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To Ronni,

WHO TOLD ME SHE WAS TIRED OF BOOKS ABOUT
GIRLS WHO THOUGHT THEY’D DIE IF THEY DIDN’T
GO TO THE DANCE. HOPE YOU LIKE THIS ONE!




Acknowledgments

Thanks to Stephanie and Krista, my fantastic editors.
Also, thanks to Jennifer Laughran, Taryn Fagerness,
Claudia Gray, Kitten McCreery, “The Emily” and the
Hamster Trainers, James Kennedy, Colleen Fellingham,
Stephanie Kuehnert, and the crews of Sip Coffee
and UPS Store #5428 on Grand Avenue.

“Production babies”: Maggie Rose and Lola Bel


Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Epigraph

Prologue



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

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five


About the Author






“So all I have to do is get that boy to kiss me at the dance and I’ll be a princess?”

Jenny drew a sharp breath. The air was filled with the smell of daffodils, and the very stars in the sky seemed to be taking on a purple hue. First she’d found out that her naturally purple hair meant she was a fairy, and now she could become a princess, too?

“Just let me take out my wand,” said her fairy godmother.

“Jenny Van Den Berg, you were born to be extraordinary.…”

—from Born to Be Extraordinary, by New York Times bestselling author Eileen Codlin







Eileen Codlin sucks cheese.

And I should know. I’m Jennifer Van Den Berg. The real one.

While Eileen is sleeping on mattresses stuffed with money, I get to deal with all the idiots who think I’m really a fairy princess and that I can make other girls princesses, too, if they just bug me enough.

And with their moms.

Especially their moms.

I’m not a princess. And I don’t really want to be one. I believe in democracy, and I think it’d be super-awkward to have a servant hanging around me all the time.

But that’s only one of a thousand things Eileen changed around for her book to make it more like “what readers want to read.” That was nice of her, huh?

When she showed me the first draft, I felt sick to my stomach before I finished the first page.

“So, I guess you’re not going to say it was a true story after all, huh?” I asked. “This girl isn’t anything like me.”

She just laughed. “I want this book to really connect with teens and tweens,” she said, “and they probably don’t want to be like the real you.”

Gee, thanks, Eileen. That just makes me feel super.

“If you want to connect with them, stop calling them ‘tweens,’ ” I said. “That’s the stupidest word ever.”

“But I know what they want,” she said, with that stupid fake smile of hers.

“What?” I asked. “Pure crap?”

She just kept on smiling.

But obviously she knew what she was talking about, seeing as how about eleven million people bought the book, and even more saw the movie.

Now, I’m not trying to be mean or spoil your fun or anything, but I feel like I need to clear a few things up.

Also, I need some money.

So this is the real story. Exactly as it happened. I’ve cleaned up the language in a few places, but that’s about it.

First of all, my parents want me to make it very clear that I’m not an orphan. Mom got really upset when she read that she got mowed down by a truck when I was four. Dad wasn’t too upset when he read that he was a billionaire playboy who didn’t even know I existed, but that’s way off, too.

My “fairy godmother” did not smell like daffodils, unless those daffodils were growing in a public restroom that hadn’t been cleaned since the early 1980s.

And I know I’ve been going around saying that Mutual Scrivener, the nerd who keeps trying to kiss me in the book, is a fictional character, but, well … you’ll see.

And here’s fair warning: if it’s crap you want, well, you’re gonna get it. The real story has a lot more unicorn poop in it than the version you’ve already read. Just, a lot more. Born to Be Extraordinary didn’t mention that stuff at all, which is probably just as well, but I can’t tell the real story without it.

To be fair, though, Eileen did get some things right.

When the story began, I really was a normal, smart, slightly chubby but totally lovable (most of the time) teenage girl from Iowa.

I do have purple hair (though I wasn’t born with it or anything—it’s dyed). I also have purple clothes, purple walls in my bedroom, and anything else purple that I can get. I’m purpliferous. And yes, that’s a real word (especially now that it’s in a book).

And I do have a friend named Amber. She’s really awesome, too.

The guy you’ve seen in pictures with me isn’t really Fred, but Fred was a real guy. He was really a vampire, too.

