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Dedication

For Wendy, my sister from another mister,

who gives me the courage to keep typing.
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ONE

Alexandra

Some girls are born to wear a baseball cap without an ounce of irony. Think of those long-legged, gamine creatures whose tans are never fake-baked, whose shoulders are broader than those of their boyfriends, and who tend to have a pair of blindingly white sneakers they save for “dress up.”

Some girls are born to wear a beret, or its sloppy cousin the beanie. Universal symbols that scream “I’m a bohemian—no, really, I am!” These are the girls who believe they belong in the spotlight, only to end up in someone else’s shadow every single time.

Some girls are born wanting so desperately to blend in that they spend hours trying to coax their locks into one of those messy-bun-and-elastic-headband combos that are so on-trend. Only these girls a) look like every third person and b) are not fooling anyone because the amount of effort they exert in trying to look effortless is obvious.

And I won’t even talk about those girls hiding behind thick bangs, dyed black and ironed straight. As if a curtain of hair could mask the pain and self-loathing that run so deep, they’ve turned parts of their bodies into lines of scar tissue.

You may wonder why I have such strong opinions about such seemingly trivial things.

It’s because I have to. It’s my job to size people up. To see what’s hiding beneath the surface—and then use that to my advantage.

You see, I am not like any of those girls.

No, I was born to wear a crown.





TWO

Alexandra

I spend fifth period the way I always spend fifth period: stuck in a mint-green box of a cafeteria, besieged by an army of clichés.

Samantha and I are seated at our usual table, one of only three rounds in the entire room.

There are enough chairs to accommodate eight people, but I’ve opted not to invite anyone to join us today, not even Matt.

This is because Sam and I have serious work. On Monday, the students of Spencer High will nominate candidates for this year’s Homecoming court. Principal Frick will post the official ballot by the end of the day, and once she does, the campaigning is on. I, of course, am a shoo-in; I’ve served as class princess every year since I was a freshman. But this year’s different.

This year, I’m going to be queen.

I wiggle my fingers in Matt’s direction and offer up an appropriately coy-yet-demure smile. My boyfriend grins and, despite being sandwiched between a six-foot-four-inch running back and three-hundred-pound wide receiver, Matt blows me a bona fide kiss. His teammates don’t even give him shit about it, because both of them have wanted to bone me for years. I cast my eyes downward, deepen my smile, and coax my cheeks to flush pink. Matt can’t take his eyes off me. But neither can Sam, for that matter.

Yes, I am the future Homecoming Queen of Spencer High, and my underwear model–hot boyfriend is both quarterback and captain of our nationally ranked football team. Together, we’re not only high school royalty, we’re the stuff of legends.

Does this make me a cliché, too?

Maybe. But clichés are the currency of the world. At the end of the day, I’m the one other girls aspire to be, the one every straight boy—and at least one not-so-straight girl—dreams of being with.

I look up and catch Sam frowning in Matt’s direction. Her new distaste for him aggravates me. She’s been like this since junior prom—the night I granted Matt full passage to my promised land. As though the first eight months of our relationship didn’t matter to her, or at least didn’t matter as much. Sealing it with sex? That apparently mattered.

I thought she understood. But perhaps I shouldn’t have given her so much credit.

“Hey,” I say softly, snaking my hand over to Sam’s to give it a little squeeze. “You okay?”

Her head whips back to my direction and she pulls her hand away. “Yes. Of course. Why?”

“No reason.”

Sam sighs and opens her pink plaid notebook to a fresh page. “We only have four days left,” she says. “It’s going to be tight.”

“Three,” I correct.

“Oh, right,” she says. “Today’s Thursday.”

I nod. “Natalie Night.”

“Three days,” she affirms. “Very tight.”

