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    On the outside, seventeen-year-old Madelyne Summers looks like your typical blond cheerleader—perky, popular, and dating the star quarterback. But inside, Maddie spends more time agonizing over what will happen in the next issue of her favorite comic book than planning pep rallies with her squad. That she’s a nerd hiding in a popular girl’s body isn’t just unknown, it’s anti-known. And she needs to keep it that way.


    Summer is the only time Maddie lets her real self out to play, but when she slips up and the adorkable guy behind the local comic shop’s counter uncovers her secret, she’s busted. Before she can shake a pom-pom, Maddie’s whisked into Logan’s world of comic conventions, live-action role-playing, and first-person-shooter video games. And she loves it. But the more she denies who she really is, the deeper her lies become…and the more she risks losing Logan forever.
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    Prologue


    When I was in junior high, the school I went to held a Halloween festival every year in the gym. There were all these little booths where we could bob for apples or throw darts at balloons for crappy little prizes like plastic spider rings and whistles that didn’t work. There was a “jailhouse” that was really just a big cardboard box with a door and a window with black spray-painted PVC pipes as the bars. We could pay a dollar to send someone to “jail” for one minute. For some reason this turned into a declaration of love if a boy sent a girl to jail.


    The biggest part of this festival was always the costume contest, probably because the winner actually won cash. In sixth grade, I was determined to win this contest. I spent weeks before the festival making my costume. I figured if I went as something the judges—who were just the softball coach, the head of the cafeteria, and the principal—had never seen before, I was sure to win.


    At the time, I was really into this comic book series called The Pigments. My favorite character was Spectrum Girl. She had a pink afro and this awesome cape. The cape was what I spent most of my time on. I got these long, wide strips of fabric in every shade of the rainbow, then lined the edges of each strip with bendable wire so the strips would stick out behind me and be all wavy so it would look like I was flying.


    On the night of the festival I was so pumped I almost threw up as I waited in the wings of the stage. The other competitors had all chosen the same old costumes: witch, robot, the main character of whatever the most recent animated movie was. I could feel it in my very core that I had this thing wrapped up.


    Then, Mrs. Birdhill announced me.


    “Our next trick-or-treater is Maddie Jean Summers. She’s dressed as”—and here’s where I started to doubt myself because when she said this last part, it sounded like she was reading words she had never heard before—“the leader of the superhero team The Pigments, Spectrum Girl?”


    Yep, she ended it like she was asking a question.


    I stepped onto the stage, expecting a wave of oohs and ahhs, but what I got was complete silence. I swear I heard a cricket chirp somewhere in the back of the room when I stepped up to the microphone.


    “Hi. I spent two weeks working on my costume. I chose Spectrum Girl because she’s the strongest of all the Pigments, and I think she sets a great example for young women today,” I said and took a few giant steps back so I could make a slow turn.


    When I made the complete 360, I stopped and looked out at the audience. It was a sea of my peers, everyone I went to school with, everyone I wanted desperately to impress. In the front row was my best friend, who shall remain nameless. She would always rag on me when I mentioned anything comic related, so I had learned not to talk about it.


    I remember looking down at her in her cheerleader costume. I’m sure my eyes were pleading with her to break the silence, to help me—even if she didn’t like comics, we were best friends. Surely she’d support me.


    Instead, she leaned over to the girl next to her and whispered something in her ear. They both giggled before she-who-shall-not-be-named yelled, “Where did you get your costume idea?”


    I stepped up to the microphone, thinking my answer would help. Everyone loves Superman and Batman, how could they not like a costume based on a comic character?


    “The Pigments is a comic book I like a lot,” I said.


    “A comic book? What a dork!”


    I don’t know if everyone agreed with her, but they all laughed with her. Laughed me right off the stage. Thank goodness no one was hanging out by the back exit because it would have been even more embarrassing if someone had caught me bawling my eyes out in a dark corner.


    Later, as I tore my excellently crafted cape to shreds and stuffed it into a garbage bag, I vowed no one would ever get the chance to hurt me like that again.


    And that’s when my double life began.

  


  
    #1


    Louisiana summers are unforgiving. Or maybe I’m too freaking impatient to tolerate the usual ninety-six-degrees-in-the-shade heat. The final book in The Super Ones comic book series, which I’ve been obsessing over for years, comes out today, and I’m waiting for Randy Henderson from down the street to finish mowing our lawn so I can check the mailbox. Normally, I download my comics and read them on the computer so there’s no physical proof of my secret life, but the author of this particular series has insisted the final book only be available in print.


