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DEDICATION


To all my best girls,

because the best ones are like sisters.
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RANBURNE PANTHER SCAVENGER HUNT


You will complete the following 14 dares—one for every game the Panther football team won last year. All dares must be photo documented in order to count. The entire team must be present for each dare even if it doesn’t take the entire team to complete the dare. If and only if you complete every dare on the list, you may proceed to Catcalls in Slocomb where you can exchange the completed dare list for the Football of ’76. Ask for Destiny. Should you fail to retrieve the football before Catcalls closes at 3:00 a.m., you will be walking onto the field naked at Homecoming. Good luck.

In Ranburne:

1.     Fill a condom up with water. Draw a face on it. Put it on Principal Corso’s doormat, and ding-dong ditch. (One person)

2.     The egg-on-a-string trick. Hang an egg from a power line by a string and watch a car run into it. (Everyone)

3.     Paint the David Bowie statue at Old Lady Howard’s corn maze. (Everyone)

4.     Chair race through Walmart. (Everyone)

5.     Get a picture of the team with the Ranburne Panther. (Everyone)

6.     Go to the Dawsonville football field. Find that stupid rock they touch before their games. Pee on it. (Everyone)

In Nashville:

7.     Visit the illustrious Delta Tau Beta fraternity at Vanderbilt. Have a beer with Panther alum TJ McNeil and take a picture of the legendary scar he got during a game-winning play against Dawsonville. (One person)

8.     Go to LP Field and reenact the “Music City Miracle.” (Everyone)

9.     Go to Centennial Park and jump in the pond behind the Parthenon. (Everyone)

10.   Go to The Jackrabbit Saloon. Walk to the very middle of the dance floor and attempt to do the worm. (One person)

11.   Go up to a girl who is totally out of your league, get down on your knees, and ask her to marry you. (One person)

12.   Go up to a fat girl and tell her “You’re so beautiful . . . for a fat chick.” Bonus points if she throws her drink on you. (One person)

13.   Hug a biker. Bonus points if he has a mullet. (One person)

14.   Get a girl to give you her thong. (One person)



5:30 P.M.

MELANIE JANE

My hands grip the paper tight like it might evaporate. This is it. The Ranburne Panther Scavenger Hunt dare list. Our best and last chance at revenge.

Every kid in this town has been hearing about the hunt since before middle school, back when the idea of the high school boys doing an annual tear-up-the-town scavenger hunt seemed like the coolest thing you can imagine. Now that I am actually in high school with them, the football team has lost their heroic shine. But the hunt? It’s mythical.

“I still can’t believe I got her to give us the list,” says Ana.

“Do you really think we can beat them?” asks Peyton.

“I want to read it next!” squeals Liv.

“Here.” I smack the list down on the console in Ana’s car where everyone can see it. “It’s not going to be easy.”

It really isn’t, but after weeks of planning, we are so close I can taste it. I picture us holding that precious football, Weston having to walk onto the field naked at Homecoming, and I grin.

The hunt is football players only—a rite of passage the older Varsity players put the rookies through. Unless you count Destiny, the grizzled stripper who has apparently played the part of list keeper since the beginning of time, no girl has ever held this list before. That’s why it’s extra important that we beat them.

“I think we have a shot.” I read over the dares one more time. “But we’re going to need to plan this really carefully. I think we should go back to Ranburne. We can talk strategy on the way.”

The three of them nod in agreement.

Ana checks the clock on the dashboard. “It’s five thirty. Do you think the boys have already started? I can have us in Ranburne by six o’clock, maybe sooner.”

She shakes her black hair out of her eyes so she can check for oncoming traffic before pulling out of the parking lot across from Catcalls.

I frown at the list. “Actually, you know what? Let’s go to Dawsonville first. We can get the Walmart chair races out of the way and pick up all the stuff we’re going to need for the rest of the dares.”

Liv points to dare number six. “Oh! And we can go to Dawsonville’s football field while we’re there.”

“Uh-huh.” I feel my face tighten. There is no way I am peeing in public. On camera. I can’t think of anything less ladylike.

Ana grimaces as she changes lanes. “Some of those dares are really disgusting.”

“Right?” I’m so glad I’m not the only one who is freaked out over this peeing business.

“I mean, telling a girl she’s pretty for a fat chick? Getting a thong? I wonder if there’s any way we can modify them and still have it count.”

Yes. Modify them. Excellent idea! And let’s modify the one about the peeing while we’re at it.

“Some of those dares are going to be easier for us,” says Peyton. “Liv, you’re out of my league. I could totally ask you to marry me. And it’s going to be way easier for us to get a thong.”

“I wonder if she’d think that was cheating,” says Liv. “Maybe we should ask a boy to marry us instead of a girl.”

Ana snorts. “Yeah, but how are we supposed to find a boy wearing a thong?”