And the story of my fairy godmother really did start out on a lousy, crappy, soul-sucking, butt-sniffing, very bad day.






Jenny climbed out of her Prius and waved to Melinda Cranston’s mom, who was sitting on the porch with Melinda. Melinda was crying already. It was going to be another long piano lesson.

As Jenny walked up the driveway, Melinda’s little brother threw a pair of dirty underpants out his window, narrowly missing Jenny’s head.

If only I were a princess, she thought, I wouldn’t have to teach piano to these brats just to make my car payments!






one

I think “Jenny” must have had a second job holding up convenience stores. Take it from me, you do not earn enough money teaching piano to buy a Prius.

It’s true that I taught piano, but my real car, the Jenmobile, was an old powder-blue thing that looked like it couldn’t decide whether it was a sedan or a station wagon. I bought it at an auction for two hundred fifty dollars, and I probably overpaid. There were over three hundred thousand miles on the odometer, it had a weird smell that I could never get rid of, and it stalled more than a six-year-old at bedtime.

When it stalled on the way to school that fateful November morning, I patted the dashboard and said, “Come on, baby. It’s just a few more blocks.”

Sometimes that got it to start back up right away. This time it didn’t.

It almost always started back up if I just gave it five or ten minutes, but the heater wouldn’t come on when the car was stalled, and there was freezing rain coming down that morning. I wasn’t about to sit there in the cold, so I put on the flashers, braved the sleet, and ran down Cedar Avenue to McDonald’s for a cup of coffee.

That was where the story began.

When I stepped inside, a gruff voice called out, “Hoo hoo!” and I turned to see a scruffy guy sitting at a table wearing a tattered overcoat and a bent fedora.

“Excuse me?” I asked.

“Anyone ever tell you you look like Grimace, kiddo?” he asked.

“Who?”

He flashed me a goblin grin and stood up. When he did, I saw that he was hunchbacked, and couldn’t have been more than four and a half feet tall. His curly brown hair—what I could see of it under his hat—must have been at least 50 percent grease.

The little weirdo hobbled up to a sign on the wall with all the characters from the McDonald’s commercials and pointed at Grimace: the big, fat purple guy who looked like a talking eggplant or something.

“All that purple you got on, kiddo,” he said, in a growly voice that made it sound like he was gargling whiskey. “You’re the spitting image!”

For a second I was too dumbstruck to say anything.

He was the one who looked like something made by Jim Henson’s Creature Shop. And he was calling me a big, fat eggplant man.

“Dick,” I said.

He kept grinning at me as I slunk away from him and walked up to the counter.

My purple coat made me look fat. That was all. It was a big coat. I knew I wasn’t the skinniest person in town or anything, but I was not shaped like an eggplant.

“Don’t mind him,” the woman at the register whispered. “He’s been here every day lately. And when we close, we see him sitting in the parking lot across the street, smoking cigars.”

“What a freak,” I said.

“And when he gets a burger, he eats the whole thing. Like, the wrapper and everything.”

I looked back over at the guy. He was back to sitting at his table, pouring some red liquid from a bottle in a brown bag into a teaspoon and slurping it up. I assumed it was not grape juice.

He was not the kind of guy you expect to see in Iowa. Not in suburban Des Moines, anyway. Maybe out in the smaller towns. There are plenty of weirdos out there. I ought to know—my town used to be a small town before it got absorbed into suburbia, and it was a regular freak show.

“Maybe you should call the cops,” I said. “Are you sure he didn’t, like, escape from an asylum or something?”

“No!” the weirdo shouted from his table. “I didn’t.”

I blushed and probably shivered a bit. I hadn’t thought he could possibly hear us.

He put the bottle away, looked out the window at the strip malls and sleet, and started singing a song that went “Bang, bang, Lulu, bang away strong …”

“Well,” I whispered, “you could at least get him on public drunkenness.”

“Believe me, we’ve tried.” The woman sighed. “But he passes the test every time.”

When I left, I gave the guy my dirtiest look for his Grimace remark, but he didn’t acknowledge me. He just kept singing to the window.

As I walked back to my car, I imagined three creative ways to murder him for calling me fat: dropping heavy rocks on his head; carving him into a funny shape with a chain saw; and tying a rope around his feet, swinging him around above my head, and throwing him clear to Omaha.

