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Ew! Ew! Except . . . not ew? Except . . . eeewww! He—I-we—

what?

My first kiss had come out of nowhere.

And it had been with Camden King, of all people.

Seriously sketchy.

Seriously hot.

I glanced at the books Camden had given me—Algebra
and a Chemistry problem set with a Post—it note that read $200.
After this, I would be three percent of the way to my $10,000
goal. Great. Awesome. Not nearly fast enough, but it was a start.
I’d earn the money, pay the fine, save the restaurant, and save
my college fund. No problem.

It was totally doable.

I thought about Camden kissing me and felt my face go
red again.

It was just going to be a little more complicated than I’d
thought.
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For my family








content

chapter one

chapter two

chapter three

chapter four

chapter five

chapter six

chapter seven

chapter eight

chapter nine

chapter ten

chapter eleven

chapter twelve

chapter thirteen

chapter fourteen

chapter fifteen

chapter sixteen

chapter seventeen

chapter eighteen

chapter nineteen

chapter twenty

acknowledgments

about the author

credits page

copyright

about the publisher



chapter one

“Maya! What are you doing?” my mom yelled in Thai from her usual spot up front by the cash register. “Table Five needs water! Clear Table Eight and ask if they want dessert! Your ponytail is falling out! I need the bill for Table Six!” She paused, then beckoned me over to her as she lowered her voice to a whisper. “Look at Table Fourteen. The man keeps wiping his fingers on his sock.” I glanced toward one of the tables in the back corner, giggled briefly with my mom at the sight of one of our customers picking apart a chicken wing and then reaching for his ankle instead of his napkin, and then steeled myself to ask her if I could leave work at eight. Half of the kids in my Advanced Placement History class were at a study group session that my best friend, Sarah, was having at her house, and, like any self-respecting seventeen-year-old waitress whose first priority was school, I was desperate to get there for at least part of it.

“Mom?” I asked. She looked up from her accounting
book, her ballpoint pen hovering as it paused halfway through scrawling a row of numbers. “Do you think it would be okay if—”

I didn’t get to finish, because the phone rang and she turned to pick it up—“Good evening, Pailin Thai Cuisine”— just as a customer started frantically waving at me from across the room. The guy was sitting in my younger brother’s section, but Nat had either gone to the kitchen or disappeared into thin air, so I went over and looked at the guy’s glass. There were a few dregs of Thai iced coffee still left in it.

“Can I get a refill?” the guy asked.

Nope, I thought to myself. The last time my parents caught me giving free refills on specialty drinks, they yelled at me for half an hour about how I might as well give away entrées, silverware, our Pad Thai recipe, and my virginity.

Of course, I wasn’t going to tell the guy that, so instead I smiled cheerfully and fed him the usual line. “I’m sorry, we don’t do refills on iced coffee, but if you’d like to order another—”

“Oh, come on,” he interrupted, staring up at me expectantly. “Be a pal.”

On a day when I was in a good mood, an extremely cute boy might have had a fighting chance. But this guy was old, with a forehead that was more of a fivehead. Maybe even a sixhead, considering his receding hairline. I summoned up a soothing voice and said as nicely as I could, “I’m sorry. But if you want to order another—”

“Forget it,” he snapped. “Two-fifty is overpriced anyway.” He glared at me, then looked back down and dug into his half-eaten curried catfish as his wife gave me an embarrassed smile. I smiled back with an expression that I hoped said, “I understand,” and not, “Your husband’s a douche,” then retreated to my own section by the front window. For a moment I stared blankly out through the gauzy white curtains into the darkness, where the late February snow was having trouble deciding whether to melt or refreeze. There were still some long-overdue-to-be-taken-down Christmas lights hanging on the little sidewalk tree in front of the crafts shop across the street, and I watched as a college professor type walked a small dog past our window, weaving in between some cars before disappearing around the corner. I spent a minute wishing I were outside; the restaurant gets so warm when it’s crowded, and the chilly night air would have felt good on my face . . . until I remembered that I was still at work, and I snapped back to attention. A cute young couple with a baby was just finishing up at Table Two, and the mom was now beckoning me over.

Oooh, a chance to score a big tip—parents love it when you play with their kids. It wouldn’t technically help my wallet, since everything Nat and I make goes straight into our college funds (also known as the Get as Far Away as Possible from Michigan fund, in my case). But a full tip
jar might put my mom in a generous mood.

