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Before Bea, Neerja, and I got everything we wanted from high school—the adoration, the fun, the fame, and the super-hot boys—all we did was study. Think hamsters on a wheel running round and round, scribbling notes, cramming, sweating through exams, writing papers, and then starting all over again every Monday morning.

It was okay until the beginning of tenth grade, when we began to wonder if our hard work would ever pay off. I mean, with three more years of school, with SATs, APs—even PSATs—yet to take, it seemed like it would be an eternity until we blew this Popsicle stand. I didn’t know how much more I could bear of stupid stuff like gym class and mandatory assemblies and having to overhear conversations in homeroom about how wild the parties were that we missed.

Maybe we were being a bit unrealistic, but we had this hope that if we could just get into the Ivy League, everything would be set. We dreamed of Gothic libraries and leafy green quads and romantic dorms with fireplaces and guys who were not only cute but also smart and charming and, quite possibly, British. In college, we believed, we’d finally find our people.

At least in the meantime we had each other. Bea, Neerja, and I have been best friends since kindergarten, when I broke the rules by bringing a Dorothy doll to class. Back then, I was so into The Wizard of Oz that every day after school, I’d dress up in a blue-and-white checked pinafore and skip around the house carrying a basket with a stuffed dog, running away from an imaginary witch. My grandmother had seen Dorothy in a toy store on Newbury Street and bought her for me on a whim, what she called a cadeau d’amour—a love present.

I loved Dorothy madly. I loved her braids with the blue bows, her tiny black plastic Toto, and, especially, her removable ruby-red sparkling slippers. They were so cool that I couldn’t wait to show them to my class, even though, technically, we weren’t supposed to bring toys from home. I was sure my teacher, Mrs. Metzger, wouldn’t mind, however, since it was only a doll and, besides, it was Dorothy.

But as soon as I showed her to a couple of girls, Mrs. Metzger ordered Dorothy into my cubby, bellowing, “We do NOT bring in our toys, do we, children?” All the other children loudly and gleefully agreed that no, we do NOT bring our toys from home.

I was so surprised and embarrassed and, strangely, suddenly homesick that I almost burst into tears as I reluctantly crossed the room and, with all eyes upon me, did as Mrs. Metzger ordered. That’s when I felt someone pat my arm, and I turned to see Neerja’s pixie face with her tiny nose and big, dark eyes smiling up at me, radiating waves of warmth and kindness, and I knew I’d found a true friend.

That would have been enough. But then, something even more wonderful happened.

When we were getting ready to leave for the day, I went to get Dorothy and found her shoes were missing. Who would have taken her fabulous ruby slippers? Neerja went to tell Mrs. Metzger, but Mrs. Metzger, feeling validated, I suppose, put her hands on her hips and said, “I’m sorry, Gigi, but that’s what happens when you bring in toys from home. That’s why we have rules.”

I can distinctly remember her smiling down with approval at her pet, Bea Honeycutt, who wore her long red hair in prissy pink ribbons and was so verbally gifted that she was excused each afternoon to join the second graders for reading. I hated Bea at that moment, hated her for being perfect and for not ever doing anything wrong.

Which was why I was so astonished when she looked up at Mrs. Metzger, made a face like, “Are you crazy, lady?” and promptly marched over to Trina Gregoranis’s backpack.

“She has them,” Bea said, pointing accusatorily—a favorite gesture of hers that I would later come to know and love. “I saw her take the shoes.”

Tina immediately started to blubber that she would never take Dorothy’s shoes, but Bea wasn’t the type to stand around listening to a bunch of lies. Despite Mrs. Metzger’s protests about respecting each other’s privacy, space, blah, blah, blah, Bea zipped open the top pocket of Tina’s pack, removed the shoes, and placed them in my hands.

“There,” she said, nodding. “I told you.”

Our gazes clicked. Bea’s eyes were bright green. Sassy. And I could tell she wasn’t half the goody-two-shoes I’d thought she was. She was, at most, a goody-one-shoe.

“Thanks.” My fingers curled around the tiny slippers. “You wanna play in the sandbox with me tomorrow?”

“Sure. If I get the dump truck.”


The wooden dump truck was my favorite, and I usually managed to call first dibs. So it was a big sacrifice on my part to say, “Okay. And Neerja can come too.” Which was easy, since Neerja didn’t care about dump trucks; she was a water-wheel girl.