Then I poured my coffee into the gutter, put the empty cup on the ground, and stomped on it.

I liked to break things in those days.

Now, don’t get me wrong—I wasn’t some violent maniac or anything. All things considered, I was fairly well adjusted. I didn’t even kill bugs if I could help it.

But up through the end of my junior year, my workload was about eighty hours per week, between school and various extracurriculars my parents made me do to pad my college applications. The only way I stayed sane was by reading a whole lot of Shakespeare (which I swear makes you breathe better) and squeezing in an hour or two a week to hang out with Jason and Amber, my best friends.

Still, friends and Shakespeare couldn’t keep me from getting stressed out now and then, and nothing relieved stress like breaking stuff.

Little porcelain angels from the dollar store were the best. Man, do those things shatter.

But at the end of junior year, I got early acceptance through a special program at Drake, which is sort of the Harvard of Des Moines. The extracurriculars and volunteer work and advanced classes were no longer necessary, so I gave myself a much lighter schedule for my senior year. Breaking stuff was hardly a part of my life anymore.

I was expecting this to be a really good day. My math class would be stuff I’d learned years ago. I could snooze through English while people read out loud from The Canterbury Tales at a rate of three words per minute. Debate would just be listening to the underclassmen argue about whether the new T-shirts should say “We Kick Rebuttal” or “We’re Master Debaters.”

And in drama, I’d just be relaxing while the cast rehearsed The Music Man. I was working props, a job that so far required me to do nothing more than sit on my butt and watch the rehearsals.

But the day started to fall apart the minute the Jenmobile stalled, and it only got worse from there.

In addition to being told that I look like a giant eggplant by a pint-sized, burger-wrapper-eating freak, I realized later that morning that I’d left my lunch sitting on the kitchen table.

Then I slammed my fingers in my locker.

And when I got to the Music Man rehearsal in fourth period, Cathy Marconi, one of the handful of people I didn’t get along with, kept staring at me, smirking. I was just starting to wonder if she’d noticed that I looked like Grimace, too, when the doors swung open and a familiar gruff voice shouted out, “Hoo hoo!”

Oh. God.

I looked behind me to see the weirdo from McDonald’s standing in the doorway between the hall and the auditorium.

“Ah!” he shouted. “This joint ain’t the Palace, but it’ll do!”

Everyone turned and watched as he strutted down the aisle like he owned the place. He hoisted himself onto the stage, and I slumped down in my seat, praying he wouldn’t see me and make another Grimace remark.

“Who are you?” someone asked.

He stood up as straight as he could and took a bow.

“My name is Gregory Grue,” he said. “I’m your new director!”

I slumped a bit farther down.

“What about Mrs. Alison?” asked Cathy, who was playing Eulalie Shinn, the mayor’s wife.

Gregory smiled. “I’m afraid she’ll be taking a leave of absence,” he said.

“Did they finally find out that her water bottle was full of vodka?” someone asked.

“I don’t wish to comment on the particulars, or lend credence to malicious gossip that happens to be true,” said Gregory. “The important thing is that she’s gone and I’m here, with a nail in my shoe and a song in my heart.”

“Do you know anything about theater?” asked Cathy.

Gregory laughed. His laugh sounded like a lawn mower trying to start.

“I studied at the RSC for three years,” he said. “Any of you little punks know what that stands for?”

My jaw dropped as someone a row ahead of me called out “Royal Shakespeare Company.” Gregory Grue grinned and nodded.

I had been a Shakespeare fanatic since I was nine, so I knew that the Royal Shakespeare Company was just about the most famous Shakespeare troupe in the world. And as much as I hated to think anything good about this guy after what he’d said to me that morning, I could totally picture him playing Iago or Richard the Third.

In fact, just as I was thinking that, he waved his hand with a theatrical flourish and went into Richard’s opening monologue.


“Now is the winter of our discontent

Made glorious summer by this sun of York;

And all the clouds that lour’d upon our house

In the deep bosom of the ocean buried.”



He said that in a much clearer voice than his normal one; for a second, it was like he really did become Richard. It was enough to see that this guy was a damned good actor.