Homecoming is a big deal at Spencer High, and winning queen has been a part of the plan for as long as I can remember. There was a story published in the local paper—this was years ago—claiming that every Miss Indiana for the past three decades was a former Homecoming Queen. It’s not true. There’s no documentation anywhere that proves this. But for whatever reason, the story stuck with my mother. Winning Homecoming Queen is No. 13 on her quite literal (not to mention ridiculously long) list of things I need to do in order to one day become Miss America.

I know there are other ways to get out of this small town. With my grades, extracurriculars, and standardized test scores, I could get a scholarship to just about anywhere in the country. But I don’t want something as mundane as college to be what carries me away from Spencer. I was born for bigger things.

Natalie grew up thinking she was born for bigger things, too. But despite her movie-star good looks and hip-switching famous gait, the highest she ever got was second runner-up in Miss Indiana. I already know that I am better than her, but it doesn’t stop me from wanting the crowns to prove it.

Sam starts making a list of prime locations to hang my campaign posters so that we’ll know how many to make. She’s got this covered, so while she talks herself through the process, I tune out and survey the room. Our back corner table offers the best possible vantage point. From this angle I can see Sloane Fahey sipping on a diet pop and staring lustily in my boyfriend’s direction—as if freckle-faced gingers posed any kind of a threat. Across the aisle from her, poor Ivy Proctor lunches alone, surrounded by a force field of empty chairs. She does an admirable job of acting like she doesn’t care that her only companion is a library book.

Then there’s Taylor Flynn, the chubby junior who’s spent the last two years pretending that she and the ratchet bunch of misfits that make up Spencer High’s a cappella group are, in fact, cool—a delusion perpetuated by pop culture portrayals of show choir. She pops up from her table, wiping tears from her mascara-streaked eyes, and makes a beeline for the door.

“Taylor!” I call out as she passes by. “What’s wrong?”

Taylor stops dead in her tracks. Slowly, she turns to face me.

“Nothing, Alexandra,” she says. “I’m fine.”

“Are you?” I ask, knitting my eyebrows, feigning concern. “You don’t look fine.”

She swallows hard, then says, “Mr. Willis just told the Spattertones that our fall concert’s been canceled. Something about a budgeting snafu. You know how Frick is.”

“Oh, no. That’s awful.”

She nods vigorously in agreement, then bursts into a fresh round of tears. “I had three solos!” she practically wails, little lobes of back fat jiggling with each sob. “And Gramma already booked her flight from South Dakota. She’s going to be so disappointed!”

It’s hard not to feel sorry for Taylor. I mean, I wasn’t trying to ruin her life when I got Sam to convince her mother, the head of Spencer’s Parent Teacher Organization, that the Spattertones concert was scheduled too close to our fall musical. Nor was Taylor an intentional target when I whipped Mrs. Mays, the World’s Most Dramatic Drama Club Coordinator, into a frenzy over the idea that Evita would suffer if the audience was diverted by the promise of quirky covers of their favorite pop songs.

But this is my senior year, and so help me God, I will be Eva Perón in front of a sold-out house. Taylor’s just an unfortunate—but necessary—casualty.

“You know,” I say, “you could join the chorus of Evita. Then your grandmother would still be able to see you perform. It wouldn’t give you three solos, but—”

“It’s something,” she finishes for me. “Yeah, maybe that’s a good idea.”

“Of course, I’ll put in a good word with Mrs. Mays for you.” I wink. “You know how she adores me.”

“Thank you, Alexandra.” Taylor is finally breathing steadily again. “You’re so . . . kind.”

She says this last word like she’s surprised by it. Not an entirely unexpected reaction.

For the record, there are precious few people in this school I genuinely like. And there are even fewer who genuinely like me, although nearly all of them, if asked, would say they did.

This is because the majority of my classmates know that I am someone they’re supposed to like. I have the ear of every teacher, coach, and administrator here. I make things happen at this school. I am someone they want on their side.

Taylor sniffs back the last of her tears. “I’m going to go talk to her right now. Thank you, Alexandra. Seriously—thank you.” She flashes me a grateful smile.