“Aren’t you a cutie!” I cooed at the baby, gently tickling her round, pink-clad stomach and admiring her wispy blond curls. She laughed delightedly and clapped her hands. Then she vomited on the table.

You never saw a family leave a restaurant so fast.

Ten minutes later, the ickier-than-usual table cleanup finished and my hands stinging from a vigorous wash and rewash, I was just about ready to take another stab at asking my mom if I could leave early—maybe this time her gung ho attitude about me getting good grades would trump her dinner rush business instinct. I ducked my head through the swinging kitchen door to say hi to my dad, who could barely hear me over the sizzling seafood dish that he and our assistant chef, Krai, were making, not to mention that he could barely see me through his glasses, which were steamed up from the stove. Nonetheless, he waved cheerfully from underneath his ragged University of Michigan baseball cap, the wooden spoon in his battle-scarred cook’s hand spattering a smidge of grease into the air from the motion.

Back in the dining room, my mom was on the phone, taking what sounded like a rather lengthy order. No problem. I could wait it out. She hung up the phone. It rang again Argh.

“Hey,” I said, poking Nat in the back as he returned from making the water rounds to our station behind the bar counter. “Quiz me on my history?” We could see the whole dining room from where we were standing, so as long as we kept an eye out while I was studying, we weren’t technically slacking off.

“Eh,” he said. His hands were wet from the water pitcher, so he dried them off on a stray napkin, then took off his glasses and lazily polished them on his shirt.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” I handed Nat a stack of index cards I’d stashed in my apron next to the spare chopsticks, and he rolled his eyes and picked up the top one, putting his glasses back on to read it.

“Okay . . . Name three members of the committee that drafted the original Declaration of Independence.” Nat lowered the card and looked at me disdainfully. “Dude, I thought you took A.P. History, not retard history.”

“Fewer lame jokes, more helping your sister,” I snapped. “Okay. Thomas Jefferson, obviously. Ben Franklin. John Ad—” The phone rang, and kept ringing; my mom had left her station to seat a party of six who’d just come in. I ran to answer the call and Nat took off as well, probably to scout the kitchen for mistaken, sent-back orders he could eat. “Hello, Pailin Thai Cuisine,” I said into the phone.

“Maya?” said Sarah’s voice. I could hear a bunch of people in the background at her house. “Where are you? We’re like, halfway done already.”

“Oh my God,” I said, sighing. “Still at work. My mom
won’t let me leave.” I fussed with the black cotton string of
my apron.

“Are you gonna make it? I have to kick people out in an hour.” Sarah’s gentle voice sounded apologetic, as if it were her fault that I was stuck at the restaurant.

“I don’t know. . . . I kinda doubt it at this point. It’s pretty busy tonight. . . .” I looked around, hoping that maybe all of our customers had magically vanished. Nope.

“Well, you can totally look at my notes tomorrow morning if you have time before—”

“Great, thank you!” I practically screamed, then continued rapid-fire, “I owe you big time, but I have a call waiting. Gotta go!” The phone was beeping at me, and I hit the flash button. “Hello, Pailin Thai Cuisine . . . Sure, we do takeout, what would you like to—uh-huh. With tofu? Uh-huh . . .” I finished taking the order, eyeing my flash-cards the whole time, then realized that Mom had seated those six people who’d just arrived in my section. Damn.

I took their drink orders and picked up my flashcards again, but then the kitchen bell rang twice, signaling that one of my orders was up. By the time I finished carrying out the three bowls of red curry chicken and wondering why all three people at a table would order the same thing, it was time to get orders from the party of six, and by the time I fiher arms, and starednished that, a guy on the far side of the room was taking his last bite of crispy duck and pushing his plate away. Forget it-studying at work was a lost cause. I headed over to clear the table.

“Save any room for dessert today?” I smiled brilliantly—the way to a twenty-five percent tip from a guy eating by himself is a no-brainer. He looked up at me.

“That depends. Are you on the menu?”

I twirled the end of my long, black, messier-than-usual ponytail and mentally congratulated myself for deliberately shrinking my official Pailin uniform shirt—a simple dark blue three-quarter-sleeve tee with our logo on it—in the wash to make it tighter. “Not today,” I said with a smile, and handed him our illustrated dessert card. Now if only I had that much game when I was talking to boys at school. One time I’d tried to trick myself by pretending that I was waitressing, and I’d ended up asking Gavin, the hot foreign exchange student, how spicy he wanted his beef.