From that moment on, we became the best of friends, united in our defiance of meanies and our love of each other and all things sweet. Sometimes I ask myself if we worked so hard in school just to prove to our old kindergarten teacher that even girls who occasionally break the rules and draw outside the lines and kill themselves trying not to laugh out loud in class can also be the best students.

Like Parad. Our hero.

Parad is Neerja’s older sister, a tall, slim, dark-haired goddess who graduated Denton High with a 4.0 average and 2400 SATs. All through our childhood, Parad would tell us to study hard so we could “get whatever we wanted.” She made studying seem really regal, you know? Like by earning A’s, we’d be academic royalty.

But I didn’t really understand what she meant by getting whatever we wanted until one March 31st, the day the Ivy Leagues, at 5 p.m. sharp, email their acceptances—or rejections.

That chilly spring evening, we sat in the white-carpeted hall outside her bedroom where, behind locked doors, Parad hit refresh on her laptop over and over while we waited for news. Neerja’s parents, the Padwamis, were downstairs pretending to be busy making dinner, though they, too, were on pins and needles.

Finally, at 5:11, the bedroom door opened and Parad emerged with red-rimmed eyes. We sucked in our breaths. All clattering in the kitchen stopped.

“Brown, Harvard, Yale, no,” she said, biting her lower lip, trying—as we’d later learn—not to smile. “Princeton, yes. With a full scholarship.”

A shout went up from their mother, who dropped a plate. We dashed downstairs and found her parents highfiving and moonwalking, as the elderly are wont to do. Neerja and Parad hugged and screamed, and so did Bea and I.

I knew then that my one goal was to be like Parad. I wanted to click on the March 31st email and see the famous YES! from the Princeton dean of admissions. I wanted to be chosen out of 30,000 applicants, to be part of a select group of brilliant students, to have all the headaches of testing and class standing and applications behind me. I wanted the quads and the libraries and the best education in the world. And, hot damn, did I want the cute, smart guys.

But mostly I wanted to be able to get what I wanted. Like Parad.


It wasn’t until months later, while helping Neerja’s sister pack for college, that we learned sometimes what you envy about people is only on the surface.

Sometimes even the most perfect people hide the darkest secrets—as Neerja discovered when she peeked under her sister’s bed and found what Parad wanted no one to see.

The truth.
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The day before Parad left for Princeton, I’d been feeling super sorry for Neerja, who was stuck at home packing while her older sister hit Bed Bath & Beyond for the mother lode of college supplies: mini fridge, cool pink plastic shower caddy, matching bedding—with the weird extra-long sheets colleges apparently require—lamps, fluffy pillows, and nifty wall hangings. Those were in addition to the shiny new MacBook Pro and upgraded iPhone she’d been given at graduation.

It was like their parents couldn’t do enough for Parad now that she’d made the Ivy League. They let her drive their new Mercedes, with the creamy white interior and voice-controlled sound system, and never asked her to babysit the eight-year-old twins, Shiva and Shari, who we secretly nicknamed Thing One and Thing Two. That was Neerja’s job now, and every weekend she had to bag our get-togethers because the Padwamis were going out and Parad was off tooling around in the Mercedes with her best friend, Karla, while Neerja had to play endless games of Pretty, Pretty Princess with The Things.

So that’s why Bea and I were over at the Padwami pad on that fateful muggy August morning. If Neerja was relegated to sorting Parad’s books and folding her underwear, then the least we could do was bring her an iced Frappuccino and do the heavy lifting. We’d already lugged several plastic milk crates of Parad’s junk downstairs when Neerja looked under her sister’s bed and found a navy leather-bound copy of The Zenith—Parad’s yearbook—stamped with her name in gold right on the front.

“That’s weird,” Neerja said, opening it with a frown. “Parad said hers hadn’t come in yet. They were back ordered.”

Ding! Ding! Ding! Immedietskie, bells went off in my head.

All the seniors got their copies weeks before graduation so they could pass them around and let their friends sign incredibly hokey stuff, like Do what I say, not what I did, and inside jokes like Bow to Bob, Your Supreme Overlord. Or Got pants? Or initials that made no sense: IOCHFTS! Or Snort farts? Need I say more? along with eye-rolling recitations of bad song lyrics, and poems from girlfriends to boyfriends and vice versa pledging undying love.