Taylor lumbers away on what I’m certain will prove a fruitless mission. Mays has had her show blocked and choreographed since before school started. No way will she want to work in extra cast members now. But my “willingness to help”? It throws Taylor off my scent.

“One goal accomplished,” Sam says in a low voice. “Now can we please focus? We’ve got a campaign to win.”





THREE

Sam

By the time the bell rings, our list is fairly complete. And it is long.

In addition to creating and distributing campaign posters, there are several events for which we’ll need to prepare. The nominations go live about a month before the Homecoming dance, which is where the voting takes place. In between there’s the pep rally assembly, where each of the candidates is interviewed onstage, and the Homecoming game itself, where the candidates make short, unscripted speeches during halftime, on a prompt pulled randomly from a box.

The Q&As aren’t where queens are made, though. That all happens outside of the spotlight. Casual conversations in homeroom. Circulating the tables at lunch. Sucking up to the right people during after-school activities. Harnessing the power of social media.

“Looks like we have our work cut out for us,” Lexi says, and by “we” I know she means “you,” because—let’s face it—I’m the one who will be doing 90 percent of the work for her Homecoming Queen campaign. Just like I’m the one who’ll be writing her paper on A Streetcar Named Desire for AP English tonight, while she’s off logging time with Natalie.

Matt insists on walking us to class every day, even though his next one is in the exact opposite direction. Then he lingers so long that he literally has to run the length of the school if he wants to make it to World History before the final bell.

The halls are fairly wide, but so are Matt’s shoulders. I imagine he has to take out a few people on his way.

He suctions himself to Lexi’s side, wrapping one heavily muscled arm around her and hoisting her Marc by Marc Jacobs backpack onto the other. Together, and despite Lexi’s slender frame, the two of them take up a lot of space—so much so that I always end up trailing a few steps behind.

Everyone’s so busy waving at Lexi and fist-bumping Matt that no one ever notices me. They’re like Power Couple Camo.

But it’s fine. I can see more from here. And there is so much to see.

Matt’s on the shorter side for a QB, only about five foot ten, but what he lacks in height he makes up for in genetically perfect everything else. Dark caramel hair he keeps military-neat for football, then grows out in the off-season. Big brown eyes framed by lashes almost as long as Lexi’s. A pouty poem of a mouth that always seems to be smiling, even when it’s not.

Just Google “Channing Tatum high school pictures” and you’ll get a pretty decent idea of what I’m talking about.

And then there’s Lexi. Lexi, whose legs go on for days, despite the fact that she barely clocks in at five foot six. Whose long, raven mane flows down her back like shiny black water. Whose sapphire eyes look photoshopped even when she’s standing a foot in front of you. Whose lollipop pink lips are plump and perfect even when they’re naked, without so much as a hint of gloss.

They taste pretty sweet, those lips.

When we reach Mr. Banerjee’s class, Matt and Lexi assume their standard position—Lexi leaning against the wall, Matt leaning into Lexi. I duck around them and head inside. I’ve seen that show too many times to need another encore. Here’s how it goes: things will be whispered, giggles will be exchanged, and if there are no teachers in the hallway, spit will be swapped. It happens, exactly this way, every. Single. Day.

What doesn’t happen every single day is a New Girl sighting. So I’m beyond surprised to see Mr. Banerjee deep in thoughtful conversation with a pint-sized prepster who does not look at all familiar. She has chin-length, strawberry-blond hair and two dimples punctuating the sides of her smile.

They’re too far away for me to read their lips, and I don’t want to get caught staring, so I pull out my copy of Streetcar and pretend to read, sneaking glances whenever I can.

Lexi slides into the desk next to me. “Who the hell is that?” she whispers.

I shrug. “Never seen her before.”

“Is she wearing a skort?”

I stifle a snicker. “Yeah, I think so.”

