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When the bell for lunch finally rang, Megan hurried into the cafeteria as fast as she could. If she was really quick, she could be near the front of the line and might even manage to get a table today. She didn’t really think she’d be able to keep it of course, but it was worth a try. And it’d be a good test of whether or not things had actually changed for her like he promised.

She sat down at the end of one of the long tables near the back of the room. She’d seen an empty round one, but she knew there was no way she’d be able to keep that – better just stick with the end of this one. Jen came up a few minutes later, tray in hand and sat down across from Megan.

“You actually got a table?” she sounded surprised.

“For now at least.” Megan told her, shrugging. “Let’s just see if it lasts.”

“I bet we lose it in five minutes.” Jen told her, grinning.

“Three.” Megan countered. Out of the corner of her eye, Megan saw a blonde ponytail bouncing towards them. “Actually, two.” she corrected.

“Hi, guys!” Tara said brightly.

Megan looked up. Tara Pickett, the most popular girl at school – a senior – was standing there with her lunch tray. What was she doing there? Didn’t she usually sit at one of the round tables at the front with all her friends? Or had they decided to take Megan’s table just because they could? And here Megan was thinking this day might actually be good for once.

Megan stared at her for a second and noticed that Tara wasn’t looking at them like they were in her way. Well, this was new. Megan couldn't remember the last time someone had approached her and Jen in the cafeteria without a look of annoyance. Tara put her tray down at the empty seat next to Megan and pulled the chair out for herself.

“How come you’re sitting all the way back here today?” she asked.

“It was the first table I saw?” Megan said uncertainly. She was still trying to figure out why Tara was sitting next to them. Shouldn’t she be kicking them out of her way or something?

“I don’t think I’ve ever sat back here before.” Tara said, looking around.

“Me either.” Megan mumbled. It might be a step down for Tara, but Megan had never gotten so lucky.

“So how have you been anyway?” Tara asked casually. Then she laughed. “I feel like I haven’t talked to you in forever!”

That’s 'cause you’ve never talked to me before, Megan thought. But she didn’t say that. Besides, hadn’t she always wanted Tara Pickett to talk to her? So instead, she just said, “I’m ok. You?”

She was more tentative than she’d meant to be. Fortunately, Tara didn’t seem to notice; she grinned at Megan like they’d been friends for years. Megan tried her best to return the look, but she was pretty sure she hadn’t managed to keep the confusion completely off her face.

“I’m great. We just finished tryouts for the school play yesterday afternoon – you should have come.”

“What?” was all Megan could think to say.

Her jaw dropped, and she did her best not to stare. Was Tara making fun of her? Or did she really not remember the disaster that had been Megan’s attempt?

When they’d announced tryouts, Megan had been secretly excited about the idea. She hadn’t told Jen of course, on the off-chance she’d fail. But she stayed late after school yesterday, mumbling lines as she walked onto the stage at the front of the cafeteria. But when it was time for her to actually say anything, she’d completely blown it. She forgot everything she’d rehearsed, and when the agonizing three-minute speech was finally over, she nearly tripped getting off the stage. It was so embarrassing! And the snickers she heard as she left the auditorium let her know she’d more than missed her chance. So why was Tara bringing that up now – and in front of Jen? Was that really why she’d sat down next to them?

Megan studied Tara’s face, but the statement seemed genuine. Fortunately, Tara didn’t seem to notice how red Megan was getting.

“I know, it’s not really your thing. But I still think you would’ve been really good. You should at least try out for the one in the spring, ok?”

“Ok.” Megan answered numbly, still trying to keep the shock off her face. Finally, she asked, “So where’s Stacey?”

Stacey was Tara’s best friend. And somehow Megan found it hard to believe that Tara would really be spending time with her if Stacey was around.

“She went out to the parking lot to talk to Heath.” Tara rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what she sees in him.”

“Heath?” Megan asked. “You mean the guy on the basketball team?”

“Yeah. How many other Heaths do you know?”

Tara stared at her critically for a second, and Megan found herself shrugging.

“So why don’t you like him?” she asked.

Heath was a year ahead of Megan in school, and he was one of the cutest guys around. She might not actually know him, but it seemed like a pretty good deal to her.

“He’s actually kind of a jerk.” Tara told her. “Remember what he said at Greg’s party last Friday? How she spent like two hours crying?”

Megan nodded. Of course, she hadn’t been invited to Greg’s party. But she had heard rumors about Stacey and Heath breaking up after. But they were always doing that; she and Jen actually laughed when they were back together the next week.

“Anyway, she’ll be here in a minute, don’t worry.” Tara said, shrugging.

“Ok.” Megan said vaguely.

It was weird to think Tara was really sitting here with her and Jen. And now Stacey would be joining them soon.

“What about Karen and Danielle?” Megan asked. Were they still part of Tara’s group? Or had Megan and Jen suddenly replaced them?

“Karen’s getting math help from Eric.” Tara told her. “And I’m not sure about Danielle.”

“She’s talking to her English teacher.” Jen said, sounding a little funny. It was the first thing she’d said since Tara sat down. Megan looked over at her. She had a strange look on her face – like she was trying to remember something. Megan caught herself wondering if Jen was trying to figure out why they were suddenly friends with the most popular girls in school.

“When did she tell you that?” Megan asked, trying to get her to think about something else for a minute. She didn’t really mind if her best friend knew what happened, but she figured it probably wasn’t a good idea for Tara to know. If she did, Megan probably wouldn’t even be popular despite making that wish!