    Hurry up, Randy. Except, I think my impatience has made things worse. I’m pretty sure he thinks I’m checking him out. Every few minutes, he sends me a sideways glance from where he sits atop his riding mower and tries his best to do a crooked grin like he’s Robert Pattinson or something. I bet he’s practiced it in the mirror. I hope he doesn’t hit on me tomorrow at school. Eric, my boyfriend, has never actually hurt someone for checking me out. He’s usually too busy being a “dude-bro.” It’s all about football and chicks and “dude-bro, we should totally go mud riding this weekend.” But catching Randy checking me out would be a chance to cause physical harm which, let’s face it, is what football is mostly about. And Eric is good at football.


    Finally, Randy rounds the large pecan tree in our front yard, cutting the final patch of grass, and heads down our driveway. As he turns right onto the street to go home, he waves back at me, revealing a thick mass of dark, curly underarm hair. Did you know smiling suppresses the gag reflex? I do, so I smile and wave back.


    Once the sound of the lawn mower is barely audible, I jump up and run off the porch. Maybe it’s more of a sprint. A dash? Either way, I manage to get to the mailbox and pull out the contents with near-inhuman speed. As soon as I spot the manila envelope, I swear angels sing. I super-run back to the house and dump all the mail on the kitchen counter, except for the manila envelope. I take the stairs to the second floor in leaps and bounds. Grabbing the frame of my door before I fly past it, I use my momentum to swing into my room. The door slams closed behind me.


    I throw the envelope onto the bed, not wanting to look at it until I’m ready. This is too important to simply breeze through the moment. I dig out my comic journal from its hiding place in the closet—on the top shelf, stuck inside a stack of sweaters that won’t be brought out until early December—and throw it on the bed, as well. It’s just a notebook where I keep all my thoughts about the books I read, but to me it’s a treasure trove of secret identities, quotes, and life lessons only superhumans can teach.


    I kick off my flip-flops a little too hard and they hurtle through the room, almost knocking over my bedside lamp. Whoops. I twist my blond hair into a messy bun on the top of my head. Can’t have any tendrils escaping while I’m reading and blocking my view.


    This is it. Is Marcus, The Sonic One, strong enough to defeat Baron Gravity? Or will he be sucked into oblivion by one of Baron Gravity’s randomly created black holes? Will Wendy realize she loves Marcus and fly to his rescue? Does Grayson, the lovable but oblivious sidekick also known as The Young One, die, thereby making me cry because he never found out the true identity of his parents?


    I sink into my plush comforter and cross my legs under me. I pull off the purple pen that’s been hanging onto the spiral wire binding of my comic journal, turn to a blank page, and write: The Super Ones #400.


    I am ready.


    Eyes closed, I pick up the envelope. I blindly feel for the flap, open it, and pull out the comic. It’s thin, but oh-so-crisp. There’s nothing better than the smell of fresh ink, so I take a deep breath to lock away the memory of this moment. After making sure I have it facing the correct way by fingering the pages with my right thumb and sliding the tip of my left index finger over the staples binding it, I take another deep breath, then open my eyes.


    Your Organic Garden and You


    Huh?


    I throw my comic journal off my lap and lean over the side of the bed to grab the discarded envelope. Nothing else in there. There are only regular envelopes on the kitchen counter. I couldn’t have missed it.


    I scramble to my desk and turn on my laptop, barely resisting the urge to call it a slow piece of junk and cursing myself further. I pull up my e-mail, which I haven’t checked since I got home from school, because I had been too busy watching Randy do his Robert Pattinson impression. Sure enough, there’s an e-mail.


    Dear Madelyne Jean Summers,


    Due to unprecedented demand, The Super Ones #400 is currently out of stock. Your copy will be shipped in 5-7 weeks. We apologize for the inconvenience.


    They apologize? Are they kidding?! I can’t wait five to seven weeks. I must know now! Can Wendy, a.k.a. The Bright Frenzy, man-up and tell her father to get a life so she can fly off to the war-ravaged planet of Zocore in order to sacrifice herself in the ensuing battle? Will Marcus make a dying attempt to block a severe radiation blast heading straight for Young One’s face?


    It’s too much to deal with. I must get my hands on issue #400.