But Parad’s page had nothing. Okay, that’s not entirely true. A few people wrote creepily formal stuff along the lines of, You seemed really nice or Wish we’d gotten to know each other. One person actually had the audacity to scribble, Who are you? Though most inscriptions were stunningly obvious, like You were the smartest girl in the class.

A whopping five wrote, Remember me when you win the Nobel Prize.

There was not one personal comment, aside from a long, rambling note written by Karla overcompensating for Parad’s lack of social life by listing every single mundane thing the two of them had ever done: Remember eating paste, sixth-grade Valentines, jumping beans, Buffy, sleeping in on Saturday mornings, To Kill a Mockingbird, Gossip Girl Mondays, test crunching?

It was clear to us then that despite being our personal hero, Parad Devi Padwami, Ivy bound, was, to the class from which she’d graduated number one, a virtual unknown. A nobody.

And, judging from the book’s place of honor among the dust bunnies, it was her dirty little secret.

The realization was like a sudden blow to the solar plexus. It was like learning the tooth fairy was actually our mothers and that they’d been stealing money from our piggy banks to slip quarters under our pillows. All our illusions of Parad’s perfect life were shattered.

“Maybe there’s more,” Bea said as Neerja flipped through the other pages.

Nope. Blank.

We were so saddened and confused by Parad’s clandestine nonlife that we hardly noticed the shadow in the doorway until it erupted in a piercing shriek.

“WHAT are you doing?” Parad stomped across her bedroom and snatched the book out of Neerja’s hands. “You have no business, no business at all. This is my private property!”

In a burst of anger, she threw the yearbook against the wall, where it made a dent right under her framed Merit Scholar Award. “Out!” she shouted, pointing to the door. “High school doesn’t matter. It’s a joke and everyone there was totally lame.”

We fled and never spoke of The Zenith again.

But we never forgot it, either.

For me, Parad’s empty yearbook raised a bunch of questions about success versus happiness. I mean, the kids who were having a blast at Denton High weren’t near the top of the class like Parad, Bea, Neerja, and me, and that seemed so screwy. Shouldn’t the kids at the top feel on top?

That’s when I made it my personal mission to ensure, unlike Parad, we got everything we deserved from high school, whether that was grades, fame, guys, a totally full yearbook, whatever. I figured this was just a matter of putting our heads together. After all, if we were supposedly so smart, this should have been a no-brainer, right?

My mistake was in not remembering the immortal words of Sir Mick Jagger: You may not always be able to get what you want. “But if you try sometimes, you might find you get what you need.”

Sir Mick was right. (Of course.) What I wanted was what I needed, though never would I have imagined that what I needed was to be sent to the principal’s office, threatened with permanent suspension, and kissed by the hottest guy at school.

None of which would’ve happened if it hadn’t been for, of all things, the AP chemistry midterm.

 

The AP chem midterm wasn’t just any test. It was a paper Weed Wacker that our teacher, Mr. Bouchard (aka Buzzard), used every year to remove all but the highest performers from his class. Anyone receiving an F was automatically kicked down to regular chem. And for those who survived, the test counted for thirty percent of the semester grade. Nice, huh?

Horror stories abounded of perfectly excellent students like ourselves walking into the exams with A minus averages and ending up with C’s for the semester because they’d bombed the midterm. Parad’s friend Karla to this day claims she would have gotten into Brown if it hadn’t been for Buzzard (as if!), and Parad herself ranks his midterm as the Worst Test Ever, even worse than the SATs, because the multiple-choice was so confusing.

So, we studied like crazy, trading notes, redoing our old quizzes, and analyzing Parad’s own exam because Parad was the type who carefully saved her tests in color-coded files. (Love her!) We even got Neerja to swallow her pride and call her big sister at Princeton, begging for hints, since Parad had aced everything on the midterm except for the extra-credit question.

Apparently, no one has correctly answered Buzzard’s extra-credit questions, ever. Not even Princeton’s Patron Saint of Butt Busting.

“Look ahead at the next chapters,” was Parad’s advice, “because Buzzard wants to see that you’re not just parroting back what he taught you, but that you are a true scholar thirsting for knowledge.”

Okay. With that in mind, I got a Diet Mountain Dew (not the kind of thirst Parad was referring to, I know) and randomly picked a scholarly-type section—moles—and crammed. But in order to cram, I needed (a) to be in my “pretty clothes”—faded-pink drawstring flannel pj’s and my mother’s paint-stained MIT sweatshirt—and (b) sufficient nutrition: Reese’s Puffs. Also, packets of sugarless gum. Twirling pencil in hair optional.