Lexi never loses her sunny smile, but her eyes have darkened. She doesn’t like surprises, and we’ve somehow made it all the way to sixth period without hearing a single word about this particular New Girl. That’s on me. Lexi’s made it very clear; it’s my job to keep an ear to the ground at all times. With a mom in the PTO, that’s usually pretty easy.

I start to whisper an apology when Lexi lifts her hand to silence me. “She’s cute,” she says mildly.

“I guess.” I shrug. “If you like that sort of thing.”

She turns to me, the corners of her lips quirking upward. “Not your type?”

I blink, not sure I want to respond. The bell rings then, ending the uncomfortable exchange.

Mr. Banerjee and the New Girl move to the middle of the room. “Class, I’d like you to meet Erin Hewett. She is a new senior and comes to us by way of San Diego, California. Erin, please introduce yourself.”

Erin’s cheeks pinken just a smidge. Despite what I said to Lexi, I do think she’s kind of adorable, skort and all.

“Hi, everyone,” Erin says with a little wave. “I, um, just moved here, like Mr. B. said. My mom’s family is from Indiana, though, so I used to visit lots when I was younger. Um, I was supposed to start the school year here, but there were some real estate . . . issues? Anyway, I’m happy to be here now. Oh, and I might be cheering for the Spartans! I’m, um, a tumbler.”

There’s something totally disarming about the way Erin delivers this monologue, and it’s immediately apparent that more than one boy takes notice.

Lexi raises her hand, and Mr. Banerjee calls on her. “I just wanted to say welcome. I’m Alexandra, and if there’s anything you need, I want to personally offer my assistance.”

“That’s really sweet,” Erin says. “Thank you, Alex.”

I flinch. Lexi hates it when people call her that. “Do I look like a boy?” she’s apt to snark, as soon as they’re out of earshot. Of course, she’s the one who got everyone to call me Sam back in second grade.

“Alexandra,” Lexi corrects in a friendly tone, never once breaking character.

“Alexandra,” Erin repeats. “Gotcha.”

There’s something almost dismissive in the way she does this. Just a whiff of condescension, but I can tell it’s there, and, if that diamond edge in her eyes can be believed, so can Lexi.

Erin takes a seat in the middle of the room. Lexi and I exchange glances. I can tell she’s thinking the same thing:

We are going to need to keep our eyes on this one.





FOUR

Alexandra

About halfway through eighth period, it hits me how little time I have to prepare for this year’s Homecoming race. Between my schoolwork, college applications, play rehearsal, Key Club meetings, and a somewhat needy boyfriend (albeit one of super-hottie proportions), I do not have a ton of free time. And what little free time I do have is claimed by my mother. Or, more accurately, my mother’s plans for me.

Becoming Miss America was Natalie’s dream. When she stalled out before ever making it to the big show, and then got knocked up with me before she could have a second at-bat, becoming Miss America became her dream for me.

Competing in pageants was never optional. It was just something I did, even before I started to crawl. Natalie was fanatical about my “career,” too. She wasn’t like those fame-hungry moms on TV, entering their kid in any pageant that offered a crown. No, she was picky. Natalie doesn’t believe in glitz pageants, especially not for little girls. I never had a flipper of fake teeth, never wore a wig of someone else’s human hair. My talent never focused on something exploitative, like those poor creatures whose mothers stick them into Shirley Temple skirts and teach them how to shake nonexistent tatas.

No, I always sang, always dressed in something respectable. My pageant gowns were more glamorous than sexy. And I have yet to compete in something that had a swimsuit competition, though I have had to do fitness and active wear.

I started working with my pageant coach, Craig, about five years ago. He preps me for almost everything—talent, evening gown, interview, presentation, platform development, modeling, dance, hair and makeup. You name it, Craig covers it.

Except for The Walk. That’s Natalie’s area of expertise, or so she believes. The Walk, she says, is what made her famous. And it’s The Walk that would have carried her all the way to Miss America, had she not been the victim of pageant sabotage.