“Just before lunch – I passed her in the hallway.” Jen said, starting to sound even more confused. Megan was pretty sure she heard Jen mumble, “Don’t know why she told me.”

“Are you ok?” Tara asked, a look of concern on her face.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Jen said slowly. Megan breathed a sigh of relief. “I just have this weird feeling, you know?”

“Like what?” Tara asked before Megan had time to change the subject.

“I don’t know. It’s like I’m forgetting something really important.”

“Homework?” Megan asked hopefully.

“No, I don’t think so.” Jen shook her head, still thinking.

“Well, we did have a pop quiz in history today.” Megan grumbled, half to herself.

“We do?” Tara asked, eyes wide. “I haven’t done any of the homework this week!”

“Is it hard?” Jen asked. And Megan was glad to see she wasn’t looking confused anymore.

“Well, I didn’t pass.” Megan told her honestly. But that didn’t mean Jen would fail; Jen was a lot better at school than Megan was.

“Oh, I’m sure you did fine.” Tara told her, waving away all of Megan’s concerns. “You always sell yourself short.”

“Really?” Megan asked skeptically.

Now how would Tara know something like that? Especially since Megan knew full well it wasn’t true.

“Of course.” Tara said. “It’s like I always tell you – you just need to trust yourself a little more.”

“I guess.” Megan mumbled. To be honest, Tara was starting to weird Megan out – and it wasn’t just the fact that she was saying things that weren’t true. It was more the way she was apparently remembering whole conversations that they’d never even had.

It wasn’t long before the rest of Tara’s group came and joined them. Stacey was first. She sat down with a faraway look in her eye.

“Heath’s taking me out to La Province this weekend.” she announced to the table.

“That’s great!” Megan told her, glad to talk about something other than the made-up pep-talks she’d apparently been having. La Province was one of the nicest restaurants in town. And here Tara thought he was a jerk!

“Why’s he taking you there?” Tara asked suspiciously.

“Why not?” Stacey sniffed. “Can’t my boyfriend take me out somewhere nice every once in a while?”

“Of course he can – he should, actually. But it doesn’t have anything to do with last weekend?”

“I already told you – he felt really bad about that.” Stacey informed her matter-of-factly. “Besides, this is part of how he’s going to make it up to me.”

“I guess.” Tara mumbled. She sat there looking annoyed until Karen and Danielle sat down.

“Hey guys!” Danielle grinned.

“Hey.” Jen mumbled absentmindedly. Megan saw that weird look was back on her face.

“How are you?” Megan asked. She tried not to sound nervous, but sitting with the four most popular girls in school was a little intimidating.

“Great – I don’t have to take Mrs. Boyd’s make-up test until Monday!”

“It’s so not fair that you get an extra week for that.” Stacey told her. “If I’d gotten extra study time, I’m sure I would have done a lot better.”

“You know you wouldn’t have studied for it anyway.” Karen told her.

“I might have.” Stacey insisted.

“Don’t lie – you would have been over Heath’s house every night. Just like you were anyway.”

Stacey thought about it for a minute. “Yeah, probably.” she admitted.

“So what happened to you studying with Eric?” Tara asked Karen, obviously not wanting to discuss Heath anymore.

“Well, apparently I’m kind of a lost cause for math.” Karen shrugged. Then, she grinned. “So we’re going to work on it together after school.”

“Lucky!” Danielle pouted. “I wish I had a cute guy to help me with my homework.”

Megan listened to their conversation for the rest of the period, almost in a state of shock; she couldn’t believe she was really sitting here. And sure, she might not have contributed much – or at all, really – but that didn’t matter. She was actually hanging out with the popular girls. And even better was the fact that they thought she belonged. She would have thought it was a joke, except she was pretty sure none of them knew what she’d done last night.

Overall, Megan was sorry lunch was over so fast, but a little part of her was glad. She’d been so nervous – she kept worrying she was going to say something stupid. Maybe she’d accidentally reveal how nerdy she really was and her whole wish would be ruined.

“Do you think Mrs. Boyd’ll actually collect the homework today?” Megan asked Karen absentmindedly, falling into step beside her.

Mrs. Boyd never seemed to remember when she’d assigned homework. Usually, that meant Megan only did her English if she had enough time after everything else was done. Of course, it also meant running the risk that she wouldn’t have anything to turn in on those few days when it was collected. But it was a gamble that usually paid off for Megan.

“Do you have Mrs. Boyd too?” Karen asked, trying to remember.

“Yeah, next period. With you.” Megan mumbled, suddenly embarrassed. She’d actually begun to think of these girls as friends. What was she thinking?

“Oh – that’s right!” Karen laughed sheepishly. “I always forget that. I’m sorry.”

“It’s ok.” Megan tried to say it like she actually meant it, but it still kind of hurt her feelings. She might not have been friends with Karen up until about an hour ago, but she still would have liked to believe Karen at least knew they were in the same class! Maybe she really was getting ahead of herself with this whole hang-out-with-the-popular-kids thing.

“You must sit in the back, don’t you?” Karen asked.

“Yeah.” If by back Karen meant two rows behind her.

“That’s why I didn’t remember.” Karen grinned knowingly.

Megan nodded again, but somehow that didn’t make her feel any better.
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​Chapter 2: Run Away
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That day after school, Megan sat down on the bus and stared out the window. She’d actually managed to get her own seat for once – usually she had to share with that bug-eyed freshman or the creepy guy in her science class. But it looked like her magical popularity was already starting to have its benefits.

