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      I’ve been pretending to be someone I’m not. And no, I don’t mean in a touchy feely, I don’t know myself sort of way. I mean—I actually stole someone else's identity. The good news is, it was just a movie character and not a real person. The bad news is, vacation is over, and we’re no longer in the middle of the Pacific Ocean on a cruise ship with no Wi-Fi.

      The boy I spent a week cuddling up to is about to Google Penny Johnson and come up with a lot of Dirty Dancing clips and no social media for a high school senior from Washington state. I feel about ten degrees of terrible about this, but seeing as how I’ve never done anything this stupid before I’m at a loss for what to do next.

      I had sort of fantasized that when I plugged his Instagram handle into my phone I too would come up with nothing, but instead Leo Bisette, in all of his adorable French boy glory, was the first face to pop up. I did not scroll through his photos. Instead I shoved my phone back in my pocket and scurried off the dock with my parents.

      Not a very bold move. But the real me, the real Reagan, she’s not a bold girl. Look at it this way. I’ve been dancing eleven years, and I’ve never once had a principal role. I love my friends to death, but I’m the nobody between a fiery redhead and a troublemaking blonde. I chose Penny Johnson because she’s nothing like me.

      In case you haven’t seen Dirty Dancing 705 times like I have, she is the girl who Johnny dances with before she gets pregnant and Baby has to step in. She ran away at 16 and joined the Rockettes because her mother didn’t understand her. So about as far from Reagan Riley as it gets.

      I guess my question for you, is how do you become confident without having to play a role? When you’re not Andie from Pretty in Pink, or Samantha from Sixteen Candles, you're just Molly, and people still want to be like you. Heck, strangers write you letters.

      I’m not looking for fan mail, but I’d like to dance a solo without crippling self-doubt, and next time I’m on vacation and a gorgeous guy shakes his hips like Johnny Castle and asks me to dance it would be nice if I had the guts to say sure, and my name is Reagan.

      Please tell me it took practice to become the girl people respect and admire. My biggest fear is being the one no one remembers.

      

      Reagan
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      Reagan

      

      You are all that is woman.

      Today you embark upon your senior year.

      Yesterday? What is yesterday?

      I leaned in close to the mirror, twisted my face into a determined expression and whisper-yelled my final affirmation.“There is only now!”

      “Honey?”

      Well, crud. There leaning against the frame of my open bedroom door and looking somewhere between terrified and confused stood my father. I spun around to face him with a guilty grin on my face.

      “Morning, Dad.”

      He lifted his eyebrows and pursed his lips together. Did he want to ask me if I had just crossed the fence from quiet and reserved to crazytown? Probably. Instead he shoved his hands in his pockets and said, “Your Eggos are ready.”

      I nodded, wound the last loop of elastic around the end of my braid and bound past him  down the stairs toward breakfast.

      Mom was sitting at her usual spot, a copy of People magazine beside her coffee and half-eaten plate of bacon. This month she was on a keto diet. Next month? Hard to say, but my money was on one of those new apps that let you compete with strangers over the internet. She loved to win.

      Mom looked up from the glossy face of Dolly Parton and smiled tightly. “Big day today. Performance, auditions, your first real captain duties.”

      She tapped her hand on the magazine waiting for a response.

      Today was a big day, that was the problem. I wanted today to be a small day, like all the others. I was good at small days.

      “I’ll give it my all,” I replied.

      “What is yesterday?” I heard my father mutter from his corner of the kitchen. I strongly considered tossing my plate at his head. Instead, I cut into my Eggo like my butterknife was a dagger, and the small pockets of toasted waffle was the breast of my enemy.

      “I’m serious,” said Mom. “When I heard Becca was transfering, my very first thought was who will be captain? This isn’t just any year.”

      “It’s a rebuild year,” I finished for her. “I know. You’ve mentioned that a few times,” I said, shoving a bite of waffle into my mouth.

      “Yes, but knowing it and understanding it are two different things. A captain has to lead. A captain has to make good choices, not just for herself.” She eyed my waffle with ire. “For the whole team.”

      Dad swooped in for the save, topping off Mom’s coffee cup and redirecting. “I forgot to tell you your mother called.”

      Mom rolled her eyes. “Oh lord. What did she have to say? Let me guess. She drove by and noticed a chip in the paint just underneath the upstairs bedroom window.”