The way Natalie tells it, on random nights when the magic combination of booze and pills turn her confessional, she was the odds-on favorite for Miss Indiana the year she competed. But then she took a turn too fast during the evening gown competition and landed on the side of her right ankle. She claims that someone put bowling wax on the soles of her shoes, but that was never proven.

Natalie started to recover mid-fall; she landed softly and didn’t break anything, but she did end up with a bad sprain. Despite the pain, she kept going. By the time she came out for swimsuit, her ankle had swollen to almost twice its size. She got a standing O during her final lap around the stage—at least, according to Natalie—but it wasn’t enough to rescue her score. She was named the second runner-up. Before she could work her way back the following year, my still-legally-married-to-his-second-wife father managed to get her knocked up with me, prohibiting her from competing for (and winning) that ultimate title: Miss America.

By effectively ending her pageant career I involuntarily signed up for mine. She entered me into my first competition when I was just shy of six months old. When I won the 0–12 months division, she knew she’d made the right decision in keeping me.

Thursdays have always been Natalie Nights—the one night each week that she gives me quality face time. The fact that it takes the shape of pageant training doesn’t faze me anymore. In fact, I almost wish she’d go back to the time when she’d berate me about my lack of a thigh gap instead of just drunkenly recounting her glory days, which is what our practices often devolve into since my father died two years ago. It’s better than nothing.

Señora Gonzalez prattles on about the various idioms used to describe weather en español as I begin to run through a mental end-of-day checklist: girls’ room for touch-ups, locker for books, pharmacy for drugs. That should do it.

My legs cross, uncross, recross. Class can’t end soon enough. If I don’t arrive at home by 3:30 on the dot, Natalie will be on edge. She will deliver her umpteenth speech on Professionalism and how I am Not Taking My Career Seriously Enough. And then our weekly practice session will become a rant-a-thon, stretching four hours past the amount of time Natalie can handle sober. And a sober Natalie is one of the only benefits to our Thursday sessions.

Señora stops in front of my desk and points to my foot. “No rebote,” she says. “Me estás poniendo nervioso.” No bouncing; you’re making me nervous.

The few classmates who aren’t completely brain-dead titter in response. There are some other things I can think of to do with this foot as it relates to Señora Gonzales, but—

“Lo siento,” I say automatically. I’m sorry.

Señora offers a curt nod, then goes back to talking about the weather. I’m distracted by the ill-fitting nature of her poly blend skirt, a tea-length, A-line number that’s so tight in the ass, it shows the outline of her enormous granny panties. The skirt’s a particularly drab shade of olive that casts Señora’s marshmallow legs a ghastly green hue. I must remember to tell Natalie about this later. It will give her a good chuckle.

After the final bell, I head for the bathroom. There I retrieve the MAC Naked Liner from my makeup bag. I use it to carefully draw a line just outside my top lip (to make it look fuller) and just inside my bottom one (to slim it up). Then I turn the pencil on its side to lightly shade them both in. Next, I draw a lip brush across the top of Myth, my go-to MLBB lipstick (My Lips But Better), and with short, feathery strokes, paint over the liner. I blot on a scratchy paper towel, then add a second coat. As a final touch, I gently dot some clear Lipglass in the very center of my mouth using the pad of my pinkie.

Perfect. Natalie will be pleased. She has always admired a subtle lip.

I quick-walk to my locker, trying my damnedest to look as if I am moving at a normal, everyday pace. Matt is standing there, waiting for me. Odd. He usually heads right to practice.

He’s wearing his jersey over his school clothes, which is also odd. His hands are clasped together in front of him, and he keeps shifting his weight from side to side. Almost like a teenage version of the pee-pee dance.

When I’m only a few feet away, Matt lifts one fist and raps it twice against the bank of metal lockers. Then he bellows, “Let’s do this!”

A handful of Matt’s teammates stream toward him from different directions, all carrying different things. Chick Myers, the widest wide receiver in all of Indiana, pops a fedora off his head and places it on top of Matt’s. Then Bobby Jablonski, the super-tall running back, hands him an acoustic guitar. Matt threads himself through the strap and, much to my horror, begins to strum.