As she sat there, bumping along and trying not to think about all the homework she had, her mind drifted back to last night – when she’d made that wish. She’d been sitting at the stop for the city bus, trying to figure out how far she could get on $6.42. It was past eight and she should have been home hours ago, but she didn’t care; tonight she was running away.

Megan waited impatiently for the next bus. It wasn’t exactly late, but the place was pretty deserted. Maybe she should have gone down to the bus depot instead. The next bus didn’t even come to this place for another forty minutes. Megan sighed dejectedly, head in her hands as she wondered to herself how it was even possible that she didn’t have a car yet. She had been convinced that the instant she turned sixteen, she’d be driving everywhere she could. But like everything else, it hadn’t worked out the way she expected. Her parents couldn’t afford to just give her a car, and she didn’t have the money to buy one herself. If she did, she wouldn’t have had to scrape together couch-cushion money to ride the bus out of town.

It wasn’t that Megan wanted to run away exactly; she was just tired of being a loser. She wanted to be liked by people, to have more than one friend. Was that too much to ask for? Last year had been bad enough, but she’d promised herself that junior year would be different. So far, it was the worst year she’d had in high school. No one talked to her except Jen, and the two never even got a decent spot in the cafeteria. Which, of course, meant that even lunch was a constant reminder of her loser status at school.

A car drove by, nearly splashing water all over Megan, and she only just managed to pick her feet up in time. At least she managed to do that right, she thought glumly to herself. It was bad enough that she had to run away – she didn’t want to spend hours on the bus soaking wet. As the car sped away, something clattered to the curb. It looked like some sort of old bottle. Curious, Megan walked the few steps to the curb before bringing it back with her. She still had over half an hour to kill, and it wasn’t like she had anything better to do.

The bottle was actually kind of interesting; it was one of those old-fashioned things that bulged out at the bottom and tapered off into a narrow neck at the top. The lip was ringed in what was probably gold paint, and the same gold color twisted down the sides of the neck before crisscrossing the bottom part. An old cork was stuffed into the top, looking completely out of place on such an ornate bottle.

She thought for a minute about tossing it back in the gutter. After all, how many times had her mom told her not to pick up trash? Megan found herself sighing; she wasn’t going to have to worry about listening to her mom anymore. Besides, it was a pretty nice-looking bottle. Megan wasn’t sure she’d really have a use for it out on her own, but she never knew. Maybe she would just keep it as a reminder of the last thing she ever got before she ran away. Yeah, she nodded decisively to herself; that sounded good to her.

Megan absentmindedly wiped a bit of dirt off the side, trying to spruce it up a bit. Then, she decided pull that stupid cork out of the top – it was really ugly anyway. Gently, she pulled on it, almost afraid she’d break the delicately sculpted neck. The cork didn’t budge. She tried again with the same result. She’d almost decided that it really was stuck in there for good when she felt it give way just a little.

She struggled with it for what must have been fifteen minutes without success. And with each passing minute she got more and more frustrated. Still, did she have anything better to do? Of course not; if she did, she wouldn’t be sitting here at the bus stop, would she? So, she kept working at it. And when she finally did get that stupid bottle open, Megan couldn’t believe what she saw.

As soon as the cork was out, a thick, bluish smoke started to pour out of the bottle. It reminded Megan of dry ice, except that it was Cool Raspberry-colored. The stuff seemed to just keep coming, and really, Megan couldn’t see how it had all fit in that tiny bottle in the first place. But it only seemed to cover an area of about a square foot before stacking up on top of itself into a giant blue pile a little over six feet high. It wasn’t long before the smoke cleared, leaving a boy about her own age standing there.

The boy had thick black hair, a rich complexion, and no shirt – just some silver bracers and a pair of weird pouffy pants that looked like they cost more than Megan’s entire outfit. She found herself glancing down self-consciously at her frayed jeans and scuffed shoes for a minute. Then, realization sank in, and she was back to staring at the boy. Where had he come from?

Megan glanced frantically around, desperate to catch someone’s eye. But of course, no one was around. Figures, Megan thought. There never was anyone around when you really needed to prove to yourself that you weren’t insane. Finally, Megan stared back at the boy.

“How did you get there?” she asked, once it became obvious that this kid wasn’t going to be saying anything; he was just standing there casually, staring her down – like somehow she’d done something wrong.

“Because you opened the bottle.” he said, as if that explained anything at all. Megan thought she saw a scowl on his face for just a second.

“Wait, what?” she asked dumbly. How was that possible?

But as she continued to stare at him, a few things stuck out in her mind: she’d opened a strange bottle, a kid appeared, and he was wearing fluffy blue pants and weird pointy shoes.

She way too old to believe in fairy tales, but she just couldn’t help herself; could this guy really be a genie? It sure seemed to fit. She almost felt like an idiot for asking, but she really needed to know. Besides, if she was wrong, what did it matter? She was running away in about thirteen minutes and she’d never have to see this weirdo again.

“So, are you like a genie or something?” It sounded even dumber out loud than it had in her head.

“I am.” the guy said neutrally. Megan felt like he was sizing her up.

“Really?” she tried not to sound too incredulous.

“Really.”

He sounded bored with her, but Megan didn’t care. If this guy was telling the truth, she had her very own genie. Talk about having her luck turn around!

“So, you’re really going to grant me wishes?” Megan asked skeptically.