Three hours later, my hair was a rat’s nest of twirling, gum wrappers and empty cans littered the floor around my chair, and there were Reese’s Puffs crumbs everywhere.

Even my trusted sidekick Petunia, a five-year-old white-and-brown basset hound with her own eating-disorder issues, was so repulsed by my slobbery that she crawled off my bed and slumped onto the carpet in a heap of disgust.

At midnight, Marmie poked her head into my room. “Still up?” she whispered. “It’s almost one.”

“I’ll go to bed soon,” I lied.

Marmie shrugged, not bothered either way. “Dors bien. Fais de beaux rêves!” And she blew me a good-night kiss.

Marmie is my French grandmother, very elegant and beautiful with silver-gray hair she pulls into a bun and legs she hasn’t crossed since 1964, like the French actress Catherine Deneuve. I don’t know who Catherine Deneuve is, but, according to Marmie, if I want to keep my own legs from becoming veiny and gross, I better start crossing at the ankles.

I live with Marmie because my mother spends half the year overseas as a physicist at the Large Hadron Collider in Switzerland, where—fingers crossed!—she’s not accidentally creating black holes. You never know. I mean, this is a woman who’s baffled by the simple water + eggs + oil + mix directions on the back of a box of Duncan Hines. She always forgets something, either the eggs or oil or both. Let’s just hope the same doesn’t apply to her handling of supercharged protons.

Don’t get me wrong. I admire my mother. She’s extreeeemely smart. However, she is a nerd. When I was just a toddler, she used to let me run around her research lab at MIT like it was the ball pit at McDonald’s. Fortunately, MIT labs are only slightly more dangerous than fast-food ball pits—if you don’t count lasers and various nuclear devices.

Like my mother, her mother also follows a form of parenting called “benign neglect.” The deal is that as long as I appear for breakfast and keep my grades up, Marmie doesn’t really care where I go or what I do. It’s kind of nice having all that freedom, though, to quote my hero Eleanor Roosevelt, with freedom comes great responsibility.

Responsibility that I’m happy to ignore the night before a Buzzard midterm.

Two hours after Marmie said good night, I got a text from Neerja asking me to give her a wake-up call since she tends to sleep through most alarms—even smoke detectors. So I texted Bea, who’s an insomniac, and asked her to give me a 5 a.m. wake-up call. Then I fell into bed, and in what seemed like a matter of minutes, my phone rang and it was Bea screaming at me to wake up, whereupon I called Neerja, who swore profusely and promptly dropped the phone.

I went downstairs, deposited a frosted blueberry Pop-Tart in the toaster, turned on the water for tea, and waited. When the whistle blew, I poured out a cup, slathered Nutella on the unfrosted side of the Pop-Tart—don’t judge me!—and pressed redial.

“What now?” Neerja asked sleepily. As I’d suspected, she’d gone back to bed.

“Why do the good people at Kellogg’s put two Pop-Tarts in a plastic wrapper that’s impossible to reclose when the serving size is listed as only one? Then the other forlorn Pop-Tart goes stale and starts breaking into crumbs that you can’t help but eat even though you know it’s pathetic that you’re eating stale Pop-Tart crumbs.”

“Okay,” Neerja said. “I’m awake.”

I made her carry the phone to the shower so I could hear the water running to ensure she was physically out of bed. Believe it or not, this is how we get up every week-day morning, the three of us. Not for nothing does my grandmother call us the Queens of Inefficiency.

Pop-Tart consumed, I carried my peppy pink HAPPY BIRTHDAY, GIGI! mug with peppermint tea to the bathroom, took my own shower, and spent the following forty minutes doing my hair and makeup with my chemistry book propped between the faucet and mirror.

Next to my green eyes, my blond hair is definitely my best feature. So, out of obligation to all the blondes before me (Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, the many Barbies I have loved and tortured), I tend to spend hours getting it right. You know, so as not to let down the team.

When I was done, not only did I understand the four periodic trends, but I had actually employed two types of heat transference to style my hair—blow-dryer for convection and a curling iron for conduction.

Quite possibly, this is what they mean by the term “applied physics.”

“Bring it, Buzzard,” was my cocky attitude as I headed off to school in my purple-and-gray plaid miniskirt and matching purple flats, my thermodynamically styled hair blowing in the breeze.