Here at work, though, I was on fire. The guy ordered mango sticky rice and coconut ice cream, and ten minutes later he threw down a twenty on top of paying the bill, plus a business card with his phone number. I look every bit the jailbait I am—being five feet one inch tall never helps—so the thing with the business card was pretty squicky. The guy was somewhat hot, but at least thirty-five. On the other
hand, twenty bucks is twenty bucks.

“Maya! Come here!”

Except, I guess, when your mother’s been watching
you earn it. 

I went over to the cash register, where my mom was glowering. “What did you just do?” She tucked her chinlength hair behind her ears, crossed her arms, and stared at me.

“Uh . . . my job?” I tried to look innocent.

“Your job is not to flirt for tips!”

“I wasn’t—”

“Yes, you were!” she insisted. “Remember what happened to—”

“Yes, Mom,” I interrupted. “You’ve told me like, a zillion times.”

“A zillion plus one!” she declared, launching into her favorite story about this family we know in Ohio. “Annie was a very good Thai girl until she started going out with an American boy. And she started to lie to her parents, and then, one day, her parents came home to find her”—she lowered her voice—“with her boyfriend, if you know what I mean.”

“I know what you—”

“And so they sent her to live with her aunt in Chiang Mai, where she was free from the corruption of America. She married a nice Thai man and lived a happy, simple life“.

“Mom, that’s not even true,” I said. “They got divorced and she came back to America and became a travel agent. And you’re worrying for nothing, because between school and work, I have no time to date anyway.”

“Exactly!” My mom slammed the reservations book shut and banged one of the cash register buttons with a flourish. “School and work, but no boys! You must go to a good college, or else you will also be a travel agent, but in Thailand!”

I had no particular answer to that slice of insanity. She was kind of right, anyway—if I wanted the merit-based scholarship that would enable me to pay for Stanford, assuming I even got in—fingers crossed, fingers crossed, fingers crossed—I had to maintain my ridiculously nerdy G.P.A. That left me with basically no time to socialize, but hopefully it would all be worth it.

The order bell was ringing at me again, so I headed back toward the kitchen before she could go on any longer about how even talking to members of the opposite sex leads directly to pregnancy, disease, insanity, death, or all of the above. Of course, avoiding her for the rest of the night wasn’t going to work—our restaurant only seats forty-two, unless my parents are in a fire code–breaking mood, and we don’t have any booths or screens or anything, so there’s literally nowhere to hide. But as long as I didn’t piss her off any more, there was still a chance I could get to Sarah’s house before her parents booted everyone out.

By nine o’clock we were down to two tables.

“Mom?” I chewed nervously on my pinkie nail for a second. Is it okay if Nat takes over for the rest of the night so I can go to Sarah’s study group? There’s almost nobody left here.”

She sighed, taking off her reading glasses and putting them down on the credit card reader by the cash register. “Why didn’t you study before work?”

“I did, but it’s a really important test. Please, can I go? I just need to trade notes with some people, and I know if I get just a little extra time I can get an A.”

Mom looked at me, her expression unreadable. I mentally crossed my fingers.

“No,” she said.

“But—” I started.

“It is not fair to your brother if you leave. Also, it is better for you to study at home with no distractions. At the study group, you just end up chitchatting with your friends.” She put her reading glasses back on and turned to her calculator with finality.

I gave up. Time to aim lower on the totem pole. “Hey, Nat, can you take care of my section for the rest of the night so I can study?”

“What, like you’re just gonna sit here?” he asked. His hand was wet from the water pitcher again, and he made a move like he was going to dry it off on my shirt.

“Yeah, at the bar,” I said, making a face and ducking out of the way.

“Dunno.” He shrugged, then smirked and wiped his hand on his apron instead. “ What’s in it for me?”

“The same deal whenever your next English paper due,” I offered.

“How ’bout you just write it for me?”

“How ’bout I tell your entire class that when you were five, you wore a girl’s swimsuit because you wanted to be just like your big sister?”