Yeah, that’s not going to happen. Especially in Nashville. “Maybe instead we get a boy to wear a thong? And, like, dance around in it or something?”

The girls all start cackling.

“That I could get on board with,” says Ana. “I have a feeling Destiny would be okay with it too.”

“Hey, how did you get her to agree to this anyway?” asks Liv. “When she told us no back there, I thought we were done for. What did you say to her?”

The atmosphere in the car changes. I had been wanting to know the same thing, but wasn’t sure how to ask.

“Oh, um.” Ana’s knuckles tighten on the steering wheel. “I just— We understand each other, that’s all. I was able to make her see why this is so important.”

Well, that was the vaguest answer in the history of the universe. None of us press her on it though. Something in her voice says not to.

“So, we still haven’t figured out what to do about the fat chick one.”

Ana. Always the master of changing the subject.

The car goes quiet again. Not in an uncomfortable way. Thinking quiet. We’re unable to come up with a way to put our own non-evil spin on this one, but we can figure it out later. I put the scavenger hunt locations into my phone, so I can maximize our efficiency. Luckily, everywhere we need to go in Nashville is only five to ten minutes apart.

And then Ana pulls into the Dawsonville Walmart, and I start barking orders like a drill sergeant. “Okay. Let’s get the supplies first in case they kick us out after the chair races. Peyton, you get the paint. You’re so innocent looking, no one would suspect you of vandalism. Does anyone mind buying condoms?”

“I can do that,” says Liv.

“Awesome. I’ll get some flashlights.” I grin. “And a thong. That leaves string and eggs. Ana, can you get those?”

“Sure.”

The second the car comes to a complete stop, we scatter. Run to the entrance. Grab baskets. Like sweeping through Walmart in every direction as part of a covert mission is something we do every day.

We need to fly through these dares because I have no idea how far ahead the boys might be. One major advantage (other than our inherent awesomeness): the boys don’t know they have competition. The rookies do the hunt as one group, not competing against each other. It’s supposed to enhance team unity or something. Because I guess slapping each other on the butt all the time isn’t enough.

I throw four flashlights in my basket and rush to the underwear section. Granny panties, boy shorts, crazy lace contraptions. Thongs! There they are. I grab the most ridiculous one I can find, pink with lacy ruffles, and sprint to the front of the store. I hope I’m first. Not that it’s a race.

Except it is. Because Ana and I burst out of the aisles at exactly the same time, and there is one and only one checkout counter open. Our eyes meet, and we both know this is a showdown, and we go for it. I slap my basket on the counter just in front of hers, and she rolls her eyes like she wasn’t competing too. Victory is sweet. We laugh uncontrollably while the Walmart lady rings up our items and stares at us like we are mentally deranged.

Ana and I walk our “groceries” to the car, and Liv joins us a minute later. We have to wait a little bit for Peyton.

“Sorry,” she says. “There was one thing I had trouble finding.”

Um, I thought she was just getting paint, but whatever. We throw everything in the trunk, and then it’s back inside for chair races.

“The office supplies are at the back!” yells Liv.

A few shoppers turn to watch the crazy girls run past. We each grab a rolling desk chair, and Ana turns on her video camera.

“We’re going from here to the housewares aisle.” She barely gives us time to get into position before she shouts, “Ready. Set. Go!”

I kick off hard and pump my legs. Liv is my real competition. Peyton’s spindly legs were not designed for chair races, but Liv’s got some quads on her. Ana’s more concerned about getting good footage of the race than trying to win, so I think I’ve got this. Housewares is coming up soon. Just a few more kicks.

Liv puts on a burst of speed and passes me just as we reach the finish line, aka a selection of laundry baskets. Her chair keeps rolling as she pumps her fists in the air.

Peyton’s chair putters to a stop just past the finish line. “Maybe we should get out of here. Like, before they catch us?” She checks over her shoulder for authority figures.

“It’s too late,” says Liv, reversing her chair and kicking toward Peyton. “You’re already in trouble.”

“What?” Her brown eyes dart around the store.

Then Liv crashes into her, bumper-cars style, and they both fall apart laughing. Thankfully, no one seems to be able to recover from our weirdness fast enough to arrest us, so we’re able to get back to the car without so much as a lecture. The other girls are checking the list again, but I don’t have to. I know what’s next. And I am dreading it.

I pull a small pack of baby wipes from my purse. That was way too much physical activity for my sweat glands to handle, and now I feel positively gross. I wipe myself down while my friends crack jokes about my obsession with looking polished at all times. Friends. If you had told me two months ago that the four of us would be sitting in this car together, I never would have believed you.
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Friday, August 7 (Seven weeks earlier)

PEYTON

No one here knows you’re a loser. Take a deep breath. Stand up straight. Smile.

And no one has to know.

I wait my turn for dance team sign-ins with dozens of other girls and try to ignore the feeling of being in a cattle line. If I can get through another day of auditions without passing out from fear, I will consider it a raging success.