      “Better,” laughed Dad. “She wanted you to know that even though you have missed church twice in the last four months, the ladies bible study is still willing to consider adding you to the Thursday evening group.”

      “Two times,” grumbled Mom. “Once the car broke down. She knows that.”

      I mouthed thank you to Dad over the top of Mom’s head. Funny—to get Mom to stop focusing on correcting me, all you had to do was bring up the one person who never stopped criticizing her. I was pretty sure Grandma made my mom a monster, but I couldn’t help but love the woman. Because although my mother could do no right in her eyes, I could do no wrong. She had already sent me a good luck text and a digital Starbucks card to start the morning.

      Dad could save me over breakfast, but he couldn’t stop mom from issuing her version of a pep talk the entire duration of our drive to school. Ordinarily I drove myself, but since today was the first day of school, today was also the first day of school assembly, which meant Mom, as dance team coach, got to grace the halls of Grover High School for most of the day.

      I let my mind wander while she drove. One week ago I was slow dancing on the bow of the Destiny with the most beautiful boy I’d ever seen. Thank heaven for seasickness. I never would have met him if Mom hadn’t been so miserable.

      She was supposed to be teaching little old ladies how to Foxtrot in exchange for our free room and board. Instead, she was married to the toilet. I’m not a terrible daughter, I did offer my assistance, but if you’ve ever been on a cruise ship then you know that your room is about the size of a walk in closet. Nobody wants company that close when they’re yacking.

      I was bored, and I was hungry so I meandered down to the dining hall and there was Leo. Seriously hot, and seriously alone. I don’t know why, but for a hot second I had guts and asked if I could sit down. Within minutes we had established that we both needed a travel companion. I told him I’d consider it, but I needed to know what kind of companion he was really seeking.

      Leo stuck out his hand and grinned across the table.

      “Leo, from France, looking for an American girl younger than my grandmother to hang out with. Please say yes.”

      His accent was subtle, so subtle that I almost didn’t believe he was French except his clothes were so obviously European, and he was talking to me, which wasn’t something American boys did.

      Here is where I messed up. I froze. His eyes were all blue and lovely, staring right into mine. I lost the ability to be shy and launched full into my Penny Johnson impression. Penny was confident. She knew what she wanted, and she wasn’t afraid to take it. Within twenty-four hours, I was dragging him under the staircase to the main deck so we could kiss each other’s faces off. The experience was so good and the consequences so incredibly minimal that I was thinking about taking the act on the road.

      Maybe I could start college as Penny. I liked that idea. Next year, it would be like my mother was permanently in the ship bathroom.

      “What are you smiling about?” she asked, giving me a funny look over the top of her sunglasses.

      I shrugged my shoulders and peered out the window as we turned the corner and Grover High School came into view.

      

      Leo

      

      “Ready, Frenchie?” Gabe’s brother, Landon, banged on my bedroom door as I grabbed my phone off the charger and ran out the door. I could tell him that I’d been up for three hours already, got in a two-mile run, and edited the current short film I was working on, but I kept it to myself.

      Americans liked to sleep, and Gabe and his brother were no different.

      I was an early riser naturally, but last night was tough because today was my first day in an American high school. Technically, I finished secondary school in France already, but in order to get into the film school of my dreams in New York City, I had to get a year’s worth of credits in the schools here. Which was fine.

      Going to a real American high school felt like a walk through an old movie, and I was ready to experience it all.

      Especially the girls.

      I’d heard...certain things about the girls here. Then, I met the most amazing American girl over the summer on a cruise my family booked for me as a birthday present before I started staying with the Maxwells. She was beautiful, bold, and never shy about what she wanted. Saying goodbye to Penny Johnson was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.

      But I’m ready for a new start. There had to be more Penny Johnsons at Grover High.

      “We gotta pick up my girlfriend on the way,” Landon said as he started his fancy sports car. I glanced into the backseat...if you could call it that. I sure hoped his girlfriend was small.

      “How long have you had this girlfriend?” I asked, buckling myself in.

      “Two months now,” Landon answered as he pulled out onto the road toward her house.