“Forgive me if I seem rude,” the genie said cautiously.

Great. Megan figured any sentence that started out like that wasn’t exactly going to leave her feeling like a genius.

“But do you not know how this works?” he finished.

And there it was – even this genie thought she was an idiot.

“Yeah, I know how it works, I guess.” she told him. “I get three wishes, and you grant them, right? No matter what they are.”

Take that, genie, she thought triumphantly.

“Close.” he told her. 

“Close?” Megan repeated. How was she just close? What was she missing?

“I can’t grant you any wish.” he told her. “I can’t bring someone back to life, for example. Or make someone fall in love with you.”

“Yeah, ok – fine.” Megan grumbled.

Of course she knew that – she’d seen enough movies when she was a kid. Guess that kind of blew a hole in her plan to get people to magically like her. Or did it?

“So what if I wanted to be really popular?” she asked. “Could you do that?”

“I could.” the genie nodded. “Will that be your first wish?”

He folded his arms over his chest, looking like he was just waiting for her to say the word before he did something dramatic. But Megan hesitated.

“How do I know you’re not just messing with me?” she asked.

She didn’t think any of the kids at school were pulling some kind of prank – she wasn’t well-known enough for anything like that. Besides, that trick with the smoke would have been pretty hard to fake. No, her real concern came from the genie himself.

“I can’t lie to you.” he said simply. He shrugged, like he’d had this conversation so many times that he was beyond caring.

“Seriously?” Megan asked.

“Seriously.” he repeated, looking just a little annoyed.

“And you wouldn’t be lying about that, would you?” She narrowed her eyes.

“I just told you, I can’t lie to you. It kind of...evens the playing field.”

“And anyone who says they can’t lie must be telling the truth.” Megan nodded, but her voice was dripping with sarcasm. “How do I know you’re not lying?”

For the first time that night, Megan thought she saw the trace of a smile on his lips. “I guess you just have to find a question that I should lie to, and see if I do.” he told her.

“So helpful.” Megan muttered.

She acted like she didn’t believe him, but deep down, she kind of did. But she still didn’t want him to know that, on the off chance he really was just messing with her.

“So, about that first wish,” the genie prompted. “Were you still planning on using it to become popular?”

He still managed to have that slightly bored tone, even though this was a huge deal. This was Megan’s potential for popularity they were talking about; it could literally change her life. And if people at school liked her enough, maybe she wouldn’t have to run away after all.

“Yeah.” she said decisively. “I would like to be popular.”

She knew she’d already said it, but she decided to say it again. Just to make it official.

“I wish for everyone at school to like me – really like me. Actually, I want every kid who goes there to think I’m the greatest.” If she was going to make a wish for this, she may as well go all out, right?

“Very well.” the genie said.

He didn’t sound particularly impressed, but what did Megan care? It was his job to grant wishes, not judge them. Besides, if this really worked, she was about to have the only thing she ever really wanted. The genie made a kind of complicated gesture with his hand and that was it.

She opened her mouth to ask if anything special was supposed to happen, but she never got the chance. A strange blue light flooded her vision and she got a kind of tingly feeling in her fingers and toes – kind of like when you slept on your foot, except throughout all her limbs. Then, the feeling was gone.

“Anything else?” the genie asked.

“Wait. Is that it?” she asked.

The whole thing had only lasted for a second before Megan felt normal again; she didn’t feel any different from any other day. Did that mean it didn’t work?

“That’s it.” he confirmed. “When you go to school tomorrow, you’ll be the most popular person there. So, what’s your second wish?”

“Um...can I think about it?”

“If you want.” the genie shrugged.

“Great.” Megan said. “So then, let’s go home, shall we?”

Megan opened the bottle and put the genie back inside. He didn’t seem that thrilled about the idea, but what was she supposed to do? There was no way she’d be able to get him upstairs to her room – especially wearing that. Her mom would put a stop to it before they even made it past the door. And there was no way Megan could tell her how she’d just gotten a genie; her mom would probably have both of them locked up!

Once Megan was back safely in her room, she put the bottle in a place of honor on her desk and laid down on her bed. Her parents had gone out with some of her dad’s work friends, so they weren’t home yet. And both her brothers were gone – soccer practice, or friends, or something. Thankfully, this meant Megan wouldn’t have to admit she’d been about ten minutes from running away. It also meant that she could have a little time to herself for once.

Megan really wanted to see if she’d be popular tomorrow. Even though it was a little hard to believe that she could really just wake up and instantly be the most liked kid in school, she was still pinning her hopes on exactly that. And if that genie really had lied to her – well, she could always run away over the weekend.
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​​​​Chapter 3: Ben and Drew and Pizza
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Megan got off the bus that first day after her wish, backpack slung over her shoulder.

“Anybody home?” she called as she walked in the front door. Silence. It was just what Megan expected, really; both her parents should still be at work. Her brother Drew had soccer practice after school, and Ben was in college on the other side of town – he didn’t even get home until almost five most days. Still, Megan had wanted to make absolutely sure no one was home before she went up to her room.

Her desk still had that strange blue bottle on it. She walked over, grabbed it off the desk, and carefully pulled the cork out – she was just glad she hadn’t wedged it in as tight as whoever had it before. Seconds later, that genie was standing in her bedroom.

“How was school?” he asked.

He tried to say it like he couldn’t care less, but Megan saw that look in his eye when he asked it; she was pretty sure he was curious.

“It was way different than it usually is.” Megan told him.