The two girls in front of me were in my geography class last year. I should totally say hi to them. It would be easy. I’m going to do it, like, right now. Well, maybe in a minute. After the heart palpitations stop.

“Hi,” I finally say. I tuck a sheet of light brown hair behind my ear out of habit, then pull it out again so it won’t get a wrinkle.

They either don’t hear me or pretend they don’t. Awesome. I am off to an awesome start.

“Can you believe the routine from yesterday?” I say it a little louder, plowing through the jitters. “The choreography at the end was really intense.”

This time one of the girls glances at me over her shoulder before turning back to her friend. She can hear me—I just don’t have enough cool points to be worthy of her attention. This is the part of dance team tryouts I hate. The awkward-small-talk-during-breaks, all-the-other-girls-safely-in-their-cliques part. I sigh. Sometimes I feel like there’s this extra layer to the world of social interaction that’s invisible to shy people, and if I could only see it, I’d be able to make friends.

The summer before eighth grade, I did the thing from the teen movies where you have a summer transformation—the braces came off, I bought new clothes, I even learned how to use a flatiron. It didn’t work out the way it does in the movies though. It wasn’t like everyone suddenly noticed me. Well, Karl noticed me. This is the first thing I’ve tried to do for myself since I broke up with him. And I know it’s just making the dance team, but sometimes it feels like a test. If I fail it, I fail at being on my own.

It’s my turn to sign in, so I write Peyton Reed in my neat, clear handwriting and sit down on a patch of grass to stretch while I wait for the good part of tryouts—the dancing.

“We’re going to run through yesterday’s routine again,” yells Coach Tanner. “Make sure you’re where you can see one of the veterans, and remember, we’re just practicing right now. There’s no need to be anxious.”

Yeah, right. If you’re dancing and the coaches are watching, it’s part of the audition. I know they want to see how fast we learn, and I’m not going to disappoint. I hurry to join Liv Lambros’s group—she’s the only sophomore veteran leading her own practice group. She’s also the best dancer on the team.

“Hey! Are you guys psyched about how awesome this dance is? Because I am psyched!” Liv bounces up and down a little as she talks, her blonde curls fighting their elastic.

There is some awkward smiling/mumbling/head nodding.

“I am going to pretend that means you are all REALLY PSYCHED!”

I giggle, and she smiles at me. Score!

Then the music starts, and we’re all in the zone. Liv rattles off the eight count while she goes through yesterday’s steps. She has this amazing spark when she dances—she commands your attention even though some of the other girls on the team are better technical dancers. I pray the spark is contagious.

Yesterday, we mostly worked without the music, doing the steps at half-time until we had them perfect. Today we are at full speed. You never appreciate how fast a Beyoncé song is until you’re expected to do two double pirouettes during the first verse. The crazy thing is, at ballet class last week I was cranking out triple pirouettes no problem, but it’s different now because my feet have to be parallel instead of turned out. Plus, with hip-hop everything’s off center instead of straight up and down, so my center of gravity pretty much hates me right now. I try to keep up and do a pretty good job considering how long it’s been. I need to rebuild my stamina, though. Ballet doesn’t push me in the same way. By the second time through the song, I am panting like crazy. By the third, I decide Beyoncé is a sadist.

When the song ends for the third time, the coaches signal a water break, and I take the opportunity to flop on the ground. This would be a whole lot easier if I was still taking my other dance class. If I hadn’t cut hip-hop out of my life two years ago. I saw a documentary about phantom limbs once. Someone loses an arm or a leg, and even though it’s gone, they still feel the pain of it, haunting them. Well, hip-hop is my phantom limb. I think about it. I dream about it. I pop sassy moves into my ballet routines without even meaning to, and if I hear more than a few beats of bass, I’m busting out spontaneous choreography.

And ballet is great, don’t get me wrong. But all I am is straight-laced and predictable and controlled. Hip-hop was my one outlet to be something else. To feel something different. So I’m worse than the phantom-limb people. Because if they had a chance to have their limb back, you know they’d take it in a heartbeat. And I’ve been living without a piece of myself for the past year because other people made me feel ashamed of it.

When the music starts again, I don’t worry about keeping up. I don’t worry about anything. I let myself go and maybe, just maybe, reclaim a little piece of what I lost. I can’t stop grinning. I forgot how much fun this could be. I feel a burst of energy I didn’t have before—there is more air in my leaps, more booty in my shake. When I get to the end of the song, I realize I may have gotten through the entire thing mistake-free. The best part: I don’t know because I was having so much fun I forgot to count my mistakes.

Liv bumps me with her hip. “Nice job, rookie.”

“Hey, thanks!”

She noticed! I am giddy for the rest of practice.

When we finish, I walk to the parking lot to wait for my mom. She won’t be off work for at least half an hour. I picture what Karl would say if he saw the way I danced at tryouts today. The things he said to me last year when I called him crying after the lock-in and told him I was having second thoughts about dance team tryouts replay in my head.