“Just like how the winter of your discontent is about to be made glorious summer by Gregory Grue!” he said. “I’ve never directed a high school show before, but if I can get through three years with the RSC, I think I can handle a musical about a traveling salesman who cons a bunch of Iowans. Everyone get in your places, and we’ll run through the ‘Wells Fargo Wagon’ number so I can see where your strengths and weaknesses are. Then I’ll yell at you until you don’t have any weaknesses left.”

And while I sat and watched, he started to direct people. He seemed to know what he was doing, but I couldn’t stop thinking that he seemed … creepy. Every now and then he would look over at me and grin, leaving me scared to death that he was going to make some other comment about my weight right in front of everyone.

I wasn’t used to comments about my weight back then, and hadn’t made peace with the fact that I had inherited my mother’s slightly round body type. I’ve sort of had to get used to it now that I’m kind of famous and people think they can say whatever horrible thing they want about me on Internet forums, but it was still pretty new to me at the time.

So when Kyle, the office messenger, walked into the room and told me that the principal, Mr. Jablonski, and the guidance counselor, Mrs. Smollet, wanted to see me, I didn’t argue. I would have taken any excuse to get away from Gregory, even though I didn’t much care for having to talk to Mrs. Smollet. The woman was pretty scary herself. She was a vampire, after all. And not one of the nicer ones, either.




No hair dye would stick to Jenny’s hair—no matter what she did, it always stayed purple. This drove Jenny crazy—she wanted so badly to have hair as black as ebony, and skin as white as snow. All the other girls in her class had dyed their hair black the same week they found out that vampires were real.
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Actually, by the time I was a senior, vampires had been “out of the coffin” for six years, and the whole “going goth so the vampires will like me” thing was pretty much over.

We’d all gotten used to having them around, for the most part. Most of them seemed like nice, regular people who just happened to be really strong, able to run a thousand miles per hour, and immune to aging. They hadn’t had to drink blood since the Civil War, when someone developed a vegetable compound that was even more satisfying, so they were no real threat.

But they weren’t all nice.

Victorian vampires—the ones who converted in the eighteen hundreds—are usually the worst. People in the seventeen hundreds were fairly wild and crazy, but in the eighteen hundreds the world went through a sort of prudish phase. Vampires from back then never quite got used to living in a world where women dressed in outfits that showed their ankles.

Mrs. Smollet, the guidance counselor, was one of those. She was cold and creepy, the kind of vampire who just reinforced all the worst stereotypes.

Kyle the messenger led me down the hall.

“Do you know what they want?” I asked.

Kyle shrugged. “Probably just for you to fill out a form.”

“How’ve you been, anyway?” I asked. “I haven’t seen you since I quit working in the office.”

“Same as ever,” he said. “You still in the running for valedictorian?”

“Not that I know of,” I said. “I’m already accepted at Drake, as long as I don’t flunk out or anything, so I’m not really worrying about that stuff anymore.”

“Nice.”

God, it was nice not to have to worry about my class rank. Some might call it senioritis, but I called it a necessary step toward preserving my mental health.

Kyle had me sit down on one of the chairs in front of the secretary’s desk, then disappeared on some other errand.

The door to the principal’s office opened and Mr. Jablonski poked his head out.

“Miss Van Den Berg?” he asked.

“Here I am.”

He motioned me into his office. Mrs. Smollet was standing there behind his desk with her arms crossed, like I was trespassing in her lair or something.

My ice skates were sitting on Mr. Jablonski’s desk.

“Hey!” I said. “Did you guys break into my locker?”

“So they’re yours?” Jablonski asked. “No one planted them there to set you up?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m hoping the storm will put enough ice on the sidewalk that I can skate home.”

When I saw that we were getting the first freezing rain of the year, I’d packed my ice skates. Odds that I’d actually be able to skate home were slim to none, but I thought I’d give it a shot. Jason and Amber had already agreed to follow me and give me a ride if I couldn’t make it.

Smollet eyed me skeptically.

“You were going to skate clear from Cornersville back to Preston?”

My town had grown up a lot since I was a kid, but the high school wasn’t finished being built yet, so I had to commute. It probably was a lot farther than I could possibly have skated, but I wasn’t about to admit that to Smollet.