    There’s only one place in town that would have a copy. Is the risk of being seen and losing my place atop Natchitoches Central’s elite worth it? No. Absolutely not. It’s been a long, hard climb to the top of the popularity ladder. It took a lot of deceit and subterfuge to get people to forget The Costume Incident. And once something like that is started, there’s no going back. I’ve been at it for five years now. Not having anyone to geek out with over the latest superhero movie (other than my brother, but he doesn’t count), having to hold my tongue about all my fandoms, making a mad dash to hide all nerdy evidence every time a friend shows up at my house unannounced… I’m in a constant state of “no one can know,” and it sucks.


    But…can I go two months without knowing? Can I last two months without going on the comic book forums, Twitter, or Facebook for fear of spoilers?


    Of course I can’t.


    Damn your awesomeness, Super Ones.


    I grab a hoodie, my dad’s green Boston Celtics cap, and I make double sure my shades are in my purse.


    Drastic times call for drastic measures.

  


  
    #2


    There it is. The Phoenix.


    You know how some people say Paris is one of their favorite places even though they’ve never been there? The Phoenix is like that for me.


    An image of a yellow and orange flaming bird hangs above the door, and through the windows I can see row upon row of comics in all their Mylar-encased glory. I don’t know how many times I’ve driven by here and almost rear-ended someone because I was trying to ogle the newest life-size cardboard cutout of Wolverine or Captain America or whoever.


    And now I’m here. Of course, I’m not actually parked in their parking lot. I’m technically in the Mes Amis lot next door. My friends and I love this restaurant but for different reasons. My best friend, Terra, loves the low-fat cheesecake. Eric loves the double bacon cheeseburger. I love the fact that I can see the display windows of The Phoenix from our usual booth.


    I turn my car off since I don’t have an air conditioner. It’s just blowing hot air in my face, making me sweat like I’m about to do a toe-touch off the top of the pyramid at halftime. I put on my dad’s cap, my big, retro sunglasses, and my sunshine-yellow hoodie. Satisfied with my incognito ensemble, I jump out of the car and duck between the other vehicles to sneak my way to the small, shaded alley separating Mes Amis and The Phoenix.


    I set up camp and wait. If I peek around the edge of the building, I can see The Phoenix’s front door, but no one is coming in or out. I wait some more, passing the time by doing a little positive visualization: me, sitting in my air-conditioned room with The Super Ones #400 in my hands.


    Just then, I hear someone pull up.


    Out of the small Toyota Corolla steps a guy, probably in his thirties. He’s balding and has a stain on his red T-shirt. Before he can make it to the door, I let out a loud, “Psst!”


    He stops and looks around, then notices me. I wave him over and duck back down the alley. After a second, his head appears around the corner, one eyebrow raised. “Yes?”


    “Want to earn five bucks for two minutes of work?” I try to sound as unconcerned as possible.


    “What do you want?”


    “I give you money, you go in there”—I shove a thumb at the wall behind me—“and buy me a copy of The Super Ones #400. You get the change and five extra bucks. Deal?” I stare at him over the tops of my sunglasses.


    “Why don’t you buy it yourself?”


    “I just can’t, okay? So, do we have a deal?”


    “Make it ten dollars, plus the change.” He crosses his arms like he’s haggling at a swap meet.


    My mouth drops open. “But I don’t have any more cash. Just ten dollars, three dollars for the book, leaving seven dollars for you. Come on!”


    “Nothin’ doin’.” He shakes his head and walks away.


    The bell rings as he goes inside, and I flop against the brick wall of the store. What a jerk!


    “It’s okay,” I say out loud. “Someone else will be by any second.”


    After a few minutes, the bell rings again, and I hear, “Psst.”


    The guy is standing there with a thin paper bag. The Phoenix’s emblem blazes across it. He slowly pulls out a comic, lifts the plastic flap, and presses his nose to the opening. He takes a deep whiff.


    “Ahhhh,” he says as he releases the breath. “Pictures and words. All that brand new ink. It’s intoxicating.”


    “What is that?” I blurt out and take a deep breath, too, hoping somehow that beautiful smell will reach me.


    “The Super Ones #400.” He smiles and puts it back in the paper bag.


    “Just show me the cover, please,” I say as he unlocks his car door.


    “Sorry. No time. I have reading to do.” Before he leaves, though, he rolls down his window and yells, “You might want to man up and go in there. There’s only one copy left.”