It was one of those crisp, late October days that smelled of rotting leaves and woodsmoke and made you want to pull on thick sweaters and bake molasses cookies. As I passed by haunted house after haunted house, I was glad to be living right outside of Boston, where Halloween decorating is considered an Olympic sport. There’s no telling how many hundreds of hours my sick-minded neighbors have invested trying to outdo one another by stringing fake spiderwebs, turning front lawns into cemeteries, and filling flannel shirts and jeans with leaves to create headless bodies that lounged in beach chairs. Made a person feel all warm and cozy to be surrounded by that sort of dedicated fake decapitation.

By the time I sauntered through the big glass doors of Denton High, I was so pumped by the invigorating zing of autumn, not even the usual pre-test pang of anxiety that made my palms sweat and heart race could bring me down. This test was mine to conquer, I reminded myself, as I conducted a quick last-minute note scan, despite Maddie Kildare and Sienna Martin’s droning analysis of which white, black, gold, or silver gown they should wear to the Crystal Ball.

To the best of my knowledge, Maddie and Sienna have nothing else to discuss. Every morning, Maddie calls up a photo of the dress du jour on her cell and slides the phone past me to Sienna, who studies it, imparts her professional opinion on why the proposed gown will or will not work—too billowy, too tight around the butt, not tight enough, too white, too cheap, too expensive—before sliding it back.

And every morning I am held hostage to this inane debate and the sliding cell phone because Ms. Andres, our homeroom teacher, insists on assigned seating that places me between Maddie and Sienna as a barrier. Otherwise, Ms. Andres explained once, they’d never stop talking.

Like that’s worked.

Mind you, the Crystal Ball wasn’t until the week before Christmas vacation. I hadn’t even thought about it, not that I had much reason to. I expected Bea, Neerja, and I would go together per usual. Dance a little, eat cake, drink punch, and go home.

Unlike Maddie, who was going out with…everyone, and Sienna, who was going out with Mike Ipolito, the resident hottie jock, it wasn’t like our hopes and dreams were pinned on the one big sophomore blowout of the year.

We had lives beyond high school, thank you very much. We had futures.

On my way out of homeroom, I nearly walked past Neerja, who’s so tiny, she’s often easy to miss. “What’s the dress today?”

“Strapless A-line with a ruched bodice.”

She squinted her catlike brown eyes, trying to envision the possibilities. “Now that sounds nice. Might be a little over the top for a high school dance, but a lot better than last week’s mermaid style in satin.”

“Funny, that’s exactly what Sienna said.”

“Sienna and I have much in common. We know fashion. And we both breathe.”

We found Bea by her locker flipping through a stack of crumpled cheat sheets. Normally, Bea’s gorgeous golden red hair hangs in natural ringlets. But when she’s under stress and forgets to tame it in the morning, her hair tends to frizz out. Today, Bea looked like she’d just stuck her finger in a light socket.

“I know nothing. I feel like I didn’t even study. Could have spent last night watching TV.”

“That’s what you always say.” We turned into Buzzard’s class. “And, like always, you’ll do fine.”

She did. We all did, as a matter of fact. I even got the extra credit thanks to Parad’s tip.

Buzzard had tried to trip us up with a question about Avogadro’s number—6.022 x 1023—which we hadn’t studied. Fortunately, I happened to know that Avogadro’s number represents the number of particles in one mole of any substance.

Final grade: 105%. The only downside was that I ruined the curve.

“Hate you!” teased Bea who, with a 92, wasn’t too bummed. Neerja, pulling in a 95, was also super psyched. It was a great day for grade grubbers everywhere.


Until Mr. Bouchard called me to his desk. And Sienna’s boyfriend, Mike Ipolito.

Bea has a term for Mike—“idiot savant”—because he’s the only hard-core jock who’s also in all of our AP and honors classes—a mystery, since he’s kind of the class comedian who rarely, if ever, studies.

Actually, not that much of a mystery. Mike’s one of those guys who really knows how to turn on the charm when he needs a favor, like when he has to copy your homework or borrow notes from the class he skipped. It’s an unfair exploitation of lucky genes that graced him with an impressive height and athletic build, longish brown hair that curls ever so slightly under his ears, smoldering brown eyes, and a smile that asks, What, me worry? As if he’s our own Alfred E. Neuman, only cuter.