      Landon’s brother, Gabe, was my best friend in our first three years at the international film school in Prague. He told me all about his brother and what a ladies man he was. I thought I’d get along with Landon more, but since I’d arrived in Grover, it would appear that things had changed. My dreams of hitting the clubs with someone were dashed by Landon and Gabe’s new status...well that and the drinking age in America.

      But today would be different. It was time for a fresh start.

      I was the new kid in a foreign school, and I’d seen enough teen movies to know what that would mean. Maybe once I met someone new, I’d be able to stop thinking about Penny.

      “I know what you’re thinking…” Landon said after a long moment of quiet.

      “Yeah?” What exactly was I thinking?

      “You think I’m whipped now because I have a girlfriend. That I should be spending my senior year single, but I’m telling you...Harper’s different. Once you meet the right girl, man...things change.”

      That was incredibly cheesy, I thought to myself without saying it out loud. This was why I was never going to settle down. Apparently, having a girlfriend did things to your head.

      “You just haven’t met the right girl yet,” Landon said, his mouth full of doughnut, and I couldn’t hold back my laugh. Not likely, man.

      Finally, we pulled up to a pretty, two-story house in the suburbs, and a scowling blonde girl with a lopsided hairdo came running out to the car. I jumped out to let her into the backseat, but she just stood there and stared at me for a long moment before I realized she was waiting for me to climb into the backseat.

      “Morning,” she said while glaring at me, and I knew this wasn’t the kind of girl who would back down from a fight.

      Landon did say she was a firecracker.

      Finally, I put my hands up in surrender and chose to climb into the shoebox of a backseat with my knees practically in my eye sockets. When she sat in her seat, she leaned over the console and pulled Landon’s lips to hers. I cautiously gazed down at my phone as they proceeded to makeout right in front of me.

      When we finally pulled away from the curb, Harper turned toward me with a new smile, as if she refused to be in a good mood until she could stick her tongue down her boyfriend’s throat. “Excited for your first day at Grover High?”

      “I am,” I said.

      “Sloane said you’re already on their A/V committee.”

      The acronym tripped me up before I realized she meant their media studies club. “Yep.”

      “Well, Sloane is already super depressed about spending the year at school without Gabe since he already graduated, so don't be surprised if you find her bawling in the sound booth.” Harper rolled her eyes with a smirk while Landon laughed.

      “Does every girl at Grover High have a boyfriend?” I was partly joking, but I was also curious and a touch worried. I was trying to make the best of an annoying situation. Finding out I’d have to do an extra year of high school wasn’t the greatest news, but I figured that the cheerleaders and parties would make up for it.

      “Not every girl,” Harper said, screwing up her face like she was trying to think of just one.

      “Hey, Reagan is single,” Landon added.

      The couple was holding hands over the console, and I could tell it was hindering his ability to drive.

      Harper broke out in a full laugh, her head hanging back as Landon pulled into the school parking lot.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked. I hadn’t met her friend Reagan yet, but I vaguely remember Gabe’s girlfriend, Sloane, mentioning her.

      “She’s just...not your type,” Harper laughed.

      “Why do you say that?” I didn’t even know I had a type. If I did, then Penny sure blew it out of the water this summer. She wasn’t like any other girl I’d ever been with. She didn’t care if people saw us dancing on the deck...or doing more, for that matter. She made me laugh and wasn’t embarrassed to tell me when I was being a jerk. If I had a type before I met Penny, then it’s changed since. Now she was my type, but since she disappeared on that last day and didn’t leave me with so much as a Instagram handle, I was left with no way to contact her.

      And searching up Penny Johnson resulted in about a thousand girls and one fictional character.

      “Reagan is shy, and she doesn’t really do boyfriends.”

      I tried to feel disappointed that they didn’t have any friends they could hook me up with, but I wasn’t worried about meeting friends of my own. It was a new start for me, and I just needed to find someone who could make me forget the one I couldn’t stop thinking about.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Reagan

      

      “Becca Landry got shipped off to military school.”

      Harper looked up from her peanut butter and jelly sandwich and raised a skeptical eyebrow. “I find it hard to believe the princess was shipped anywhere against her will.”

      “Well, she transferred anyway.”

      Harper’s face lit up in a smile. Becca had never done anything to harm Harper, but given her father was the chief of police and Becca’s was some big colonel in the Army, the two of them had always been low key rivals.