“I was going to have help from my friends,” I said.

Mr. Jablonski looked over at Mrs. Smollet like he was going to say something, but she just glared at him. I swear he shuddered.

“Jennifer,” said Mr. Jablonski, “the blades on these skates are very sharp.”

“Sure,” I said.

“Having objects like these in your locker is a violation of the school board’s zero-tolerance policy on deadly weapons,” said Mrs. Smollet.

“You have to be kidding me,” I said.

Mr. Jablonski shook his head. “I’m afraid not. And we have to take that zero-tolerance policy very seriously.”

I knew he meant it. I’d seen kids get in trouble over having plastic wrap rubber-banded over stuff in their lunch, because rubber bands can be used as projectiles.

But I also knew that the board tended to be very random in terms of how they actually enforced that rule. I could get out of this. Jablonski looked nervous already.

I summoned all my old debate team skills and got ready for a fight. I was good at debate. I could have become a lawyer, if I wanted to give up my soul.

“Taking those skates from my locker without a warrant constitutes illegal search and seizure,” I said.

“Locker searches are perfectly legal,” Jablonski said with a sigh. “There’s a thing about it in the handbook.”

“I think the Fourth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution trumps the Cornersville Trace High School handbook.”

“Sorry, Jennifer,” said Jablonski. “Lockers are school property, not student property. We can search them all we want. Trust me, we’ve been through this mill with the stoners a few times.”

There went my first defense.

“We have to take all threats seriously, Miss Van Den Berg,” Smollet said. “And Cathy Marconi told us she was afraid you were planning to attack her again.”

I felt the blood rush to my face.

I should have known it was her. That explained the smirk.

“Then I object to the language of her accusation,” I said. “She’s implying that I’ve attacked her before, and I haven’t.”

“You broke her nose two years ago,” said Mrs. Smollet.

“That was a volleyball accident, not an attack,” I said.

Cathy used to work at the dollar store where Jason and Amber and I would go to buy stuff for me to destroy when I got stressed, so she had never quite believed it was an accident when I spiked a volleyball into her face. She’d seen what I did to those little porcelain trinkets out in the parking lot.

“Okay,” Jablonski said. “I’ll sustain your objection. But the fact stands. She thought her safety was at risk, and we found contraband materials in your locker. It’s an automatic in-school suspension.”

I had never been suspended before, and I didn’t want to start now.

I was going to have to play hardball.

“Come on,” I said. “You let people who have been seventeen for decades go to school here. I’m sure I don’t have to remind you of the events of three years ago.”

“That was an isolated incident,” Smollet said. “And you know what the Council of Elders did to Wilhelm.”

“His clan vowed revenge,” I said.

“They’ve also been banished to the Yukon Territory.”

You’ve probably already heard about the events I was talking about—when Wilhelm, a vampire from my school, attacked a girl named Alley and her zombie boyfriend, Doug, at the prom. They were only saved when feral zombies attacked.

It was a pretty messed-up prom.

“Fine,” I said. “But vampires are still more dangerous than ice skates, if you break it down to empirical evidence. Vampires have attacked a student at this school, and they could get here on foot from the Yukon in an hour and a half. I don’t think there’s ever been an ice skate attack.”

I wanted to add “You just got lawyered, bee-yotch,” but I wasn’t stupid.

And frankly, I felt like a dick just making that argument. It’s the same argument bigoted jerks use when they say vampires should have to sit at the back of the bus or whatever.

And I don’t believe that at all—I’m a member of the Iowa Human/Post-Human Alliance. It’s one of the activities I kept going to even when I dropped most of the other ones. I totally support post-human rights.

But part of being a good debater is being able to argue for a side you don’t really agree with.

“Sorry, Jennifer,” said Jablonski. “It’s automatic, even if I do think this whole thing is ridiculous myself. I’m only going to keep you in the in-school suspension room for the rest of the day, but I can’t do any less than that.”

Mrs. Smollet stepped forward and motioned for me to follow her. I had lost.

This day just kept getting worse.