They dance like how strippers dance. I can’t believe that’s even something you would want.

I’m just trying to protect you. Women who do stuff like that are one step above whores. I don’t want people thinking about you that way.

You’re so shy—do you really think they’d pick you anyway?

I sigh because that last thought still gets me. Even though Karl and I are over, he’s haunting me. He is the voice in the back of my mind that whispers I can’t do it.

I sit on the curb and try to ignore the cold feeling that has slipped into my stomach. If what the voice says is true, that brilliant moment of life-reclaiming I had at tryouts today? I can kiss it good-bye.


Friday, August 7

LIV

Tackle hugs are kind of my thing. I know a lot of people say *tacklehug* like in texts or on the internet or whatever, but most people have never actually tried to simultaneously tackle and hug another human being. Most people are missing out. There is a special kind of joy that radiates through you when your arms and legs are wrapped around another person and for a split second you have no idea whether you’re both about to end up on the ground or not. I can’t just put something like that into words.

It’s why I’m tucked behind the bleachers right now waiting for my boyfriend, Trevor, who I estimate is twenty yards away. Timing is a critical ingredient in a good tackle hug. I poke my head out for one more peek and have to jerk back quickly. Yep, he’s close. He and some friends from the football team stroll past the bleacher next to mine, decked out in their practice gear. They’re so close I can hear their voices. I flex my leg muscles like a runner in the starting box, waiting for my first glimpse of Trevor’s blond head so I can pounce. And then they stop walking. Right in front of my bleacher.

Huh. Well, creeping in the shadows wasn’t exactly what I had planned. I’m debating whether to go for the running leap–tackle hug combo when I hear a voice say, “Hey, have you broken up with Liv yet?”

I feel like I just took a punch to the gut. Did I really hear that right? The words are there, in my head, wounding me, but they don’t make sense. There’s got to be some other interpretation that I’m not getting because Trevor wouldn’t. I mean. He loves me.

“Oh, um,” I hear Trevor say.

Another voice, one I recognize, cuts him off. It’s Chad MacAllistair, senior, football captain, star receiver, and therefore king of the universe. “That’s a no. Dude, we’ve been talking about this for weeks. You gotta man up already.”

Weeks. They’ve been talking about this for weeks. Were they talking about it five weeks ago when Trevor and I stayed up until 8:00 in the morning talking on Skype? Or two weeks ago when we went out to dinner for our ten-month anniversary? Or maybe last night when Trevor kissed me on my forehead and nose and mouth and told me he couldn’t imagine being with any other girl but me?

He finally pipes up, but his voice is feeble. “She’s a pretty cool girl.”

“I’m sure she is. I’m sure she’s a lot of fun,” says the first voice. The guys all laugh, and I feel like something must have happened that I can’t see.

“Hey, I’ve seen the way she dances. I get it,” says Chad. “But what have we been telling you? She’s toxic.”

“But—”

“Calm down, man. There’s plenty of other girls at this school,” says someone who isn’t Chad or Trevor. Other voices chime in, and I can’t tell who’s saying what or who they’re directing it at.

“Yeah. Girls who aren’t skanks.”

Somebody laughs. “That’s cold.”

“What? You’ve seen her. She’s a straight-up slut.”

“I bet she puts out after the first date.”

“I bet she puts out after no date.”

“She’s probably banged at least twelve guys.”

“Dude, that’s a Tuesday for her.”

I wait for the part where Trevor speaks up and defends me. And then I wait some more. He knows it’s not true. He knows he was my first, and even if he wasn’t, he’s not the kind of guy who talks about girls like that. I keep waiting while the sobs form in my chest like a hurricane working its way to a Category 5. But he never says a damn thing—not in my defense, not even just to say, “Hey, man, it’s gross to talk about girls like that.”

“Guys, guys,” says Chad. “We all know Liv Lambros is a gigantic whore. What we need to know is when our man Trevor is going to do something about it.” He lowers his voice. “I don’t want this to get ugly.”

“Today, okay?” Trevor sounds exasperated. “I’ll do it today.”

“You better. I want you to be a free man for Casey’s party next weekend. Text me after you do it, okay, brah?”

“Yeah, okay.”

The tiny hope that Trevor would come to his senses and tell them no was the only thing keeping the tears at bay, and now they come crashing down. And because I am crying so hard I can’t see, I don’t realize that Trevor is barreling around the corner until he has already crashed into me. He wraps his arm around my back to keep us both standing, and we have this split second of vertigo when I think we might both end up on the ground before he pulls away.

“I’m so sorry, sugar. I didn’t see you there.” His easy smile dies on his face. “Hey, what’s wrong? Did you—? I mean, did you hear—?”

I stand there with my fists clenched, trying to keep the storm inside even though I’m already falling apart. “It’s fine, Trevor. I already know what you’re going to say.”