Nat glared at me and went to check on my section. Finally! I poured myself a Diet Coke and settled onto one of our maroon leather barstools to review the Revolutionary War. I mouthed, “Suck it,” at him when a party of eight walked in at nine twenty-five. He smiled politely while flip-ping me off from behind a menu—there’s nothing worse than a bunch of customers walking through the door when you’re this close to shutting down for the night, especially since my business-savvy parents, terrified of alienating anyone who might become a regular, never rush customers out. Luckily tonight, thanks to my dad’s record-fast stir-frying, Annoying: Party of Eight exited after only forty-three minutes. Phew. I put down my flashcards and started blowing out the little white votive candles on the tables as Nat practically sprinted to the front of the restaurant and flipped the door sign to CLOSED.

“Hey,” Nat said, noticing that I was helping with
cleanup. “Study if you want. We made a deal.”

“Thanks, but this isn’t me being nice so much as it’s me trying to get us the hell out of here as quickly as possible.” I threw a soapy dish towel at his head and went to the utility closet at the back of the kitchen to get the vacuum cleaner—newly repaired following my recent attempt to suck shrimp tails straight up off the floor so I wouldn’t have to touch them—and started vacuuming the dining room floor. The next thing I knew, Nat was shaking my shoulder.

“Dude, you okay?”

I started. “Wha?”

I looked up and realized that I was standing smack in the middle of the dining room, draped over the vacuum cleaner, half-slumped onto the handle.

“You were just staring at the wall like a crazy person.”

Huh? Is it possible to fall asleep with your eyes open?

“I’m just tired,” I said. He looked at me. “Uh, more than usual,” I added.

“Maybe you should start doing speed.”

“I will take that into serious lack of consideration,” I answered, stretching my arms over my head and jumping up and down a few times to wake up. I kicked the vacuum cleaner and it roared to life as I pushed it with one hand and used the other to punch a button on our espresso machine. Nat walked around wiping tables and pushing chairs out of my way whenever I needed to vacuum under them, as my mom lovingly dusted our restaurant’s good luck charms—two Buddha statues and a picture of King Chulalongkorn—just like she did every night. The coffee finished brewing just as we finished cleanup, and I was pouring it into a thermos when my dad emerged from the kitchen, looking weary and grease-spattered, like he always does at the end of the night. He raised an eyebrow.

“We have coffee at home,” he pointed out, rolling down the sleeves of his flannel shirt now that he was done cooking for the night.

“Eh, this is easier.” I dumped a bunch of sugar into the thermos, followed by some half-and-half, then put the top on and mixed it around. My dad shook his head disapprovingly. “That much caffeine will stunt your growth.”

“Dad,” I said patiently, “I’ve been the same height since the seventh grade. I’m pretty sure the family genes stunted my growth a long time ago.”

“No,” Dad said. “Your brother is six feet tall.” He smiled proudly at Nat, who stood on his tiptoes for a second and grinned back.

“Well, he stole all the good genes. Plus, I need this coffee for my history test tomorrow. Nat just saw me fall asleep standing up, didn’t you, Nat?”

“I did,” Nat said. “She looked like a freaking idiot.”

My dad looked back and forth between the two of us for a moment, trying to figure out if we were messing with him. Then he shrugged, reached into the mini fridge under the bar, and handed me two cans of Mountain Dew.
“Okay. Study hard.” He ruffled my hair and gently nudged me toward the front door as he turned off the dining room lights.

“Thanks, Dad.” I smiled, putting my thermos of coffee under my arm. I popped open one of the cans right away and downed a huge swig. “I will.”

And I would have, if I hadn’t fallen asleep on my desk.



chapter two

The numbers on my blinking, beeping alarm clock were sideways from my perspective, since my head was resting on my desk in a puddle of drool. My eyes were open, but my brain wasn’t quite functioning yet, so I stared glumly as the little red digits on the panda’s stomach counted steadily forward. School started in forty-five . . . forty-four . . . forty-three minutes. At forty minutes, I attempted to move my head and succeeded only in moving my eyeballs, giving me a lovely view of the bed that hadn’t been slept in and the piles of textbooks and papers from the night before strewn all over the carpet. Nat flung open the door and yelled, “Alarm, dumbass!” just as I was finally able to move my neck and stand up.

Everything was a blur after that, from finding questionably clean clothes on my floor, to cramming in a last-minute study session during homeroom, to completely missing the bell and having to race through the halls to make it to class on time.