      Becca being gone was good news for Harper. Not so much for me.

      “Stop smiling,” I scowled.  “Don’t you realize what this means?”

      Harper tapped a wine colored fingernail on her chin. “It means the Khaki Collective will have to crown Sloane their new leader?”

      I sighed. “For me. Don’t you realize what this means for me?”

      Harper shrugged and took a bite of her sandwich.

      “It means that I am the only senior left on the Gremlets,” I said.

      Harper snorted, but I was in no mood to listen to her make fun of our team name.

      “Dude, that makes me captain.”

      “Eek,” said Harper, the full realization of what I was saying taking root in her head. “Like, captain captain?”

      “Yes. I’ll be responsible for getting everyone psyched up before a routine, I’ll have to host sleepovers at my house.”

      Harper groaned. “You don’t have enough bathroom mirrors for fifteen dancers to obsess over themselves.”

      “It’s actually only ten. The male dancers have their own sleepover.”

      Harper smiled viciously, and I could tell if I didn’t steer the conversation in the right direction she was going to spend the next fifteen minutes coming up with outlandish things for male dancers to do at a sleepover.

      “But the worst part is today’s auditions. I’m going to have to decide who makes the team and who gets told better luck next year.”

      “Do you want me to do that part for you?” asked Harper. “Because if you need someone to dole out rejections, I am your girl. One might say my whole life has been building up to this point.”

      I shook my head. Harper always made me laugh, but laughter wasn’t going to get me through a year under my mother’s microscope.

      “I don’t think Mom would go for that.”

      Harper sighed. “When are you going to stop letting your mom suck the joy out of your life?”

      I shrugged. “I was thinking next year when I go to college.”

      “Here is a novel idea. Why don’t you tell her you don’t want to be captain.”

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Can’t or won’t?” asked Harper, but we both knew the answer. Maybe it was easy for her to stand up to her family, but it wasn’t for me. I didn’t have any siblings to distract my mom. She had one child, and as a result I had to be all of the things she wanted that child to be. And right now what she wanted was a team captain.

      “Tell me about your day.” I said, changing the subject. “I need a distraction. What’s it like being Landon Maxwell’s girlfriend now that the summer is over and the whole school knows you two are together?”

      Harper tucked a blond curl behind her ear. “I feel like any minute now he’s going to break up with me in front of the whole school and I’ll find out this was all a bet.”

      “Dark.”

      “Very,” said Harper, but then she set her sandwich down and looked me in the eye. “But I also feel like I wasted three years hating my bitter, jaded soul mate.” Harper grinned. “So I guess you could say I have mixed feelings.”

      I smiled back at her. It was weird seeing Harper happy. In all the years that we’d been friends she’d always been the one who saw the tarnish before the coin, but now that she was with Landon it was different.

      I was happy for Harper and Landon in the same way that I was happy Sloane finally found her Jake Ryan, but it made me a little sad, seeing how easy it was for them to connect with someone just by being themselves. Leo was the first guy to look at me like girlfriend material, and he didn’t even know my real name.

      “Ugh,” said Harper staring down at her phone. “I’ll tell you who I am not a fan of—Landon’s new exchange student.”

      “Gabe’s friend? How bad can he be? Gabe is one of the most mellow people I’ve ever met.”

      “Yeah, well let me put it to you this way. If there were a male version of us, it would be Gabe and this guy. They are complete opposites.”

      “And that bothers you?”

      Harper shoved her phone across the lunchroom table. There on the screen was a text from The Real Dallas Winston.

      “Cute name,” I teased.

      “Just read it,” said Harper.

      

      Gonna have to skip Burger Barn after class. Promised Frenchie I would introduce him to the media studies crew.

      

      “Frenchie? I thought he was from Prague.”

      “So did I. It turns out he was just going to school in Prague for the fancy film program. He’s technically on exchange from France. Though it doesn’t seem like he spent much time there.”

      “I wouldn’t mind meeting a French guy,” I said, thinking of Leo leaning over the bow of the boat, shaggy blond hair falling into his eyes as he told me about his dream to go to an American college.

      Harper rolled her eyes. “Not this French guy. He’d eat you alive.”