“But—” He reaches out to touch my cheek, something he always does when I’m sad.

“No.” I catch his fingers before they graze my face. And if it were possible to take everything those guys said about me and everything Trevor didn’t say and forge my hurt into a weapon that I could plunge into his stomach making him feel everything I feel—that is what I’d do. He lets out a small gasp like he felt my imaginary stab wound, or maybe he’s just gearing up for another attempt at apologizing. “I have to go.”

I point my chin in the air and walk away from him with as much grace as I can manage.

“Liv,” he calls after me.

I turn. His face tells me there is so much he wants to say to me right now, but I shake my head sadly. “Don’t ever talk to me again.”

I force myself to keep putting one foot in front of the other, even though it hurts. With every step comes a flash of a perfect, wonderful moment with Trevor—the time he kissed me in front of the duck pond, the day we came back from Chickasaw Trace Park soaked to the skin because a summer storm crept up on us, the baby rhino picture he emailed me last week because I was at my dad’s house and feeling sad. I stomp those memories to pieces. When I reach the parking lot, I’m lost. I really don’t want to be alone right now. Marley already left, and because this is a time of crisis, of course her phone is dead. A couple of other girls from dance team are sitting in one of their cars listening to music, but they’re both kind of dramatic, and I don’t think I can handle that. I decide I’ll just sit on the curb and wait for my mom to pick me up.

There’s a rustling beside me. “Hey, um, are you okay?”

I jump. I thought I was the only one here, but there’s a girl from tryouts looking at me with the widest, most innocent eyes I’ve ever seen. I swear if she didn’t look like Bambi, I wouldn’t be spilling my guts to a total stranger, but I find myself trusting her. “My b-boyfriend just broke up with me.”

“Oh.” She frowns, and her giant eyes look genuinely sad on my behalf. “We could walk to Jake’s and get ice cream?”

Ice cream. That’s what you’re supposed to do when you get dumped, isn’t it? I’m not sure how eating my weight in dairy is going fix the colossal hole in my heart, but it does seem like a pretty good idea. I realize the girl has already turned away from me like she’s not expecting an answer.

“Ice cream sounds good,” I say. Now if I can just get through this without ugly-crying in public.


Friday, August 7

ANA

I could have forgiven them for the drops of melted ice cream dotting the end tables. And for the cups and spoons they didn’t throw away but instead left on the coffee table arranged in the shape of a giant penis. And yes, even for the M&M’s I keep finding in every corner and under every chair and between every last freaking set of couch cushions, probably the result of failed attempts to toss them into each other’s mouths. But this, this is unforgivable.

I peel the chocolate-soaked napkin away from the cover with an acute sense of dread. The Once and Future King by T. H. White. Merda. Those stupid, primeval JV pissants! Don’t they understand this book is life-changing?! And magical! I scrub at the cover with a clean napkin, but it is sticky with a chocolate sauce stain that is never coming out. And worse, the napkin does that fragment-y thing where pieces cling to the chocolate like cheap toilet paper. I take the book back to the main room where the front counter is because we keep hand towels near the register, and maybe if I use some warm water, I might be able to fix this.

Jake’s isn’t like other ice-cream places—it is the best ice-cream shop in the whole world. It’s a converted house, and the main room is about what you would expect with the round tables and the register and the display freezer that looks like a child’s watercolor palette with its colorful tubs of ice cream. But there are all these other smaller rooms with squishy chairs, tons of board games, and antique floor-to-ceiling bookcases. Most people are pretty cool about taking care of the games and books, but some people, well, some people suck.

The bells attached to the front door let out a happy jingle, and just when I think today can’t get any worse, Melanie Jane Montgomery walks in dragging her boyfriend, Weston, behind her.

Everyone else thinks Melanie Jane is the most perfect girl in the entire state of Tennessee. I know better. She’s not perfect, and she’s terrified people will find out and she’ll fall from her castle in the sky so fast she’ll get whiplash. I may very well be the only one in school who knows her secret: Melanie Jane is missing part of a finger. Not like a big part or anything, just the tip of one of her pinkies—like, if you hold out your hand and cover up your pinkynail, that is what her hand looks like. She was born that way—she told me in eighth grade, back when we were still BFFs. The reason no one else knows is she’s completely OCD about positioning her fingers so the top of that pinky never shows.

It’s not even a big deal or anything. She’s the most gorgeous girl I’ve ever seen. But it is the chink in her armor of perfection, so of course it drives her absolutely batshit crazy. I can’t believe I was ever friends with someone who cares more about appearances than actual important stuff. Like the truth.

Melanie Jane paces back and forth in front of the glass case. “Can I try the Chocolate Slap Yo Mama?”

“Sure.”

I scoop some up with a tiny plastic spoon and hand it over. It’s one of our biggest sellers—a chocolate ice-cream base with chocolate syrup, mini-chocolate chips, and finely ground fudge-covered Oreos—and it’s so freaking good it could make you, well, slap yo mama. I realize Melanie Jane is grimacing at me.