I followed her through the office, where Kyle gave me a consolation sigh, and into the little in-school suspension room. I sat down in a chair that must have been on loan from a preschool—my whole butt didn’t fit into it, which didn’t exactly help me feel less like a human eggplant.

For most of the next hour, I had nothing to do but sit there, stew about the size of my butt, and imagine Cathy, Mrs. Smollet, and Gregory Grue being in the same plane crash over the Atlantic. It wouldn’t kill Mrs. Smollet, but getting back to dry land would at least be a major inconvenience for her.

I wouldn’t be ice-skating home after all.

I really had wanted to try that, too.

Ever since I was a kid, I’d had this idea of the kind of person I wanted to be. I thought of myself as one of those women you always see in old screwball comedies—the kind who have pet leopards, keep their undies in the freezer, and walk barefoot through the park in January. They operate on a sort of internal logic that makes people think they’re crazy—until it turns out that they’re the smartest characters in the movie.

But my eighty-hour-a-week schedule had never left me much time to try my hand at being a teenage Pippi Longstocking. Now that I finally had some free time, I wanted to get started on being more … well, being more extraordinary (something I really wish I hadn’t told Eileen about).

But so far, all I had really done was dye my hair purple. I meant to go write poetry in coffee shops, dance naked in front of windows, and all that, but I’d usually get wrapped up in looking things up online, and, well … you know how it is. I still felt as ordinary as ever. Ice-skating home from school had seemed like just the kind of thing that would kick-start my career as a free-spirited eccentric.

The day was almost over when Mrs. Smollet came back, with Jason and Amber marching behind her.

My face brightened and Jason gave me a triumphant grin.

“I have some company for you, Miss Van Den Berg,” said Smollet.

“What are you guys doing here?” I asked.

“They caught us burning stuff,” Jason said casually.

He tossed his backpack across the room. Smollet vanished for a second, then reappeared in front of him, holding it. She’d done that vampire trick where they run so fast you can’t even see them—it looks like they’re just vanishing and reappearing.

“Watch yourselves,” she said, handing it back to him.

“You’re locking me into a room with a couple of pyros,” I said. “Concerned about safety, my butt.”

“And your mouths,” she said.

This is not one of the parts of the book where I’m cleaning up the language. Victorian vampires always think words like “butt” are swear words.

But scaring old ladies has been a hobby of Jason’s as long as I could remember, and Mrs. Smollet was an easy target.

“No telling what we might get up to,” said Jason. “A boy and two girls in a room together … with our loose modern morals … anything could happen!”

“Mass-teria!” I said.

“Don’t think I won’t be watching,” Smollet said. “No funny business.”

I blinked, and she was gone.

Jason, Amber, and I looked at each other, then started to laugh.

I felt a million times better just being in the same room with the two of them. I was still mad at Cathy and Mrs. Smollet and Gregory Grue, but having Jason and Amber there gave me something to do besides sulk.

“We heard about what happened to you from Kyle,” said Jason. “And I had to see it for myself. Jennifer Van Den Berg, every teacher’s favorite student ever, in trouble!”

“You guys got yourselves in trouble just for me?” I asked.

“We couldn’t let a chance like this go by,” said Amber as she slipped her hand into Jason’s. “The three of us haven’t all been in trouble together in years!”

“I was overdue for some trouble anyway,” said Jason. “If I don’t keep my eyes on the prize, they won’t rename this room the Jason Keyes Memorial In-School Suspension Room when I graduate.”

I smiled and gave him a high five.

Only a few people from my old one-class-per-grade elementary school in Preston were still at Cornersville Trace High with me, but I felt like we’d been through a war together. Especially Jason and Amber. Even though they were a couple of metalheads and I was more into show tunes and Renaissance fair–type music, we just had a sort of bond.

Jason always prided himself on being a no-good kid; on his eighteenth birthday, he got a tattoo that said “Bad for Good” on his butt and showed it to everyone who was brave enough to look. And plenty of old ladies who weren’t.

But he wasn’t really bad. He was a badass when he had to be, but he was one of the nicest guys I’d ever met. He wasn’t mean at all. He just liked burning stuff and frightening old ladies. That was about all there was to do in Preston when we were kids, back before they built the mall and the rest of suburbia caught up to us.

“So what’re you in for, exactly?” Jason asked.

