is
allowed to decide around.

Two questions remain, and they belong to the woman who made
the list. What does the school expect from its delegate - and is that
work she can do well? And why is the offer hers - was she a real
candidate when the names were argued, or a name kept warm in
case of a wedding? If the work is real and the expectations fit, the
envelope deserves an answer on its own terms.
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Chapter 5: The Straight Question

On Thursday, Zlata knocks on Mrs. Teitelbaum's door, the envelope
in her hand. The teacher is at her desk, and waves her in.

"I want to ask you two things straight, and | want straight answers.”
"Go ahead.”
"First: what does the school expect from its delegate in March?"

"Three days of sessions,” Mrs. Teitelbaum says. "Notes for the class,

an hour of teaching when you return, and the school's name carried

properly among forty schools. It is work you can do. That is why the
envelope is on your desk.”

"Second: why is the offer mine? | want it straight.”

"Each class argues its own seat,” she says. "For ours, we argued an
hour - two names, one place, you and her. She edged it on one
thing: she has run school-wide programs and you have run class
ones. That is a fact, not a verdict - one criterion in one
conversation, not a measurement of you. When the seat opened,
you were the name we had already argued for. The convention will
not know the difference.”
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Zlata nods slowly.

"Thank you for not saying | was first all along.”
"Then you wouldn’t have believed the rest."”

"One more thing,” Zlata says. "If | go, | don't want to go as the
replacement - in how it's said, to the class.”

Mrs. Teitelbaum considers that. "Fair,” she says. "The class knows
plans changed. Families have weddings. I'll say you're our delegate,
because you will be. | won't make a ceremony of the order, and |
won't hide it either. It's a Tuesday.”

That lands well. Things happen on Tuesdays, and then other things
happen.

"If you're deciding whether you're good enough to sit in those
sessions,” Mrs. Teitelbaum adds, "stop. That question was answered
in the hour we argued. The only open question is whether you want

to.”
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Chapter 6: The Yes

On Friday morning, Zlata brings back the form, signed by Mommuy,
who read the dates, the bus plan, and the name of the teacher in
charge before she signed.

She does not say, "l suppose I'll go.” She does not make Mrs.
Teitelbaum comfort her. "Yes. Thank you for offering it to me."”

The other delegate, the girl from the parallel class, finds her at
lunch.

"I'm glad it's you,” she says. "l was worried it would be someone
who takes notes and never talks."”

"I take notes,” Zlata says.

"Then talk too,"” says the girl, and that is the beginning of planning
which sessions to sit in together.

The first-choice girl catches Zlata in the hall. "Is it true you're going
instead of me?"” Zlata braces. "Good,"” the girl says. "Tell me
everything when you're back. I'll be at a wedding eating the same
courses as four hundred people.”

The winter passes the way winters do. In January, Mrs. Teitelbaum
offers Zlata the school-wide chesed drive. "You'd run it well,” she
says. "Say no if the winter is too full.” Zlata thinks for a day, and
says yes. By March, the envelope has stopped being a stone. It is

just paper with dates on it.
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Chapter 7: The Convention

The convention is three days of noise and ideas.

Forty schools sit in circles and argue kindly about what makes a
program work. On the second day, Zlata's circle of six must present
its answer to the room, and the circle looks around, and a girl from

another city says, "You say it. You said it clearest.”

No one in the circle knows about any envelope. They choose her
because of the sentence she just said, in the room they are actually
in.

Zlata stands and presents their answer. Her voice does not shake
after the first line.

The program book leaves the long breaks open on purpose - the
teachers sit at their own table, and the girls drift between sessions
and hallways. Zlata collects forty kinds of answers. Twice she hears

her own suggestion repeated back as someone's new idea, and
takes it as a compliment.

She writes it down that night, in the notebook: chosen by strangers,
on the evidence of one sentence. It does not erase October. It puts
October in its proper size.
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Chapter 8: What She Brings Back

On the first day back, Zlata teaches the class the convention's best
hour, as the delegates were asked to. The girl who went to the
wedding takes the most notes of anyone, asks two questions, and is
happy to hear the answers. When the bell rings, three girls stay
behind to ask how a person gets chosen for things like this, and
Zlata says, "This year the record that edged it was school-wide
programs - another year could weigh something else, and I'd ask.
Mostly, when a seat is offered, find out what the work is and
whether you can do it well, and then answer.” She is surprised at
how settled she sounds.

After class, Zlata puts the convention folder away. The envelope is
still in it, the one Mrs. Teitelbaum slid across the desk. She leaves it
there.

It is the second envelope - the seat's second offering. It is also the
one that took her to the convention, and the one she said yes to
without making anyone pretend the first one never existed.

Both things are true, and she knows which one she packs.
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