“Can I try something else?” She winces.

I sigh. “Sure. What’ll it be?”

She flips her so-brown-it-is-almost-black hair over her shoulder.

“Mmm . . . the Cinnamon Apple Piescream?”

This time when I hand it to her I purposely stare directly at The Finger. I don’t mean to seem like an ogre, but the girl is as fake as the prosthetic fingertip she wears during pageant competitions. She always leads the singing at the Friday morning church-group-before-school thing, and she always acts like she’s soooo holy, even though if you really love God you’re supposed to forgive people when they mess up, and also it bothers me that she’s always preaching virginity when you know she screws Weston six ways from Sunday.

Anyway. Weston gets a Chocotella Dream, and Melanie Jane orders a Brown Sugah Vanilla like she always does because I think she can tell I am going to leap over the counter at her if she asks to try another flavor. He follows her to a table by the window, and even though I’m trying to concentrate on cleaning the book, they’re the only people sitting in the main room, so I can’t help but overhear, especially now that Weston’s voice is getting louder. I’ve gotten the book about as clean as it’s going to get when Weston says something about sex. I make an effort not to glance in their direction, pretend that wiping down the counters is an all-consuming task, but he won’t stop talking about it.

“We could compromise. Just let me tell the guys we’ve had sex,” he says. “There’s so much pressure on me.”

And I stand corrected. Apparently, Melanie Jane practices what she preaches after all.

“I told you what to do about that,” she says, unconcerned. “If they ask, just say, ‘A gentleman never talks.’ And they’ll assume what they want, and you’re off the hook.” She checks the purple polish on one of her thumbnails.

“Yeah, and that was enough. When I was on JV. But I’m on Varsity now. There are all these expectations. I need to be able to say we’ve had sex. Or at least that we’re getting close.”

She shakes her head. “Being vague is one thing, but I’m not okay with you making stuff up.”

“Yeah, I’m not either. All the guys are really honest with each other. I’m part of a brotherhood. I can’t lie to these guys.” He is so serious about this brotherhood business that I’d laugh if it weren’t so tragic, but she doesn’t seem to notice.

She rolls her eyes. “Okay. Then tell them we don’t have sex.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Okaaay. So don’t tell them we don’t have sex. That’s what you’re already doing. Why are we even having this argument?”

She is eating her ice cream like it is the most important thing in the world. He rakes a hand through his hair. “I don’t think you’re hearing me. I want to be able to tell them I’m having sex with my girlfriend because I’m actually dating a girl who wants to have sex with me.”

“Wait.” She finally sets her spoon down for one freaking second and looks him in the eyes, and what she sees makes all the color drain from her face. “Are you breaking up with me?” She checks to see if I’m listening and lowers her voice. “Are you?”

“It doesn’t have to be that way.”

Holy crap, I can’t believe Melanie Jane Montgomery is getting dumped, and in public no less. This is probably the worst thing that has ever happened to her.

“You just said you want to be dating a girl who has sex with you.”

“You could be that girl.”

“No. I couldn’t. You know that.”

He gives her a look like he’s the one being dumped. “I want you to be.”

“Don’t you make that face at me. You are breaking up with me because I won’t have sex with you. You don’t get to make that face.”

“That’s not why I’m breaking up with you.”

“It isn’t?” Her voice has a dangerous edge now, but Weston is no Hermione Granger so he misses it.

“No.”

She stands and saunters toward him, running her fingers along the tabletop and then up his arm. She crawls into his lap and nuzzles her head against his neck, and I think . . . ew! I think she just nipped his earlobe.

“So, what if we went into that bathroom over there and did it right now?” she asks, her voice a purr I can barely hear.

“H-here? At Jake’s?”

“Mmm-hmm. I think I want to after all. If we did that, do you think we could work something out? Stay together?”

Boy, if you say yes, you are every bit as dumb as I’ve always thought. I practically lean over the counter to hear his response.

“I mean . . . yeah. Of course. I love you. I don’t want to break up. But are you sure you want to do it here?”

She gets up off his lap. “So you are breaking up with me because I won’t have sex with you.”

Oh, she is good.

Weston needs a little more time to make sense of his impending doom. “Wait, what?”

“I want to remain a virgin until my wedding night. Do you really think I’d lose it in a bathroom? What is wrong with you?! No, you know what, don’t answer that. We’re done here. Get. Out.”

“But how are you going to get home?”

“I’ll figure something out. Just go. Don’t act like you give a shit.”

“I thought you said God doesn’t like it when we swear.”

Wrong. Wrong thing to say.

She fixes him with a glare that could singe your eyebrows. “God makes exceptions for asshats like you.”