“Deadly weapons,” I said.

“No way!” he said. “You? Weapons?”

“It was the ice skates,” I said. “Cathy said she was afraid I was going to cut her with them.”

Amber groaned. “You have got to be kidding me.”

I shook my head. “Hadn’t occurred to me before, but now I’d sort of like to cut her from nave to chops.”

“Cool,” Jason said. “Do girls have naves?”

“ ‘Nave’ means ‘navel,’ ” I said. “ ‘Nave to chops’ is ‘belly button to jaw.’ It’s a Shakespeare thing.”

“Cool,” Jason said, again. “You would know that.”

I smiled.

“How ’bout you guys?” I asked. “What did you burn?”

“Nothing much,” Amber said. “Just the cover of Jason’s science book.”

“They said we could either pay for it or do a stint in in-school,” he said. “This is cheaper. I did them a favor, if you ask me. That thing was ten years old. Every bio book from before the vampires showed up is out of date now.”

“Totally,” I said. “It’s just a shame you didn’t throw Marconi in the fire while you were at it.”

And I imagined a tiny version of Cathy in the little grill in the picnic area, her flesh blistering and turning black while she screamed.

Then I told them all about Gregory Grue, the little weirdo who had called me fat at McDonald’s, and Amber hugged me and told me never to mind what idiots thought.

“Illegitimis non carborundum,” she said. “That’s Latin for ‘Don’t let the bastards grind you down.’ Is tonight your alliance meeting?”

I nodded.

“With that guy from Valley?”

I nodded again and blushed.

The only other teenager in the Iowa Human/Post-Human Alliance was a guy from West Des Moines named Corey Tapley. I wouldn’t have gone so far as to call him my crush, but he and I had been flirting back and forth for months, and homecoming was just around the corner.

“Then you can still salvage the day. Think he’s gonna ask you out?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s not like I’m in love with him or anything. I’d just kind of like to go to a dance before I graduate.”

“Well, ask him, then,” said Amber.

“I don’t know if I have the guts for that,” I said.

“Sure you do,” she said. “You deserve to have a better day than this.”

I smiled again.

Amber had a real talent for making me feel brave. I never would have had the nerve to swear at Mrs. Smollet—even just using the word “butt”—without her in the room.

I was actually starting to feel halfway decent by the end of the day, but when the last bell rang, Mrs. Smollet escorted us through the halls to the back door, and Cathy was standing at her locker grinning at me.

Fred, her vampire boyfriend, was kissing her neck and running his fingers through her hair. As we passed by, she gave me a smug “ha-ha, I win” look. The kind of look that made me want to spray toxic acid all over her.

She had probably made a point of being where I’d see her getting kissed to emphasize the fact that no one ever kissed me in the hallway.

I tried to run up to her and give her a good yelling-at, but Smollet ushered me right past her and said, “Stay away from her, Jennifer. Let it go.”

I kept walking and imagined Cathy falling into a grain silo and either drowning or breaking her neck—whichever it is that happens when you fall into those.

For the record, I don’t like to have fantasies like that. I don’t believe in violence in real life. Seriously.

But when I’m having a lousy, crappy, soul-sucking, butt-sniffing, very bad day, I can’t help thinking about chopping annoying people to bits and then pouring what’s left of them down a storm drain into a sewer. It just makes me feel better sometimes. It helps me break all the bad feelings down into smaller pieces that can be filed away for later, when I can relieve all the stress by breaking stuff.

The look on Cathy’s face haunted me all the way home.

By the time the Jenmobile got me back to Preston (which took half an hour, since it stalled out twice), the annoyance had turned into a slow-burning rage that was going to need to be dealt with.

I took three porcelain angel figurines out of the box under my bed and smashed them to smithereens on the icy sidewalk in front of my house, imagining that one of them was Cathy, one of them was Mrs. Smollet, and one of them was Gregory Grue. I loved the weight of the hammer in my hand, the satisfying crash it made when it came down on the porcelain, the plink sound when it hit the sidewalk—or, in this case, the crack when it busted the thin layer of ice.

I was still cleaning up the broken pieces when I looked up and saw that the Wells Fargo Wagon was coming down my street.
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