She’d planned on saying it real casual, like maybe her social status just naturally changed like that every day. But she couldn’t stop the excitement from showing through. Megan tried to hide her grin; school was going to be so much easier now!

“I’m glad you liked it.” he told her. Megan couldn’t tell if he was just saying that or not. He was polite enough, but disinterested.

“So, thanks, I guess.” she mumbled, suddenly feeling uncomfortable.

“Did you have a second wish?” the genie asked politely, ignoring Megan’s feeble attempts to be nice.

“Um, not yet.” Megan said.

He sure seemed to be pressuring her about it – she wondered if most people just made three wishes right in a row.

“You don’t have a request?” he asked again, surprised. It was the first real emotion he’d shown since she’d met him.

“No. Why? Is there a time limit on this or something?” she asked.

“No time limit.” he told her, shrugging.

“Then why do you keep asking?”

“I’m just trying to understand why I’m here.” he said cautiously. “I mean, if you don’t have a wish or anything, it just seems a little odd...” he trailed off.

“What? No one’s ever just let you out for no real reason?” she asked. It couldn’t be that weird.

“Not really, no.” he shrugged again. Now it was her turn to be surprised.

“Why not?” she asked before she could stop herself.

But she didn’t need to wait for his response to know the answer; he wasn’t really a person – she was willing to bet no one thought enough about him to do it. It was almost enough to make her feel sorry for him. But that was his job, wasn’t it? It might not be a great job, but it was what he did.

“Megan! Are you home?” someone called from the hallway. Ben. He knocked on her door, and Megan’s eyes got real wide. The doorknob started to turn, and Megan looked frantically at the genie.

“Go – hide!” she whispered to him, motioning him to go back to the bottle.

He nodded and disappeared just as Ben opened the door.

“Who’re you talking to?” Ben asked.

“No one.” Megan said quickly. “I was just on the phone.” she added.

“With who?” he narrowed his eyes, obviously not believing her.

“Jen?” It came out as kind of a question. Megan decided to change the subject. “What are you doing home so early anyway?”

She might not know much about his schedule, but she knew she could usually count on being alone until five.

“No class today.” he told her.

“You ditching?” she asked.

She couldn’t wait for the day when she could just decide not to go to class. Ben shrugged.

“There’s a test next week – all we’re doing is review.”

“You don’t need to review?” Megan asked, remembering her quiz from earlier that day.

“Not with the rest of the class.” he told her. “I’ll do it tonight.”

“So what are you doing until then?”

“I was thinking about hanging out with my favorite sister for a bit.”

“Ok.” she said.

She still kind of wanted to talk to that genie, but she figured he could wait – it wasn’t like he was busy later. His only plans revolved around her, right?

“Did you want to go to the arcade?” he asked. “I know we haven’t been there in a while.”

Megan remembered how she used to go to the arcade with Ben almost every single weekend when she was a kid. And even though part of her thought she was too old to be doing stuff like that, she still really liked it. Of course, Ben knew her weakness.

“And after, I was thinking pizza for dinner – just you, me, and Drew.”

“Sure!” Megan grinned, heading out the door. She didn’t even bother to put the cork back in the bottle.

***
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As they walked through the mall, Megan caught herself sneaking glances at everyone around her. She knew she was popular now, and she wondered what would happen if any of her new friends were here. Would they catch her going into the arcade? What would they think? She knew it wasn’t exactly something the cool kids did; if it was, she would have seen at least one of them in there before. She glanced casually around before they went in, just to make sure. But the coast was clear.

As soon as they were safely inside, Megan immediately made her way to the racing games in the back. They weren’t exactly her favorite, but she really didn’t want to take a chance hanging out near the front in case any of the kids from her school happened to look over and see her. She wanted to be extra careful not to ruin her good luck before she’d even had time to enjoy it.

Once she was seated, she began to relax. Now, the only way anyone would see her would be if they came into the arcade themselves. And how could anyone make fun of her for being here if they were inside too?

Ben took the seat next to her and put the quarters in the machine. The counter finally hit one, and Megan stomped on the petal. She almost never managed to beat Ben at this game, but she was feeling pretty good about today. She took the first turn pretty hard, but she managed to stay on the track; one of the computers had tried to push her off the road and ended up keeping her going straight. She glanced over and saw that Ben was only two places in front of her. If she timed this right, she really could win for once.

At the end of the first lap, Megan was sitting in fourth place. Not great, but a lot better than she could have been. Of course, Ben was in second. Still, Megan didn’t let that bother her – she just kept going. It wasn’t until her last lap that she finally managed to swerve around him. He tried to get back around her, but she kept her eyes trained on his screen. If she could just block him for a few more seconds, she’d win. He made one last move to get around her, but Megan saw him and moved left. He smashed into the back of her car just as she crossed the finish line.

“Yes!” she practically screamed, turning to face him. “I beat you!”

“You cheated.” Ben told her, grinning.

“Did not!” she shot back.

“Rematch.” Ben declared, grabbing more quarters.

Ben beat her the next time. And the time after that. All in all, she only won twice, and he beat her the rest. Finally, he looked down at his watch.

“We better get going – Drew should be here soon.” he told her.

“Fine.” Megan grumbled, prying herself out of the seat. She followed him out the doors and across the mall to the pizza parlor.

“So how was school today?” Ben asked as he and Megan took their seats in the red plastic booth.

Drew was still out with his soccer friends, but he’d texted that he’d meet them there. Like Megan, there was no way he’d pass up a chance to get pizza with Ben.