I must confess that I used to have a major crush on Mike back in middle school, before I knew better. Each time he’d come up to me in class and stand a little too close and look down at me with that burning gaze of longing, I’d talk myself into thinking things were different, and I’d fork over whatever he wanted. Mike would smile and say, “Thanks, Einstein,” before walking off, and I’d do a mental head slap for being such a fool—again.

I was wiser now, though come to think of it, he had sat pretty close to me during the midterm.

Uh-oh…


Mr. Bouchard scowled in fury behind his wire-rimmed glasses. On his desk, two tests lay facedown, one wrinkled hand on each as if to keep them from blowing away. “I find it more than a coincidence,” he said with a low growl, “that you two sat next to each other and you were the only ones to correctly answer the supremely difficult extra-credit question.”

My immediate reaction was, Wow. Mike’s gonna be in a lot of trouble.

But then, Buzzard rotated his predatory eyeballs in my direction and said, “Ms. Dubois. Would you like to explain yourself?”

Me?

That I was somehow at fault for being the victim of cheating made my jaw drop, and then my jaw dropped even more when Buzzard overturned the papers and, in a shot of panic, I saw that my 105% A+ Excellent! had been CROSSED OUT in red and replaced with 0=F!

What the…?

“Aw, man!” Mike exclaimed, gaping at his own test, also reduced to an F. “What did you do that for?”

“What did I do that for, man?” Buzzard repeated mockingly. “I did that because you two were in cahoots!”

Mike laughed. “Cahoots? That’s a word you don’t hear too often. Cahoots. I like that. I don’t give two hoots about cahoots.”


What was wrong with him? Didn’t he realize that thanks to his cheating, not only had we essentially gotten ourselves booted from Buzzard’s class down to regular chem but that per school rules we would be automatically grilled by the principal and, quite possibly, suspended? All because he’d been too lazy to study his butt off like I had.

“You two were sitting so close to each other during the midterm, I was going to separate you,” Buzzard was saying. “However, I decided to give you the benefit of the doubt and assume you would each act honorably. My bad, as you kids say. A choice to cheat is never honorable.”

Cheat? I could feel my blood boiling somewhere deep down and rising up my arms and neck, bursting onto my cheeks. The whole class had now stopped their lab experiments and were whispering about us, about me, the goody-two-shoes who’d ruined the curve, now revealed as nothing more than a low, lying cheat, blushing in embarrassment.

“Mr. Bouchard,” I pleaded, grateful that despite my panic I’d remembered to use his correct name. “You’ve got it all wrong. I didn’t cheat. I would never cheat. That you would suggest I had after all the studying I did is outrageous!”

“Lighten up, Einstein.” Mike’s brown eyes twinkled merrily. “Ain’t no thang.”


“Cheating is indeed a thang, Mr. Ipolito,” Buzzard said. “It is a grave academic offense. Should our principal concur, she will write a letter of no confidence that will be attached to both your transcripts. No teachers will write you recommendations and no college worth its salt will admit you.”

Oh. My. God!

Mike shrugged. “I’m not too worried. I met with the lacrosse coach at Amherst over the summer and it’s almost guaranteed I’m getting a full scholarship there. I scored over a hundred goals last season.”

I couldn’t believe he was being recruited by one of my dream schools simply for throwing a little white ball into a net. Seriously, the level of unfairness in this world is unreal. First, I’m wrongly accused of cheating. Then I find Mike Ipolito has already gotten into Amherst.

Where’s the justice?

“Anyway, Gigi and I didn’t cheat, did we, Einstein?” He threw his arm around my shoulders and gave me a squeeze, thereby confirming Buzzard’s suspicions that the two of us were “in cahoots.”

I broke free, but the damage had been done. Buzzard circled the F’s, pushed back his chair, and picked up the black phone by the whiteboard to call the principal, Dr. Fiona Schultz. If our old principal, Mr. Watson, were still in charge, I would have been in the clear because he knew my record. But Schultz, being brand-new, didn’t know me from a hole in the wall. Without academic street cred, I was cooked.

There was a brief conversation with the school secretary, Mrs. Wently, and then Buzzard hung up. “The principal will fit you both in immediately after school. You’re to appear in her office at two thirty on the dot. Don’t be late.”

Mike gave me a wink and reached over to turn up the corners of my mouth with his two fingers. “Don’t frown, Einstein. You’re so much prettier when you smile.” Then he strolled back to his desk as if nothing had happened.
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“He already got into Amherst, legit?” Neerja was shocked.