    My heartbeat speeds up, and my palms start to sweat even more. Is it worth the risk? I ask myself as I begin to pace.


    It’s not like any of my friends are going to come in, and I’m thoroughly disguised even if someone I knew did happen to be in there.


    Only one copy left.


    I have to take the chance.


    I take a fortifying breath and square my shoulders before I stroll up to the glass door of The Phoenix.


    I can’t believe it. The Phoenix. I’m about to go into The Phoenix!


    I pull the door open, and the twinkly bell I heard from the alley sounds above me. The store is set up like a book itself. I’m standing at the end of a long empty walkway. On both sides of me, metal, A-frame racks are lined up like pages waiting to reveal their awesomeness. Spinning racks are scattered throughout the store. Collectable action figures mint-in-the-box and key chains featuring superhero logos dangle from the racks’ hooks. One spinning rack is covered top to bottom with slim foil packages containing Magic: The Gathering playing cards. If I wasn’t trying to be sneaky about this whole thing, I’d give that rack of commons, uncommons, and rares a big ole whirl just to see the shimmery packets reflect the summer sunlight filtering through the windows.


    “Welcome to The Phoenix, can I help you find anything?” a guy’s voice asks from the end of the walkway.


    Keeping my head down, I dart down one of the aisles on my left. “Just looking,” I say and then snort at my own silly attempt to sound like a man.


    “Let me know if you need any help.”


    There’s a hint of suspicion is in his voice, but I stay hidden. Superspeed would be handy right now. I could find my book and leave the money on the counter without being seen. “Okay.”


    Then, I get lost. Lost in the bright colors of the covers, lost in the stacks and stacks of lovely, numerically organized issues. The comics are grouped by publisher and alphabetically by series. There’s Marvel’s Ant-Man next to The Avengers. Booster Gold and Blue Beetle from DC. By the time I come across Fables, my number three favorite Vertigo title, I’ve run out of shelves on this side. I zip across the empty aisle and try to focus on the task at hand. The Super Ones must be somewhere in the middle of these shelves. There’s Sandman, Superman, ah ha, The Super Ones.


    I slide out the last comic in the stack.


    #399?


    I search the surrounding stacks, thinking maybe that money-exploiting jerk hid it from me, but I can’t find it.


    Here’s the part where any normal person trying not to be recognized would give up and leave. Actually, a normal person wouldn’t have disguised themselves in the first place, but that’s a whole other matter. I, being a very nonnormal person, am going to have to ask the cashier and hope he’s some college kid that won’t give me a second look.


    I take another fortifying breath and walk up to the counter. The guy is bent so far over a comic I can only see the top of his head, which is covered with brown, messy hair. I make an “ahem” noise to get his attention, but he doesn’t look up. I raise my sunglasses up a little to glance at the book he’s reading. I see a full splash page of Marcus. His whole body is contorted in agony as he screams—and I know he’s screaming because the speech bubble next to his head is all pointy—“NOOOOOO!!!!” I squeeze my eyes shut, not wanting the book to be spoiled for me, but the damage is already done. I’m at the end of my rope.


    “Do you have a copy of The Super Ones #400?” I say, abandoning my faux-guy voice.


    He finally looks up, and I recognize him. Not only do I recognize him, I know him. I could probably tell you what shoes he’s wearing (black and white chucks with frayed laces) even though his lower half is hidden behind the counter. I know this because he’s kind of been my geek idol for a while now and I’ve…paid attention.


    Last year, he got in trouble at school because he was wearing pornography. At least, that’s what the students were told, when in reality, he was just wearing a T-shirt sporting an Adam Hughes drawing of Power Girl. Ridiculous, I know. I mean, Adam Hughes is one of the best purveyors of the female form in comics today, even if he has a tendency to overexaggerate certain body parts.


    Ever since then, I’ve had a thing for Logan Scott. Not an actual thing since I have a boyfriend and that would be bad, but he’s got these cute freckles on his nose and cheeks, probably from playing soccer—he’s the Natchitoches Central High School’s goalie—and he’s always reading, comics mostly, but every once in a while, I’ll catch him with a high fantasy book with dragons or elves on the cover. Not that I’m stalking him or anything.


    He has really nice eyes, though.


    His brow furrows when he looks at me. “Sorry, we’re all out.”


    “Really? What’s that?” I point at the book he’s currently stuffing under the counter.