“Oh my God, are you okay?” Sarah’s round, porcelainskinned face looked up at me as I sprinted through the door of our history classroom, where she was already set up with her usual test-taking paraphernalia: two hair clips doing their best to hold back her silky, long brown hair, two ballpoint pens, three #2 pencils, and a little carton of orange juice. “You look terrible,” she said. Her arms were scrunched inside her sleeves as always, and her wide blue eyes got even wider when I threw my books on my desk, sat down, and then collapsed face-first onto them.

“Then I look how I feel,” I mumbled into my notebook. “I fell asleep after work last night and didn’t study for this like, at all.”

Sarah patted my arm sympathetically. “Shut up,” she teased. “I’m sure you’ll do fine.”

Yeah, well . . . I didn’t.
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“So much for Stanford,” I said an hour later, after the carnage was over. “I’m gonna be slinging Tom Yum soup for the rest of my life.” We gathered up our stuff and walked out of class, me looking shell-shocked, Sarah looking chipper.

“As previously mentioned, shut up,” she said. “You always do this. You always panic prematurely.”

“No, I don’t,” I said glumly, yanking out the pencil that I’d been using to hold my hair up and shaking the tangled bun loose.

“What’d you get on our freshman year Bio midterm?” Sarah asked.

“An A,” I said.

“Sophomore year Government final?”

“A,” I admitted, narrowing my eyes at her. I knew where this was going.

“Eighth grade first semester Social Studies presentation? Sixth grade science fair project? Third grade shoe-box diorama on the rain forest? First grade book report on Green Eggs and Ham? Preschool finger-painting?”

“Yeah, yeah, all A’s. You made your point,” I said as she grinned at me cheerfully. “Doesn’t mean I didn’t still fail miserably just now. Good-bye, Stanford!” I said dramatically, pausing abruptly midstep to fling myself against a locker. Our school lockers are green, dingy, overwhelmingly covered in graffiti, and haven’t been painted in about ten years, so I immediately regretted it and turned around so that I was facing the hallway.

“Shut up,” Sarah said. “We’re still getting into Stanford, we’re still going, we’re still rooming together, and that’s the end of it. Fingers crossed,” she added.

“You’re going, Miss I-Could-Flunk-Everything-and-Still-Be-a-Shoo-In-for-Valedictorian. After that test, I won’t be going anywhere but Miss Havisham’s Hooker School for Delinquent . . . Hookers.”

 “You’re not making any sense.”

“That is very much the theme of this morning, yes.”

Sarah took my arm and steered me toward the cafeteria, which was a pretty good idea, considering that the only thing I wanted to do was drown my sorrows in Cheetos. But we only managed to take two steps before we were waylaid by Leonard Chang, a sophomore who works for the school tutoring program with us. Harmless? Yes. Annoying? Totally.

“You’re fired,” Leonard said to me. He’s exactly my height, and his face was very close to mine—I could see my reflection in the lenses of his round, black-framed glasses.

I backed away and stared at him, too zonked to figure out what the hell he could be talking about.

“Danny Gray just got an A on his last test and his parents don’t want to pay for tutoring anymore, so he quit,” Leonard explained in his slightly nasal, rapid-fire voice. “Which is just as well, because he was never gonna beat my G.P.A. anyway.” He energetically pushed up the sleeves of the waffle weave he was wearing underneath his T-shirt before pulling them down again. “I just saw him in the tutoring office. He asked me to tell you. He didn’t ask me to tell you that you look great today. But you look great today.”

Sarah giggled and I tried not to roll my eyes. “Thanks,” I said. Leonard tells me I look great about half the time he sees me. The other half of the time, he opts for “hot.” It’s sweet, but come on.

“By the way, did you hear that Mr. Dillman is hooking up with that new librarian-in-training?” he added. For a guy who has barely any friends, Leonard somehow knows everything that happens before anybody else.

“Ew, really?” Sarah said, and we exchanged a grossed-out glance.

“That’s what I heard. I also heard that Taylor Spector got a nose job and is just pretending it was a basketball accident. Be sure to check him out when the bandages come off. Anyway, you should probably go over to the tutoring office and pick up a new student,” Leonard said to me. “Not that you could ever beat my record of twelve students at once. I could walk you.”