“I’m telling you, we’re going about this dream school stuff all wrong. We should just join the field hockey team and watch back-to-back Millionaire Matchmaker while waiting for our full scholarships.” I slid my thumb under the strap on my bag and shouldered my way toward the cafeteria.

Because of the double-period honors and AP courses, our lunch break is ridiculously early—at 10:30—an unappetizing time most days and absolutely impossible today, since my stomach was tied in knots thanks to the adrenaline rush from getting so angry in Buzzard’s class. I couldn’t imagine downing anything more than a cold iced tea. Okay, maybe a cinnamon raisin bagel, and possibly cream cheese. But that was it. Unless they had Rice Krispies bars….

We slipped in line and Bea took out her phone to scroll through her text messages. “Mike’s dreaming if he thinks he’s already admitted to Amherst. The coach might have talked to him, but that doesn’t mean squat. He’s only in tenth grade and he still has to take his SATs and graduate and not be busted for cheating.”

At the very word, my pulse started revving. Bea put her hand on my arm reassuringly. “Calm yourself, cow-girl. We’re going to get you out of this. When you meet with Schultz, I’ll go with you and act as your consigliere.”

“My counselor?”

“Legal counselor.” She glanced up from her phone. “Consigliere’s Italian for lawyer. Didn’t you ever see The Godfather?”

“No way. Too much blood and bullets.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. There can never be too much blood and bullets.” She pulled down a water-splattered blue plastic tray. “Anyway, I just did a quick Google search and it turns out Schultz went to Wellesley and wrote her thesis on misogyny in academia.” She grabbed an apple and tossed it to me. Then she tossed another to Neerja. “Imply that you’re the victim of sexism and you’ll be instantly acquitted. Ga-run-teed.”

“That’s not true, though,” I said. “Buzzard accused Mike of cheating too.”

Bea gave me a look. “May I remind you of the Salem witch trials and the persecution of intelligent women through the eons? We are owed, Gigi, if not for this, then for centuries of male tyranny.”

“I think you’re worrying too much, and with all due respect to you, Bea, I don’t think there’s any sexism involved.” Neerja crunched her apple. “Buzzard flipped out because he’s never had two students get his midterm extra-credit question. Like Mike said, ain’t no thang.”

Bea was incredulous. “You’re taking Mike’s side? He’s the enemy.”

“He’s not the enemy. Mike’s okay.”

Two truths about Neerja: She never said an unkind word about anyone, not even the cattiest girls at school. And she was, had been, and would forever be madly in love with Justin Crenshaw.

Justin was so cute he was almost pretty, with crazy-long eyelashes and super-smooth blond hair that he constantly flicked into place. Unfortunately for the cumulative IQ of the universe, what Justin possessed in looks he lacked in brains, which was possibly why he seemed oblivious to anyone but himself—including Neerja.

We stepped into the main part of the cafeteria and Bea went bug-eyed.

“Who. Is. That.”

She lifted her chin to the window where Mike was chilling with B.K. Evans, Smitty Chavez, Jim Mullet, and Parker Forbes, the core members of the Man Clan, so nicknamed by Bea because they always wore plaid shorts—even in the snow. Most of the Man Clan were lax players and sworn bros, except for maybe Jim, who was Denton High’s rep to the school board and number one in the senior class, and, therefore, potentially interested in more lofty pursuits than waxing his lacrosse stick.

“It’s only the Man Clan,” I said. “So what?”

“Not them.” Bea pushed me to the right. “Him. In the shirt.”

There were a lot of guys in shirts. Most, in fact. What was…Oh. Oh my. Yes, who was that creature?

I leaned forward a little and squinted since I happen to be slightly nearsighted and too vain to wear glasses as often as I should. The subject in question was behind Mike, about the same height, only his hair was jet black and he was in a gray T-shirt under a white button-down, unbuttoned and rolled to the elbows.

This was what Bea meant by shirt. For reasons we girls could not fathom, guys in our school only wore T-shirts. Never button-downs, even though they looked so much better in a collar. Bea used to say the buttons were too complicated for their unevolved brains, like laces used to be when they were boys and had to wear shoes with Velcro straps. But obviously this…well, this Adonis possessed the required dexterity.

“His eyes are so blue. I can see them from here, how blue they are.” Bea’s freckled face had gone pale, almost to alabaster as she nervously fingered the green beads at her neck.