There’s a crowd forming around us, no doubt curious as to why my boyfriend has picked this moment in time to make a complete ass out of himself. Instead of pouring out the school’s doors and into the warm late-September afternoon, they’re all just standing there, staring. A few are even whipping out their phones.

It takes me a few blinks to realize that Matt plans on singing to me. Right here, in front of everyone. As he warbles the first few lines of Jason Mraz’s “I’m Yours,” I force my jaw to drop a little, trying to look appropriately stunned and touched at the same time. Inside, though, I am furious. This little stunt of Matthew’s is going to cost me. How much, I’m not sure. It all depends on exactly how late I am getting to Natalie.

The gawking crowd swells, second by cheesy second. I don’t tear my eyes off Matt, of course, so I can’t make out many distinct faces. Still, I can hear the squeals of delight from my female classmates. I almost feel sorry for the boyfriends of Spencer High who, as a result, will now be held to ridiculously high standards of romance.

Matt’s voice grows louder and more confident with each verse. He’s not a bad singer. And he’s definitely easy on the eyes. Is that my Grinch heart growing just a smidge?

As Matt coos, “This is our fate, I’m yours,” I realize that there’s a very good possibility we will end up on YouTube. In fact, we may even go viral. I cover my face with my hands, careful not to smudge my eyeliner, then look up, partially masking my smile behind my fingertips. A gesture I hope reads as “I’m both amazed and humbled by your outpouring of emotion. How did I ever get so lucky to find someone like you?”

My boyfriend’s grin grows even wider, threatening to split his beautiful face in half. I have played my part well.

With one final “I’m yours,” Matt finishes strong. The crowd erupts in cheers. He holds up one hand to silence them. “Give me a sec,” he says. “There’s more.”

Two of his teammates unfurl a paper banner, the kind that the cheerleaders make before each game to psych the players up. Only, this one reads, “Happy 1st Anniversary, Alexandra.” Another hands me a dozen red roses wrapped in brown paper and tied with a raffia bow.

“I’ve had a crush on you since kindergarten,” Matt says, eliciting a chorus of “aww” from the girls in the audience. “But it wasn’t until last year that I finally got up the courage to ask you to Homecoming.”

It’s a good thing he waited, too. It wasn’t until the summer after sophomore year that Matt transformed from awkward-bordering-on-ugly to oh-my-god-hotness.

“You said yes,” he continues, “and every day since, I’ve felt like the luckiest guy in the world. I love you, Alexandra Miles. Someday, I’m going to marry you.”

I’d like to see you try, I think, as every girl in earshot has a complete fucking meltdown. I manage to muster up some tears, my eyes brimming with unspilt drops. In a move I perfected when I was ten, I squeeze out exactly one. No one will ever accuse me of being an ugly crier.

Matt swaps the guitar for a football. Before I can figure out what it’s for, Matt says “Catch” and lobs it toward me.

Without thinking, I drop the roses to reach for the ball. It lands against my chest with a dull thud. What the shit, Matt? I think, my inner fury returning. Surely there’s a more graceful way he could’ve done that. And what am I supposed to do with a football, anyway?

“Turn it over,” Matt instructs, as if he’s read my mind.

On the other side of the ball, spelled out in rhinestones, is one word, followed by a question mark: “HOMECOMING?”

Oh, he’s good. A few dozen more IQ points and we might have made a formidable team.

Matt kneels down in front of me, and for a heartbeat I fear he’s about to actually propose. But then he says, “Alexandra Miles, will you tackle one last Homecoming dance with me?”

“Yes,” I say, nodding for the iPhone cameras. “Of course I will!”

More cheers ensue. Matt rises, throws his arms around my waist, and lifts me up, squishing the football between us. I giggle appropriately. When he puts me down, he takes my face in his hands and lays a deep kiss on me. All of that work I did in the girls’ room? Ruined.