“That’s cool, Leonard, but no thanks.” I started inching away from him. Sarah, who’d already been inching, was already a few feet down the hall.

“Okay,” said Leonard agreeably. “Hey, you know ‘Maya, May I’?” I winced. I certainly did know it. It was a song he’d written (and, during a few awkward moments that I’d since been trying to forget, performed) for me last year. “I learned another chord, so it sounds a lot better now.” He took off his glasses and breathed on them, then polished them with his shirt, squinted, and put them back on. “It’s a four-chord song now. I’ll play it for you sometime, if you remind me to bring my guitar—”

“Sure, that would be great. Later!” I said, running to catch up with Sarah, then grabbing her arm and walking as fast as I could away from Leonard. I made the mistake of glancing back and saw him energetically waving at me.

“He hearts you,” Sarah said solemnly when we were out of earshot, then laughed.

“A year and counting,” I said, shaking my head. Who knew that when I’d volunteered to train the new freshman tutor last year that he’d end up crushing on me this hard?

“Maybe he’ll ask you to the Spring Fling,” she continued, indicating the glittery poster we were passing in the hallway. It said, SWING THE FLING! and had a badly drawn picture of a Weston High Warrior dancing with a black silhouette of a woman in a flapper outfit.

“Great, I’ve always dreamed of bringing a date who looks like he’s twelve,” I said sarcastically.

“Oh, come on,” Sarah giggled. “He looks thirteen, easy.”

She was still giggling when we got to the tutoring office, but when I miserably plunked down onto the couch in the corner of the main room and went back to wearing my posttest shell-shocked face, she immediately shut up, sat down next to me, and passed me a conciliatory half-eaten bag of mini Oreos. She patted my arm as I snarfed them down.

“Come on,” she murmured. “You didn’t flunk.”

“Maya, you look like medical waste,” a voice piped up from behind her.

My friend Cat is not quite as nurturing.

I turned toward the row of study rooms lining the back wall of the tutoring office, from where Cat had just emerged. She gaped at me from behind her glasses of choice for the day, which were purple cat’s-eye frames. She’s got twenty-twenty vision, but she likes to make a statement. And today’s, given the blue-streaked pigtails, the black and red fingernails, and the deliberately ripped black velvet skirt, was apparently “arty freak.”

“Study amongst yourselves!” Cat snapped at the two confused-looking sophomores whom she’d left in the study room. She closed the door on them and threw herself onto the couch with me and Sarah. A little too enthusiastically—we were still disentangling ourselves when we heard the loud crash of a pile of books hitting the floor.

“That would be Jonny,” said Cat. I looked up and saw our friend Jonathan just inside the doorway of the main room, picking up his books and a graphing calculator and frantically inspecting the latter for damage.

“Sorry,” he said, pushing up his glasses and straightening out the front of his green button-down shirt. “In my defense, I wasn’t being clumsy. It’s just that I saw all you girls tangled up on the couch, and I got distracted.” He grinned, absentmindedly patted his spiky blond hair, and disappeared into a study room to wait for Hilary, his favorite freshman. We were all convinced he was deliberately tutoring her badly in order to keep her in the program. The girl is fourteen and has a rack as big as my head. Or, I guess, two of my heads. If you want to get technical.

As Cat went back into her study room to finish tutoring her students, I got up off the couch and rang the bell at the window in the side wall where Mrs. Hunter, the school secretary who runs the tutoring program, usually sits. After a moment, Principal Davis appeared at it.

“Maya!” he roared. He looked like he wanted to jump through the window and give me a bear hug. Considering he is approximately the size of a Prius, I was glad he didn’t.

“Oh,” I said. “Hi, Principal Davis. Where’s Mrs. Hunter?”

“On a break, on a break,” he said jovially. “What can I do you for, smarty-pants?”

Smarty-pants? Seriously?

“I was wondering if you had anyone on the list,” I said. “Leonard Chang just told me that Danny Gray quit because he got an A in Geometry.”

“An A? Because of you? Wonderful! Of course, we’ll get another student for you right away!” Principal Davis punched a few keys on Mrs. Hunter’s computer. “How about Camden King?” he asked.

Ew. That guy.

“Is there anyone else?” I asked quickly. Principal Davis’s hand was poised on the mouse, looking like it was ready to click a doom-sealing button.