    “It’s…” He trails off as he takes in the way I’m dressed. He tilts his head to the side like he’s trying to see behind me. I whip around, thinking someone else is there, but the store is still empty. When I turn back, a knowing smile plays at the edges of his mouth. Sighing right now would be bad, but he has perfect boy-lips—not too full, not too thin.


    He props his chin on his fist. “Do I know you?”


    “Uh, no, I mean, I don’t think so. I’m just passing through town. I mean, I don’t live here or anything so how could you know me?” I say in a rush.


    “Okay.” He squints like he can pull a confession out of me with his eyes alone. “That’s too bad, because this is the last copy.”


    He pulls #400 out and waves it around, which sends electricity shooting through me because: (1) it’s right in front of my face, and I can see the amazing cover, and (2) the way he’s flopping it around is breaking the spine, which breaks my heart. You’d think a guy who works at a comic shop would be a little more careful.


    Instinct kicks in, and I throw out my hands like he has a gun pointed at a puppy. He stops and lays the book on the counter between us.


    “Why is it too bad?” I ask. “I’m a paying customer. I give you money, you give me #400. That’s how these things work.” I tentatively reach for #400, but he slaps his hand down flat on top of it.


    “It’s too bad you’re just passing through, don’t live here, and don’t know me, because this is my copy, and if you weren’t just passing through, lived here, and knew me, I might let you borrow it.”


    He smiles that knowing smile, and more of that electricity shoots through my body, but for completely different reasons: (1) that smile is the irresistible kind I can’t help but return, and (2) his voice has a soft, smooth quality that makes my brain turn to jelly.


    I shake these thoughts from my mind when a voice in the back of my head shouts, “Quarterback boyfriend!”


    “Well, by passing through, I meant visiting. I’ll probably be around for the next couple of days so I could have it back to you pretty quick.”


    He scratches the back of his neck. “Hmm.”


    “I promise,” I blurt out, my hands clasped together. I can’t believe I’ve been reduced to begging. “I’ll have it back to you in a couple of hours even.”


    There’s that smile again. He might be adorkable, but he’s not being very nice, teasing me like this.


    “We’ll be closed in a couple of hours, so I’ll give you my number, and you can call me when you’re done.”


    “Perfect. No problem at all.” I nod again and again until I think I’ve given myself whiplash.


    He presses a button on the cash register, and blank receipt paper rolls out of the slot on the top. He hands me #400. I devour the cover with my eyes as he rips the receipt paper off and jots down his number. When he reaches for the book again, I jerk it away, thinking Mine!


    “I just want to put this in there so you don’t lose it,” he says slowly, like he’s trying to calm a hostile beast.


    “Oh.” I hand him the book. He slides the piece of paper behind the last page. “Can I get a bag? I don’t want it to get any sun damage.”


    The bag might be another piece of evidence I’ll have to find a hiding place for, but I might never have the guts to come back to The Phoenix. I want a memento, darn it.

  


  
    #3


    That was incredible! No, it was amazing! Incredizing? Amazible? Whatever. It was awesome, the perfect ending to a spectacular series. Of course, the story was left a little open at the end to allow for future spin-offs and things, but that’s to be expected.


    I turn the final page of #400 to read the “Letter from the Author” and the receipt paper with Logan’s number on it slides into my lap. I don’t look at it until I’m completely done reading every last word of the author’s “this couldn’t have happened without the fans” thing.


    I write down my final thoughts in my comic journal, ending with a quote from the book: Be true to yourself and others will be true to you, too. It’s a nice thought, but so not realistic.


    Now that I’m done, I can return the book and forget I almost exposed my dark side to another living person. I’m about to dial the number on the slip of paper when I read what else he wrote:


    I know your secret identity.


    “He what?” I jump off my bed, still staring at the note.


    How could he know who I am? I was adequately disguised. I told him I didn’t live in this town.


    This is a disaster.


    What do I do? Call him up and pretend like I have no idea what he’s talking about? Try to bribe him to keep his mouth shut? I find myself glaring at #400 like this is all its fault but quickly look away, mentally apologizing to the book.


    He’s expecting me to call him tonight. He’s probably sitting by his phone with that knowing smile spread across his perfect boy-lips.


    My phone rings, and I jump about four feet in the air. He couldn’t wait for me to call? He just had to rub it my face as soon as possible that I’m just like him and don’t have the guts to admit it? Of course, this is true, but it’s not polite to rub anything in anyone’s face unless it’s… Well, now that I think about it, it’s never polite.