Friday, August 7

MELANIE JANE

I am in shock. I do believe this is the first time I have ever been dumped. I. Just. Got. Dumped. I am the reigning Mule Day Queen of Ranburne, Tennessee. You don’t dump me! And in front of Ana Cardoso. This is kind of the worst thing that has ever happened to me.

It’s not that I was over-the-moon, going-to-marry-him in love with Weston. I never get that close to any of the guys I date. They’re fun and sweet and distracting, but whenever I feel us getting to a point I’m not ready for, I think of a reason to break up with them. It sounds awful, but when I go into a relationship knowing there’s an expiration date, there are a lot less hurt feelings involved. For me anyway.

Weston’s expiration date was next month, but I was supposed to dump him, and did he have to do it in front of Ana of all people? I know she was listening. She pretty much has no moral standards whatsoever, so I don’t know why I’m surprised. Plus, she’s always so angry and hipster-y, and she wears the weirdest clothes like the vintage blue-and-yellow-print dress she has on today that could actually be kind of cute except that she paired it with canary-yellow chucks. Gross.

And I saw her looking at my finger!

When I glance up, Ana is headed my way. She doesn’t meet my eyes as she clears the empty ice-cream bowls and sets a new bowl in front of me. “Extra scoop. On the house,” she says.

“Thanks.” I blink. That was unexpectedly nice of her.

She hovers over the table.

And hovers.

Oh. Oh, gosh. Is she going to try to talk to me about it? Oh, please, no.

Before anything catastrophically awkward can happen, the bell rings, and Ana has to scurry back behind the counter, and we are saved. A couple girls who I think are on the dance team walk in, one of them crying while the other hesitantly pats her shoulder. They scope out the selection—I’d bet my Tiffany bracelet they’re getting post-breakup ice cream.

Post-breakup ice cream. I poke at my sympathy scoop with my spoon. I guess that’s what I’m eating now too.

I scroll through my phone, trying to decide who would be best to call to pick me up. Definitely not my parents. I groan just thinking about them. They loved Weston—they’d gotten really attached to this one. I’m sure my mother will never let me hear the end of it—she’s always getting onto me for “chasing off perfectly good men.”

The dance team girls take their ice cream to a little room near my table and curl up on an eggplant-colored fainting couch. I have a clear view of them because the doorway between the two rooms is so wide, and I’m compelled to listen in because, (A) it helps take my mind off my own breakup problems for a minute, and (B) I have to know everything about everyone. (No, for real. Perez Hilton is my spirit animal.)

The girl who got dumped, Liv—we had English together last year—is ranting about being called a slut while her friend makes sympathetic noises at all the right places.

“And just so you know, I’m nothing like those guys were saying. I’ve only ever been with Trevor,” says Liv, her shoulders slightly hunched like what happened today has made her ashamed of even that.

Her friend moves like she wants to touch her hand but turns it into a roundabout swoop for her ice-cream spoon. “It’s okay—you don’t have to explain yourself to me. Why do you think they went after you like that?”

She shakes her curly blonde head. “I don’t know. Aubrey Peterson has had sex with lots of guys, and no one ever calls her a slut.”

And at this point, I can’t stay out of their conversation any longer because I totally know why they call her a slut, and I could totally help her, so I rush over to their table and pull up a chair.

“It’s the Cyrus-Swift Phenomenon,” I say.

They look at me like I am a lunatic. “The what?”

“The Cyrus-Swift Phenomenon. Taylor Swift has had, like, eighteen boyfriends, but everyone still thinks she’s really classy because she’s just so poised and sweet and appropriate-looking. Meanwhile, Miley Cyrus was with the same guy for practically forever, and people are always calling her a slut. And I’m not saying we should be calling T. Swift a slut instead—even if you do date a lot of guys, you don’t deserve that. What I’m saying is, when it comes to popular opinion, it’s all about the persona. And sweetie, I hate to be the one to tell you, but you’re the Miley in this scenario.”

Liv’s eyebrows crinkle in genuine confusion. “Why am I the Miley?”

I exchange an uncomfortable look with her friend. I think her name is Peyton, and I think she goes to my church, but I’ve never really talked to her before. Actually, I can’t remember hearing her speak before today, period. Guess this is on me.

“It might have something to do with . . . for example . . .” How to be diplomatic about this? “The amount of cleavage you show.”

Her mouth falls open in a little O shape. “Wait, I show a lot of cleavage?”

We blink at her, neither of us quite sure how to respond. She looks down at the workout top she’s wearing.

“But this isn’t cleavage, right? Okay, maybe it is, but it’s, like, church cleavage.”

I snort. “The fact that you think there is such a thing as ‘church cleavage’ proves my point.”

“That is ridiculous. Miley and I don’t deserve to be treated like this! So what if I like to wear sexy tops? Or make out with my boyfriend without feeling properly ashamed of it? I’m not going to pretend to be someone I’m not just to keep people from talking.”