“It was ok.” Megan told him.

He always asked her how her day was, which was nice – especially since her parents didn’t get home from work before she went to bed half the time anyway.

“Anything good happen?”

He was big on that whole staying-positive thing. So he was constantly trying to get Megan to tell him something good that happened. Usually it was kind of hard; there had been more than once where the only thing Megan could think to tell him was the fact that she didn’t have more than three hours of homework due. But today she actually did have something worth sharing.

“Well,” Megan said slowly. “I made a couple new friends today.”

She figured it was true enough, even if her friends didn’t seem to know it.

“Well that’s great!” Ben told her. And Megan knew he was actually happy for her. “See? I told you – you just have to be patient.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Megan mumbled. That and get yourself a genie.

“So what are their names?” Ben asked.

“You remember Tara Pickett and Karen Barlow?” she asked slowly, suddenly realizing where this was heading. She really should have thought this through before she opened her big mouth.

“Those girls you used to complain about all last year?” Ben raised his eyebrows.

“Well, they sat with me and Jen at lunch.” Megan mumbled, staring down at the table. She was really starting to regret bringing this up.

“They did?”

Megan was pretty sure he wanted to ask why, but he wasn’t going to crush her confidence like that. Good – because Megan hadn’t actually bothered to think up a reason for why they’d suddenly be hanging out with her in the first place.

“Well, Karen’s in my English class,” Megan started lamely. She was trying to think of something that didn’t sound completely ridiculous when Drew plopped down next to Ben.

“Who’s in your English class?” he asked. “Did I miss anything good?”

“No, you didn’t miss anything good.” Megan snapped, suddenly not wanting to talk about it. She knew Drew would find the whole thing way too funny, and Megan was still a little too weirded out by it all to be able to defend herself like she should.

“Megan was just telling me about her day.” Ben said.

“I talked to Karen in class.” Megan repeated for Drew’s benefit. Even though she didn’t know why she was bothering to tell him in the first place.

Drew was a year younger than Megan, which meant he knew everybody at school, just like her. He didn’t hang out with the seniors or anything, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know who they were – especially since they were now talking about the most popular kids in school. Drew looked at her knowingly.

“So what – did she make fun of your shoes or something?” he asked, grinning.

“No. Why would she?”

What was wrong with her shoes? Megan caught herself looking down at her sneakers under the table, trying to see what Drew was talking about. They might not be in the greatest condition ever, but they weren’t that bad.

“I just thought that’s what girls did.” Drew shrugged. Then suddenly, he grinned. “So why were you talking to Karen Barlow anyway?”

“I was just saying she ate lunch with me.”

“Really?” Drew actually looked impressed with her for once. “I thought you and Jen ate by yourselves.”

“Not anymore.” Megan beamed.

“So how’d you manage that?”

“I told you – I talked to Karen in class.” Megan shrugged. She figured that was probably the most likely way she would have met them – under normal circumstances anyway.

“So just like that?”

“What do you mean?”

“She finally started talking to you? Just out of the blue?”

“You don’t have to be so surprised.”

“It just seems kind of weird, that’s all...So are you going to start hanging out with them now?” Drew was already grinning at the thought.

“Maybe. Why do you care?” Megan tried not to sound mad, but she really didn’t like his stupid smirk.

“I’m just trying to picture you hanging out with all the preppy girls.” Drew told her. “I mean, I just never really thought of them as your crowd.”

“They’re not preppy!” Megan told him. They were popular – big difference. Preppy girls were snobby and stuck up and thought they were way better than everyone else. Popular girls got to hang out with all the cute guys and have everyone admire them from across the courtyard at lunch.

“I think it’ll be good.” Ben said before Drew got the chance to respond. Megan tried to ignore the fact that he didn’t look completely convinced.
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​​​Chapter 4: Wish-Wasting​
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When Megan and her brothers got home, she headed straight up to her room. She tried not to be mad at Drew, but it wasn’t easy. He was so sure she wouldn’t fit in with the popular kids that he couldn’t help but make fun of her for most of the night; even Ben couldn’t get him to shut up. It was almost enough to make Megan regret going out at all. At least now that she was home she could finally get away from Drew and his stupid comments. What did he know anyway?

She was a little worried when she saw she’d left that bottle uncorked. She glanced quickly around the room, wondering if he would be lurking somewhere, waiting for her. The thought that there could be someone here, hiding in the shadows in her own bedroom made her heart beat faster. She looked carefully around, even scanning the closet. She didn’t see him. She hated to admit it, but her next thought was whether or not he’d messed up anything in her room before he took off.

Her room was a little messy – but then, it usually was. She made a mental note to clean it, especially now that she had someone over who would constantly see it. He might have been just a genie, but it was still kind of embarrassing. Besides, she figured it was a good way to make a decent impression with him. She didn’t want him to think bad about her if she could help it – not when he could literally ruin her life if she wasn’t careful.

“Where are you?” she called out quietly into her room – she didn’t want her brothers to hear. “Are you there?”

“I’m here.” he told her, appearing by the bed. Megan jumped. In the dark she thought she saw him smirk. She reached over and switched on the light before turning back to him.

“I kind of thought you’d be gone.” she told him. Especially since she forgot about putting that old cork back in the bottle. She wondered – if it wasn’t sealed up, did that mean he could just leave?

“Go where?” he asked.

“I don’t know – out. Away.”

“Why?”