    I lean over, eye the screen on my phone, then relax. It’s just Terra. I should have known. We have a standing appointment of a thirty minute phone call every night.


    I lucked out when it comes to Terra. She’s awesome, plus she moved here after The Costume Incident. We’ve been best friends since ninth grade, cheer-sisters since tenth grade, and soul-sisters since we were born. Or, at least, that’s what we’ve decided. We are proof positive that opposites attract. Where I’m stand-offish and shy, she’s charismatic and balls-to-the-wall outgoing. I mean, seriously, who has inside jokes with their English teacher? The girl could make friends with an armadillo. And I’m so thankful she’s as awesome she is. Without her, I wouldn’t be where I am today.


    “Hey, Terra.”


    “Oh my God, Maddie, did you hear?” she asks, and my breath hitches.


    Someone knows. Someone saw me leaving with that bag or talking to Mr. More Money.


    “Hear what?” I ask in a weak voice.


    “Allison Blair is doing a concert in Shreveport next month!” she screams, and I let out a sigh of relief.


    “Cool, very cool,” I lie. Like most people around this area, I like country music, and Allison Blair is the biggest thing to hit the country music scene in years. But I just don’t get it. Her songs are too sappy with no meat to them, and they’re so overplayed. All of my friends love her to bits. Little, tiny, microscopic bits. Which is why I have both of her CDs strategically placed on the backseat so everyone thinks I’m a fan when they pass my car.


    The things I do to fit in.


    “So?” Terra prods.


    “So?”


    “So, are we going? I have to go, I mean, when will we ever get this chance again?”


    Actually, we’ll probably get this same exact chance next year or the year after that or, hell, maybe in a few months, considering how often these tours happen, but I don’t tell her that.


    “I don’t know. I’ll have to ask my parents.” I look at Logan’s note again. How can I think of an adequate excuse to not go to this concert when I hold my potential downfall in my hand? It’s just a simple one sentence note, you might say, but I see it for what it really is.


    A threat.


    “Well, ask them. Tickets go on sale in two weeks, and people are going to snatch them up. If I find some good ones, I’ll grab you one, okay?”


    “Yeah, sounds great.” I’ll figure out some way to get out of this later. At the moment, I have bigger fish to fry. When Terra hangs up, I drop my phone on my bed and crush Logan’s note in my hand.


    …


    I pull into a parking space and glance in the rearview mirror at Natchitoches Central High School. It’s the last day of school. Today, I officially become a senior. I should be strutting through the halls like a peacock, eying soon-to-be juniors and bestowing my newly gained seniorly wisdom upon them, but instead, I’m sitting here in my hand-me-down Lumina wondering if Logan really knows who I am.


    This could be a disaster of epic proportions. What if he says something to someone? What if the girls on the squad realize I swoon over Peter Parker or that I secretly wish our uniforms included a cape? It would be The Costume Incident all over again. Good-bye awesome plans for this summer. Good-bye stress-free senior year.


    If he puts the word in the right person’s ear, the double life I’ve been leading for five years will crumble like a fortune cookie beneath the Hulk’s big, green toe.


    It’s not that all my friends have an unnatural hatred of comic books. It’s just one of those things popular people like me aren’t supposed to be into. We’re not like the group of poor RPG-obsessed guys that meet every morning in the band room to get in some imaginary life-living before class. They, at least, aren’t too embarrassed to admit who they are and what they love.


    I envy them.


    When I walk into first period, Logan is sitting behind my normal desk even though his regular seat is in the back row, third from the window. He doesn’t say a word, but I can feel him staring at me. The back of my neck stays warm through the whole class like he has heat vision. Which puts me even more on edge. It’s like he’s toying with me. Or maybe he really doesn’t know. Please, please, please let him not know.


    My second class period goes by without a hitch. During lunch, though, things get stressful.


    “Dude, did you read #400 yet?” a boy’s squeaky voice says behind me in the lunch line. It’s hard not to know the owner of that voice: Dan Garrett.


    “Unfortunately, no,” Logan says, his voice a complete contrast to Dan’s, all velvety and shiver inducing. He raises his voice a little. “I lent my copy to somebody before I finished.”


    Dan gasps. “Are you bat-shit crazy? It was fan-freaking-tastic.”


    “She seemed pretty desperate. Who am I to deny a damsel in distress?”