      

      Leo

      

      I’m sitting next to a girl named Keeley “with a K” with big freckles on her nose and hair cut shorter than mine. On my other side is a giggling blonde girl, whose name I can’t remember, but she took two years of French which seems to make her think we can carry on conversations in the language. Maybe if she pronounced “Je m’appelle” correctly, I would have remembered what she said her name was.

      This little clique of friends has seamlessly invited me into their fold, since during the last period of class, the teacher made me stand up and introduce myself. The girls were very eager to show me around after I admitted that it was my first day of my first year in an American high school, and I was very excited to make new friends.

      At the moment, Keeley was holding my interest slightly more considering she kept asking me about my time in the international film school and how I had been raised in six different countries since I was four.

      The other girl just wanted to practice her bad French on me.

      After telling Keeley all about how I lived in Paris during primary school, I took a bite of the cafeteria cheeseburger and hesitated, remembering the stories Gabe told me about the horrors of school lunch. Honestly, it wasn’t as bad as he made it sound. Very salty and greasier than I expected, but I would eat another one.

      Keeley twirls her short hair around her finger, leaning in and ignoring her own tray of food, and something about it makes me think of Penny and how in our first conversation, she teased me and told me she loved french fries and french toast but literally nothing else from the country. In fact, Penny did not seem at all impressed by my unique upbringing, and I found myself working even harder to make her smile, doing things like singing bad ‘80s karaoke and escorting her to the shuffleboard area where we competed with a couple about fives times our age.

      Before long, we ended up in long conversations about parents who always seemed disappointed in us and how we were both surrounded by friends, but always felt so alone. I never talked to anyone the way I talked to Penny.

      “Say something else,” the blonde girl laughed, popping a tiny piece of broccoli in her mouth.

      I laughed nervously, settling on telling her that I couldn’t remember her name.

      She turned a bright pink shade in her cheeks. “What did you say?”

      “I said...you have beautiful hair like snow.”

      Somehow her cheeks burned even brighter.

      From across the room, I noticed Landon’s grumpy girlfriend sitting at a table with another girl whose back was to me. I suddenly had the urge to escape before Harper could see me flirting with these girls and came over to yell at me for it. I had a feeling she wasn’t my biggest fan.

      “The bell is going to ring soon,” Keeley said, looking down at her phone. “Leo, do you want us to walk you to your next class?”

      “I’ll be fine, ladies. Thank you, though.”

      I don’t want to be rude to these girls. They are pretty cute and I bet we could have some fun but I’m not ready to start narrowing down my options at the new school just yet.

      I should get their numbers just in case. It doesn’t hurt to have a couple easy dates on backup if the weekends get too quiet around here.

      When I ask them to program their numbers in my phone, they both practically squeal and enter them for me.

      It turns out the second girl’s name was Madison...followed by three kissy face emojis.

      Just before the cafeteria emptied out for next period, I caught sight of Harper and her friend again. The girl next to her had two long braids formed along her head, with narrow shoulders, and a pretty olive skin tone. Leaning forward, I tried to see her face, hoping she was as pretty as she looked from the back, but the bell chimed and the cafeteria erupted in chaos.

      I’d have to bother Harper after school to find out who her friend was, assuming the mean blonde would let me anywhere near her.
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      Reagan

      

      I have never been a cheerleader. Not even in grade school when Dad thought it would be a good way to get me interested in sports. I went to one cheer camp, got dropped from an easy lift and broke my wrist. That was the day Dad gave up his hopes of me watching football with him and also the day Mom decided I could do no physical activity that wasn't dance.

      I had never been a cheerleader, but the back-to-school assembly routine was as close as it got. It was the only time during the year that we performed to get the crowd pumped up. Usually our routines were more like storytelling with your body. That was the sort of thing that won competitions. This assembly was just booty shaking, and currently my booty was poured into hot pink sequin shorts with a ridiculous matching vest and a cowgirl hat that led you to wonder—why a Washington high school with groundhogs for a mascot was performing Will Smith’s Wild Wild West to get people excited about the upcoming school year.

      The answer, of course, was budget. These costumes weren’t cheap. Wild Wild West was the winning routine three years ago at State. We were resurrecting it now because without Becca in the lead we were going to be a hot mess.

      “You remember the part?” Asked Mom, straightening the tassels on my vest.

      “Sure,” I replied.

      And her face fell in that way it did
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