“What in the Sam Hill is going on out here?” a familiar, cranky voice brays, breaking the mood entirely. It’s Principal Constance Frick, the proverbial thorn in my side. Her sheer presence parts the throngs of admirers who surround us. I turn and see her standing there frowning, manly hands planted square on what Natalie calls “birthing hips.”

“Alexandra Miles,” she says in a voice oozing disapproval. “I should have known you’d be at the center of this little spectacle.”

“You can blame me for that,” Matt says cheerfully. “Sorry, Ms. Frick.”

Frick’s face softens a bit as she drinks him in. You can practically see the impure thoughts dance across her old-lady brain.

“Let’s clear out now,” she commands. “School’s over.” She tips her head in Matt’s direction before clomping toward her office.

Matt pulls me closer and whispers in my ear, “You make me so happy, babe.”

“You too,” I murmur, trying to figure out how quickly I can extricate myself from his grasp without causing drama. Doesn’t he realize it’s Thursday? And that he’s making me inexcusably late?

“Sorry to interrupt,” I hear Sam say from behind me. “But I need to steal your girlfriend.”

Samantha. Here to rescue me, like the loyal little sycophant she is. Thank God.

“What’s up, Sam?” Matt asks.

“It’s, um . . . well, Alexandra promised me a ride,” she says, stumbling over her words. “I have a thing I have to get to. Like, now.” She swoops down to pick up the fallen flower bouquet, then thrusts it at me.

“Right,” I say. “Matty, I’m so sorry. I have to run. Call you tonight?”

“Sure.” His eyes are locked on Sam. He’s managed to hide his irritation well, but I can see it simmering under the surface.

I plant a kiss on the corner of his mouth to placate him. “Tonight,” I say again.

“I’m counting the minutes,” he replies, devoid of any sarcasm.

We head to the senior parking lot. Once out of earshot, Sam says, “You’re welcome.”

Her tart voice strikes the wrong nerve. “Thank you,” I say, a little more sharply than intended.

“You’d think that Matt would know by now that Thursdays are off-limits. I mean, I do.”

“It’s our anniversary,” I shoot back. “It’s not his fault it fell on a Thursday.”

“But it is his fault that he waited until after school to surprise you.”

Why is she goading me when she already knows I’m running late?

I stop dead in my tracks. Sam stops too, confused.

“I think I like you better when you’re less needy,” I say icily. “And oh—I hope you don’t mind taking the bus tomorrow morning. I have some things I need to take care of before school.”

I turn on my heel and walk away, leaving a stunned, speechless Sam in the parking lot as I speed off toward the pharmacy.





FIVE

Sam

“Need a lift?”

It’s the New Girl. Erin. My ears burn with embarrassment. Did she hear the way Lexi just blew me off? And if there had to be a witness, why did it have to be her?

“No thanks,” I say. “But I appreciate the offer, umm . . . Ellen?”

“It’s Erin, actually.” She smiles as she says this, and there’s something about the expression on her face that catches me off guard. Then I realize: her smile is genuine.

It makes me uncomfortable.

Erin pushes a lock of hair behind her right ear and I watch as her slender fingers trail across her jawline to complete the same action on the other side of her face. “You’re Sam, right?”

I nod, wondering how she already knows that. Then I blurt out, “Do you always offer rides to strangers?”

She laughs. “Not especially. But you’re hardly a stranger.”

Our eyes meet, and my breath catches in my throat. Is it possible that she’s . . . ?

“We’re classmates,” she finishes. “And to be honest, my offer isn’t entirely altruistic. I figured I could pick your brain about the Streetcar paper on the way to your house.”

Of course. Maybe that smile wasn’t so genuine after all.

Normal breathing resumes, and I assess the situation. Cozying up to Erin could piss Lexi off even more. Then again, maybe she’d approve of me gathering some inside intel. Better yet, taking Erin up on her offer could accomplish both.