“Why not?” She was pretty sure she’d have left if it was her.

“I’d have to come back here anyway.” he shrugged. “Because of that.” he added, nodding towards her desk. Megan knew what he was talking about without even turning her head.

“You can’t just take it with you?” she asked slowly.

She really didn’t want to give him any ideas, especially when he still owed her two more wishes. But surely he was smart enough to think of that? He looked at her coolly for a minute.

“If I could really do that, don’t you think I’d have done it long ago?” he retorted.

“Well, yeah...I guess.” Megan mumbled.

She was kind of surprised at his tone. He might have been pretty disinterested in her life so far, but he’d never actually been rude to her. Ok, sure – maybe it wasn’t the smartest question ever asked, but she still didn’t see what the attitude was for.

“Looks like everyone’s in a bad mood today.” she muttered to herself.

She would have thought being popular meant more people would be nice to her. Maybe it didn’t apply to family though. And Megan knew it wouldn’t apply to her genie. But wouldn’t that be nice if it did?

“Problems?” the genie asked. At least he was making an attempt to sound nicer.

“No. Just an annoying little brother.” Megan scowled. And a genie who seems to think I’m an idiot.

“Anything I can do?” he asked, brightening.

Megan stared at him a minute. He looked just a little too happy about the idea of helping her out.

“What did you have in mind?” she asked suspiciously.

“Well, little brothers can be annoying – I know. And if you decided that you really didn’t want one anymore...” he trailed off.

Megan caught herself thinking about it for just a minute. It could be really nice to not have to worry about Drew. There’d be no more sarcastic comments about how she never got invited to go places, or how she always seemed to say the wrong thing. But tempting as it was, Megan just couldn’t do it.

“My parents would kill me.” she said finally.

“Just arrange it so they don’t find out. Or wish them away too.”

“Oh, great idea.” Megan said sarcastically.

She could just imagine how that would work out. And it’d waste the rest of her wishes too. He shrugged.

“If you change your mind, let me know.”

He turned away, seemingly losing interest. Watching him turn like that, a thought suddenly struck Megan.

“Wait – is this what you do?” she asked.

“What?” The genie did a good job of looking confused – like he had no idea what she could possibly be talking about.

“You tempt people into making these wishes that seem like a good idea, and watch as they try to fix it?”

He broke out in a grin, all trace of that confusion gone.

“Sometimes.” he nodded happily.

“But why?”

“Why not? It’s somewhat...monotonous otherwise.”

“So you just do it for fun then?”

“Yeah, basically...” he shrugged, but he did manage to look at least a little apologetic about it. That was probably more for Megan’s benefit than anything else though.

“Because they don’t deserve it.” Not to mention the fact that it seemed to be acting outside his job.

“How do you know?”

“Because they’re people.” Megan told him. “And people don’t deserve to be toyed with like that.”

“Says a girl who just tricked her entire school into liking her?”

“That’s not the same!” she snapped.

“Why not?”

“Because I didn’t mess with somebody for no reason.”

The genie didn’t say anything; he just stared at her.

“Ok – fine. But I didn’t hurt anyone.”

“Neither do I.”

“It’s still not the same.” Megan repeated. She couldn’t explain how, but she just knew it wasn’t.

“Alright.” the genie nodded, and it almost seemed like he was agreeing with her.

But as Megan lay in bed that night, she couldn’t help going over it again in her mind. Was his tricking people really that different from what she’d ended up doing?
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​​​​Chapter 5: Even Teachers Like Her?
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Megan sat down to first period just as the bell rang. Mr. Wilson walked up and down the rows, placing half-sheets of paper face down on each desk as he passed. Megan looked over at the kid next to her – it was that stupid pop quiz she’d taken last week. They were getting it back already? Why now? Her heart sank; she’d been sure she’d have a few more days before she had to acknowledge that grade. And to think she’d actually been kind of looking forward to school for once – why did she have to get this back on only her second day of popularity?

Megan glumly flipped the paper over, hoping she’d at least managed to bluff her way into a D. But when she saw the red mark at the top, she couldn’t believe it: A-. How was that even possible? She’d left two answers blank and she knew for a fact that at least one of the answers she did give was wrong. That meant the best she should have been able to get was a 70. Did Mr. Wilson make a mistake?

As soon as class was over, Megan made her way to his desk. She really didn’t want to ask him about her quiz, but she had to know if he’d seriously meant to mark it down as an A. She didn’t want to be counting on those extra points only to have them disappear at the end of the year. Now all she had to do was hope he didn’t realize his mistake and mark her down for coming forward.

“Mr. Wilson?” she asked tentatively. She rested her fingers on the edge of the desk, as if to brace herself.

“Megan, how are you?” Mr. Wilson said, smiling. Megan tried not to be worried – he never smiled.

“I just had a question about my quiz.” she told him.

“You did very well.” He nodded at her approvingly.

“I just wanted to make sure. I mean, I didn’t actually finish it.”

“I know. But the answers you did give were very good – very insightful.”

“Really?” It was a fill-in-the-blanks paper. How insightful could she have been?

“Some of your answers were a little...unorthodox.” he admitted. “But rest assured, you earned your A.”

“Thank you.” Megan said a little stiffly.

She was still pretty sure something was wrong, but there didn’t seem to be much she could do. She’d already tried to ask her teacher, what else was there? If Mr. Wilson was sure it was ok, she might as well go with it. Besides, she really couldn’t afford to be wasting time trying to talk herself out of an A – how stupid was that? Instead, she left the class and headed to math.