“Oh, I’m not saying they’re right. I’m not saying you should change either. It’s a completely screwed-up way of thinking. All I’m saying is that it happens.” I bite at the inside of my cheek. “Is that really why your boyfriend broke up with you?”

She sighs. “Kind of. I mean, I got the feeling he didn’t really want to, but he just made Varsity and the guys, well, they kind of made him.”

She rehashes a story that makes me want to hunt down every Varsity football player, especially Chad. I can just picture him tearing down Liv with that smug smile of his. His grin is the reason why Germany invented the word backpfeifengesicht—a face that desperately needs to get punched.

“That is the biggest bunch of crap I’ve ever heard of!” I slam my hand down on the table. Liv and Peyton jump. “Sorry, I just, do you know I just got dumped by the football team too?” I explain what happened minutes before they walked in. “I’m so sick of it. Those guys think they own this town. They say and do whatever they want. They loogey the freshman boys. They haze the crap out of the new guys. They treat women like objects. They cheat in all their classes, if they even bother to do the work at all.”

“Yeah,” says Liv. “And they throw crazy parties with tons of alcohol and egg people’s houses and drag-race out at Crooked Oaks and have you ever seen any of them get arrested?”

“Preach. They never get in trouble for any of it because half the men in this town used to play football, and the teachers just look the other way.”

“Like with Charlotte Fisher,” says Peyton in a voice that is almost a whisper.

The three of us stare at our laps the way anyone with a conscience does whenever someone mentions Charlotte.

Charlotte Fisher was a sophomore last year when we were freshmen. All she ever did as far as I could tell is break up with her football player boyfriend and start dating a guy in the next town over. But since that guy played for a rival football team, this was a sin of an unpardonable degree. One Friday, Big Tom, her ex, cornered her after class and started to rip her a new one. I was coming out of French two doors down, and I had never in my life heard someone yell at another person like that. I don’t think Charlotte had either because she wet herself right there in the middle of the hallway. A crowd of people started gathering, and I know there were a couple of teachers because when Big Tom slammed her into that locker, one of them walked away. I don’t know what really happened that weekend—some people say the football team went on a campaign to flat out massacre her; some people say she tried to kill herself—but I do know that Charlotte Fisher doesn’t live in our county anymore. And that nothing ever happened to Big Tom.

“I’m over it,” I say. “I really am. I’m not going to put up with it anymore.”

Liv shakes her head. “What are you going to do? Move to another town?”

“No. I’m going to make them pay. I don’t know how yet, but I’ll figure it out.”

“We,” says Liv. “We are going to make them pay.”

“I’m in too,” says Peyton, and then as if she feels the need to explain herself, “I know I didn’t just get dumped, but it isn’t right how they treated y’all. How they treat everybody. So, yeah, I’m in.”

“Me too,” says a voice from the doorway, and we all turn to see Ana standing there, her mouth a hard line.

My jaw practically hits the floor. I didn’t realize she had been listening in. I try not to make a face at her, but I’m pretty sure I’m failing. “Why would you want to help us?”

Her shoulders tense and her eyes get this sad, faraway look. “Maybe I have my own reasons for not liking the football team.”


RANBURNE PANTHER SCAVENGER HUNT

In Ranburne:

1.     Fill a condom up with water. Draw a face on it. Put it on Principal Corso’s doormat, and ding-dong ditch. (One person)

2.     The egg-on-a-string trick. Hang an egg from a power line by a string and watch a car run into it. (Everyone)

3.     Paint the David Bowie statue at Old Lady Howard’s corn maze. (Everyone)

4.     Chair race through Walmart. (Everyone)

5.     Get a picture of the team with the Ranburne Panther. (Everyone)

6.     Go to the Dawsonville football field. Find that stupid rock they touch before their games. Pee on it. (Everyone)

In Nashville:

7.     Visit the illustrious Delta Tau Beta fraternity at Vanderbilt. Have a beer with Panther alum TJ McNeil and take a picture of the legendary scar he got during a game-winning play against Dawsonville. (One person)

8.     Go to LP Field and reenact the “Music City Miracle.” (Everyone)

9.     Go to Centennial Park and jump into the pond behind the Parthenon. (Everyone)

10.   Go to The Jackrabbit Saloon. Walk to the very middle of the dance floor and attempt to do the worm. (One person)

11.   Go up to a girl who is totally out of your league, get down on your knees, and ask her to marry you. (One person)

12.   Go up to a fat girl and tell her “You’re so beautiful . . . for a fat chick.” Bonus points if she throws her drink on you. (One person)

13.   Hug a biker. Bonus points if he has a mullet. (One person)

14.   Get a girl to give you her thong. (One person)

DARES REMAINING: 13


6:45 P.M.

MELANIE JANE

The sun is beginning to drop behind the concrete stadium seating that flanks one side of the Dawsonville football field. It’s a reminder of exactly how much time we don’t have.

“Melanie Jane, you have to. The list
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