I snagged Neerja as she passed by to drop off her tray. “Hey, do you know who that new guy is with the Man Clan?”

Neerja followed our gazes. “Oh, him. He was in my homeroom this morning and Henry says he’s from California. I think his name is Will something.”

Will from California. Figured. He looked like a Will from California. All positive energy and lean, tanned arms. Wait until he suffered through a cold, gray New England winter; then we’d see about the levels of his melatonin.

“Henry says he’s super smart.” Neerja nibbled what was left of her apple. “And that’s saying something, coming from Henry.”

Too true. Henry was Henry Filomen, Neerja’s next-door neighbor and closest guy friend, though with his brown hair cut in the shape of a bowl and preference for white ankle socks, you could understand why Neerja didn’t like him that way.

Henry wasn’t smart; he was a genius. He was already taking calculus as a sophomore. So, if Henry said Will from California was smart, then he was, and that was good news for Denton High since we seemed to be somewhat deficient in the smart guy department.

“Hey, Gigi,” a buttery voice whispered in my ear. “Checking out your future boyfriend?”

Ava Wilkes. Had I not been ogling the new kid, I would have seen her making a beeline for me across the cafeteria and managed to escape. Now it was too late. I was trapped.

Feigning ignorance, I switched my attention to squeezing the rock-hard chilled cream cheese from the annoying metal packet onto my raisin bagel. “We were just looking for a place to sit.”

“Oh, please. You guys never eat here. You’re always heading off to your chichi honors lounge. You think I don’t remember?”

The flimsy white plastic knife practically broke in two as I pushed the gobs of cream cheese around the bagel while trying to avoid Ava’s black-lined eyes.

Ava was such a different person from the girl I’d known in middle school, when we used to do impressions of Mrs. McKay’s nasal voice in her seventh-grade English class. Back then, Ava was goofy and silly and mega boy crazy. I was still best friends with Bea and Neerja, of course, but with Ava it was plain old pee-in-your-pants-laughing fun.

Almost every Friday night we’d get together for a sleepover. We’d make chocolate chip cookies and experiment with our Sephora samples and deconstruct Us magazine, drawing mustaches on Angelina Jolie and doodling long blond hair extensions on Justin Timberlake. Ava had always been a terrific artist, but I had no idea she was a tortured one too, until last semester, when she gradually began to change.

Instead of her preferred pretty watercolors of sunsets and beach scenes, she started sketching lots of “serious” charcoal self-portraits and distorted reflections. Then, as if to live up to the reputation of her artwork, her appearance became equally urbane.

First it was the thick black leggings paired with heavy boots and tweed jackets she’d picked up at used-clothing stores. Later, she took to wearing a thin red, tan, and gray striped scarf wrapped multiple times around her neck and dyeing her once-dirty-blond hair a dark brown that she’d either wear straight behind the ears, pushed up in a messy bun, or pulled back in a severe ponytail. She even gave up wearing makeup aside from the menacing black eyeliner.

Perhaps it’s no coincidence that Ava’s metamorphosis happened soon after she started going out with Rolf the German exchange student, who was even more into total annihilation than she was, if that were possible. It was Rolf, I’m sure, who convinced her to drop her honors and AP classes, just as he’d talked her into loving raw yogurt, muesli, and Turkish espresso.

To this day, Bea claims Ava adopted a slight European accent, but I think that was just her imagination.

After Rolf returned to Hamburg, we tried to pick up our friendship again, but by then Ava was too worldly and sophisticated for Us magazine and chocolate chip cookies. We had nothing to say to each other. Not really.

Now, the best we could manage was superficial conversation, and it was always awkward. The thing was, I missed Ava. Or rather, I missed the person she used to be.

“There’s a smudge of charcoal on your cheek,” I said, hoping she’d get off the Will topic.

“Personally, I think he’s just your type.” She casually swiped at the black mark, only making the smudge bigger. “You need a guy who’s smart and centered. All the other guys around here are flakes.”

She was right about that. I dumped the cream cheese packet in the trash. “Not going to happen.”

“Why? Because he has a girlfriend?”

Will from California had been in school for about two hours and already Ava had conducted an intensive background check. If modeling for the cover of Teen Angst magazine didn’t work out as a career choice, she could get a job with Homeland Security.

“How do you know he has a girlfriend?” asked Bea, eavesdropping like she does. “If you’re getting your
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