“Okay,” I say. “If it’s not too much trouble.”

“Not at all.”

We walk across the lot to Erin’s car, a bright white MINI Cooper with a convertible top. It’s adorable, and totally suits my new skort-wearing friend. She hits the clicker to unlock the car, but opens the passenger-side door for me anyway. Who does that?

I give Erin my address, and she types it into her iPhone. “Might as well give me your number, too,” she says, so I do. “You want mine?”

“Okay.”

She puts her hand out, and for a second I wonder if she’s offering it to me to hold. But before I do something stupid, it registers that she wants me to hand over my cell.

Her thumbs are the fastest I’ve ever seen, and I’m mesmerized by how quickly they clickety-clack through the info. “Here you go,” she says, handing it back. I look down and see that she’s used emojis to bookend her name—a pink heart with yellow stars to the left and a blushing smiley face to the right.

Lexi would gag at this girly display, but me? I swallow hard.

As we drive to my house, Erin chats not about the AP English assignment, but about her former life in California. I learn that she’s not from San Diego proper, but Poway, a suburb of the city she describes as “idyllic.” It’s the second SAT-prep word I’ve heard her use in the past ten minutes, but there’s nothing forced about the way she speaks. She was cocaptain of the cheer squad at her old high school, as well as a peer counselor, student council representative, and member of Key Club, for which she served as the fund-raising chair.

It’s this last piece of information that catches my attention. Of all of Lexi’s extracurriculars, she’s most territorial over Key Club. She’s been president since sophomore year. 

Last fall, when Sloane Fahey decided to join, Lexi was livid for weeks. Her anger only intensified when Sloan ran for—and won—secretary, an upset over Lexi’s handpicked candidate, Jen Tyner. Secretly, I was impressed. Sloane’s one of the only people at Spencer High with big enough balls to challenge Lexi directly. It’s even more impressive considering how Lexi fucked up her life sophomore year.

“You guys have Key Club at Spencer, right?” Erin asks. “Your friend—Alexandria—she’s the president, isn’t she?”

I can practically hear the eye roll in how she says Lexi’s name. Dangerous. We were right to think we needed to watch out for this girl.

“Yes,” I say. “It’s very important to her.”

My subtle warning goes completely over Erin’s head. “Oh, me too!” she says. “In fact, I was absolutely heartbroken that I didn’t get to see my last project through to completion.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yes. I was organizing a Jail and Bail lock-in for this huge project we were working on.”

“Jail and Bail?” I ask. “What’s that?”

“You’ve never done one? Oh, it’s the best. You get a bunch of people to volunteer to be ‘arrested’—teachers, coaches, the principal—and then they have to call people to raise their ‘bail’ and spring them from the jail cells.

“It’s totally a hoot,” she continues, “and it raises beaucoup bucks. We should totally do one at Spencer!”

She’s right; it does sound fun. And it probably would raise a lot of money, as long as no one incarcerated Frick (because really, who would pay her bail?). But I know that Lexi wouldn’t like the New Girl waltzing in and planning a high-profile fund-raising event, especially not on her first day.

“Anyway,” Erin prattles on, “we’ve been raising funds for the past two years to buy a van that could be converted into a bookmobile. A bunch of teachers and our school librarian were involved and everything. My Jail and Bail was projected to bring enough not only to get the van, but also to pay for the conversion.”

“Wow,” I croak. “That’s . . . huge.” Much bigger than anything Lexi’s ever tackled, and way more impressive than the pancake breakfasts and Lost and Found auctions she organizes each year.

“So who would I talk to about bringing a project like that to Spencer?” Erin asks. “Alexandria?”

“I don’t know,” I lie. Obviously, nothing gets done without Lexi’s approval. “I’m not in Key Club.” I steer clear of it, just like I do the half dozen other organizations that Lexi runs. Publicly, that is. I’m usually involved behind the scenes; the work I do is invisible.

“I guess I could just propose it at a meeting,” Erin says.
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