“There is,” he said, “but you’re the only free tutor who’s qualified to teach Algebra II.”

“I just mean that Camden King is kind of—”

“Difficult? True. You’d be his sixth tutor in a month.”

My eyes widened. “His sixth in a—”

“But if anyone can turn that boy around, it’s you!” Principal Davis clicked the mouse, punched a few more keys on Mrs. Hunter’s computer, and then grabbed a few sheets out of the printer. He stapled the papers to Camden’s information folder and shoved it across the counter at me. “Remember, our cumulative G.P.A. is the third highest in the state. Our funding has almost doubled, thanks to students like you helping out students who are . . . not so much like you. So go forth and conquer, for the good of the school!”

He came out from behind the window, patted my shoulder energetically, and swept out the door past the returning Mrs. Hunter with a hearty “Tutor hard, everyone! Keep up the good work!”

Sarah and I rolled our eyes at each other as I sat back down on the couch next to her and stared at Camden’s information folder with distaste. Technically I’d never spoken to him, but I’d seen him around school a lot, and I could believe the stories. His family is loaded, he’s been popular since birth, and the license plate on his Escalade says PIMP CK. You know those guys who are really, really hot, but at the same time you’re pretty sure they’ve got crabs? Colin Farrell comes to mind. And so does Camden King.

“Christ,” I muttered, flipping through the folder and seeing various transcript pages with grades ranging from C– to F. “Are they serious?”

“Maybe they’re confident you can handle him,” Sarah said hopefully. She peered over my shoulder into the folder.

“That’s not the point. The point is that I hate him . . . even though I’ve never met him.” I looked up. “Is that wrong? Is that shallow?”

“No shallower than the shallow end of his giant backyard swimming pool full of whores,” Cat called through the cracked-open door of her study room.

“Thanks, I feel better,” I said.

“No problem. It’s what I do.” She ducked her head back into the study room.

“Well,” Sarah ventured, again trying to find the upside. “At least he’s cute. I mean, he’s tall . . . and he’s got the body of a water polo player, and he doesn’t even play water polo.” She blushed a little as she said this, then deliberately let her long brown hair fall over her face.

“Irrelevant,” I said glumly. “Being an ass trumps being a piece of ass.” I went back to looking through his information folder. “Wow, he’s even dumber than I thought. No wonder all the other tutors quit on him.”

“Come on, Maya.” Sarah wasn’t giving up. “We don’t know who his other tutors were. Maybe he’ll be really nice to you. Maybe it’ll be . . . fun.”

“Suuure,” I said.
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“You know,” Camden said as he walked up to the study room where I was waiting for him, “you should be wearing a tighter shirt.”

He plunked down in the chair next to me, elbowed the door closed, and looked me over from head to toe.

“Uh . . . what?” I stared at him, hoping that either:a) I’d heard him wrong or b) I’d heard him right, but he had a reasonable explanation for his annoying comment, and that he was about to elaborate in a very polite manner.

He kicked his Pumas up onto the table and leaned back. “You’re pretty cute, but you don’t really have much going on up in this area,” he said, waving his hands in the general direction of my chest. “Tighter would help. Emphasize what you do have.” He put his feet back on the floor, glanced up and down at my outfit of jeans and a black crewneck sweater, and then turned to check out his own hazy reflection in the study room window. He yanked off his hoodie to expose a blue and gray ringer tee underneath, and then ran a hand through his purposeful bedhead of blondish-brown waves. I would’ve admired his biceps if he hadn’t already been doing it himself.

“Maybe you should worry less about what I’m wearing and more about the fact that you’re flunking Algebra,” I said icily.

“I’m not flunking,” Camden said, flinging his hoodie over the back of the chair next to him. “I’m getting a D. Didn’t they give you all my info, uh . . .” He leaned over and looked at the cover of my notebook. “Mayo?”

“Maya.”

“Whatever,” he said. “Your handwriting sucks.”

“As do your grades, so we should probably get started,” I said, yanking my notebook away from him and taking out some pencils. “Do you have any homework you want to go through?”

“Homework? Sure,” he said agreeably. I would have been surprised at the sudden attitude shift, except for the fact that it lasted about two seconds—his cell phone beeped, and he spent the next several minutes sending ten different texts to various people. Somewhere in the middle of the
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