    “She? She? A girl wanted to borrow your #400? Where in hellfire-damnation do you find these chicks?”


    Well, at least he’s creative with his expletives. Wait, did he just say “chicks” as in plural? Maybe he didn’t mean another chick, specifically…


    “Or was she, ya know, not hot? I mean, the old ball and chain was damn fine, and it would be cosmically unfair if you were struck with the hot-nerd-girl-lightning twice.”


    My ears perk up at this. He did mean another specific chick, but the more important matter is: does Logan Scott think I’m hot?


    It gets really quiet behind me until I hear a pained grunt from Dan just as I’m paying for my food. I turn to leave and see Dan clutching his shoulder. His dirty blond hair brushes the tops of his glasses, and his mouth looks like he could be saying, “Ow, ow, ow,” but the only sounds coming out are high-pitched squeaks. I glance at Logan. He’s looking at the ceiling, hands clasped behind his back, whistling.


    Whistling.


    If there was even a little doubt in my head about whether or not Logan really knew it was me at The Phoenix, it’s vanished now. My heart speeds up when he has the nerve to look me in the eyes and say, “The Celtics have a good chance at the championship this year, don’t you think, Maddie?”


    This is it. My tumble down the popularity ladder has begun. What if he follows me to my table? What if he asks in front of everyone if I’m done with #400 yet?


    What if he never says my name in that sexy voice of his again?


    Bolting for the exit doors is really tempting. I could have just realized I left my headlights on this morning. Maybe I’ve just come down with an incredibly rare and contagious disease. But that would just bring more attention to the whole situation, wouldn’t it?


    Crap.


    Logan leans forward, one eyebrow raised mischievously, waiting for my response. Instead of deigning to answer him, I edge around him and go to my regular table, head down and shoulders scrunched up. Like somehow that might keep me from being seen. Eric has saved a seat for me, but before I sit, I look out over the sea of jabbering students for Logan. Just as I find him walking to his own usual table on the other side of the cafeteria, he looks directly at me. He raises that eyebrow again and puts on that knowing smile. I avert my gaze and sit down as fast as I can.


    Unfortunately, I sit on something that’s moving. I squeal and jump back up, jarring the table, which knocks over Terra’s bottle of water. When I look at my seat, Eric’s hand wiggles its fingers at me, and he starts to laugh with great big, honkin’ snorts that echo above the other commotion.


    Another quick glance at Logan and he’s shaking his head. I slap Eric’s muscled upper arm and say, “You’re such a jerk,” in my most I’m-a-giggly-cheerleader voice, but what I really want to do is dump my fifty-cent banana pudding on his tall, dark, and handsome head.


    “Seriously, Eric, grow up,” Terra says as she mops up her water with some napkins.


    “Whatever, that was classic!” He fist-bumps Peter.


    “You going to the party tonight, Maddie?” Terra asks.


    “Sure, I guess.” I look over at Eric. “Are we going?”


    “Hell, yes,” he says through a mouth full of spaghetti, and I can’t stop my nose from scrunching up at the sloppy sound of the food vibrating in his mouth. Gross.


    And that was the most important part of the conversation because the rest of lunch was spent listening to Eric and Peter discuss their upcoming summer vacation to Destin, Florida. If you could call it a vacation. It sounded more like Jocks Gone Wild with all the “getting wasted” with Peter’s brother and the “hot babes” that are sure to be on the beach. This last part was supposed to be whispered, but Eric is kind of like a four-year-old in a seventeen-year-old’s body. He doesn’t quite understand the concept of voice volume control.


    There was no “I’ll miss you so much, Maddie-babe,” or “I’ll call you every night,” like a normal boyfriend would have said. Not that I expected that from him, or even wanted it.


    I know I’m just an accessory to him, but what he doesn’t realize is he’s just a handbag to me, too. He’s not a bad guy. Despite his immaturity, he does most of the required boyfriend things. He puts his arm around my shoulders when we walk down the hall, he points to me when he makes a touchdown-scoring pass—after he points to the stands, of course—and he never chats up other girls in my presence. There’s just something missing. I don’t get that feeling. You know, the swoony one a girl is supposed to get when she sees her guy waiting for her by her locker in the morning. But what can I do? Landing Eric as a boyfriend was the coup de grace of completing my nonnerdy persona. The quarterback dates the cheerleader. This is the way things are supposed to be.
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