“You’re late, Miss McGowen.” Mr. Lowell said when she walked into the room.

“Sorry, I was talking to Mr. Wilson.” Megan said somewhat distractedly.

She pointed vaguely over her shoulder, as if somehow that would help. Mr. Lowell didn’t say anything, which she guessed was good.

She sat down and got out her book, checking the kid next to her for the page number.

“Any questions on the homework?” Mr. Lowell asked. A hand shot up in the back.

“Number twenty-three?” someone asked. Mr. Lowell wrote it on the board.

“Fifteen.” someone else said.

“Twenty-six.”

There were six questions in total. Mr. Lowell wrote down each problem on the whiteboard. Then, he turned and picked students to go up and solve them. Of course, Megan was chosen to go up there.

She looked at her problem for a minute: 8z + 4x - 6 = 18. Solve for x. She was pretty sure she knew how to do that. Add six to both sides, move the z part to the other side, and divide. Simple, right?

When she was finished, she looked at her answer: x = 24 + 8z all over 4. She nervously walked back to her desk, hoping she didn’t miss anything.

Her problem was fourth, so Megan had plenty of time to look over it. And now that she was seated, she saw that she’d made a mistake; she hadn’t actually finished dividing the second half of the problem. Mr. Lowell turned to look at what she’d written, and Megan found herself slumping down in her seat.

He stared at it critically for just a second before adding something under what she’d written: x = 6 + 2z. Still, he continued to stare. Had he found something else wrong too?

He grabbed an eraser and wiped away the plus sign, changing it to a minus.

“Very good.” he said, nodding at her. Megan just sank down further into her chair.

Megan felt nothing but relief as he finally moved on to the next problem. Still, she wished he didn’t have to spend quite so much time in front of hers. And why had he told her she did a good job? She would have thought he was being sarcastic, except Mr. Lowell wasn’t really like that. Besides, Mr. Wilson had been just as weird.

Megan thought hard as she walked towards her third period class. Why would her teachers be acting so weird? She was so wrapped up in her own little world that she wasn’t paying attention to the kids around her. She walked numbly through the crowd, absentmindedly weaving her way around groups of kids who’d decided to stop in the middle of the walkway.

“Hey, Megan.” somebody said.

Megan looked up. Brian Miller, the kid who’d refused to be her lab partner last week was staring at her.

“Uh, hi.” she said.

“Megan – how are you?” Amy Rockwell asked.

“I like your shirt.” someone else said. Megan looked down. She was wearing an old blue t-shirt – nothing particularly nice.

“Thanks?” Megan said uncertainly.

“See you in class.” someone else told her. Megan didn’t even know who that was.

“...Ok.” she said before hurrying down the hall to her next class.

Megan slunk down into her desk, desperately trying not to be noticed. Once class actually started, all the weird comments finally died down. What was that all about? Megan wondered. Surely it wasn’t part of her popularity, was it? Megan sighed to herself – this could get weird really fast.

When lunch finally came around, Megan hurried out to the cafeteria as fast as she could, finding Jen already seated. Good – she wanted to talk to her actual friend before any of their new group got to the table. Things were weird enough already; she didn’t want to start making them suspicious with what she had to get off her chest.

“Has anything kind of strange been happening to you?” Megan asked, not even bothering with a hello.

“Not really.” Jen shrugged. “Why?”

“I just got an A on a quiz that I didn’t deserve.” Megan said quietly; she didn’t want anyone to think she’d been cheating. Even if Mr. Wilson didn’t seem to think it was a problem, Megan didn’t want to risk it.

“Lucky.” Jen mumbled.

“No – that’s not it. I mean, I can’t figure out how it’s even possible – you should have seen the answers I wrote! And then in math, I totally messed up the problem and no one cared.”

“Why would they care? It’s just math.”

Megan sighed – Jen obviously didn’t understand.

“What are you girls talking about?” Tara asked, sitting down beside Megan. Karen was right behind her. So much for this conversation, Megan thought bitterly.

“Oh, just about how smart Megan is.” Jen rolled her eyes.

But Megan wasn’t smart – that was the problem. She wasn’t dumb or anything, but she wasn’t the genius Jen was making her out to be.

“That’s not it!” Megan snapped, getting annoyed.

Why wasn’t Jen taking this seriously? Couldn’t she see the potential problems here? If it started to look like Megan was cheating her way through class, she could get suspended – maybe even expelled!

“Why? What’d she do this time?” Tara asked Jen.

“She was just telling me about how great she did on her quiz.” Jen told her. “The last quiz I took I probably failed.”

“But I should have failed too.” Megan insisted. Jen just laughed.

“When was the last time you failed anything?” Karen asked.

“Umm, Tuesday?” There had been an English test she hadn’t bothered to study for.

“Really?” Jen looked confused for a minute. But Tara didn’t.

“No teacher would fail you.” she said confidently. “And even if they did, who cares? You’re the most popular girl in school.”

“Yeah, you might not do great on every single test, but there’s no way they’d let you fail the class.” Karen added.

“Wait, what?” Megan blinked. She stared at them, her mind suddenly racing.

“Megan, get real.” Stacey told her. “They only hold back the losers. You’re way too popular not to graduate.”

“No, that can’t be right...” Megan trailed off.

This couldn’t really have anything to do with her wish, could it? She’d wished to be popular, sure. But she was pretty sure there was no way she could ever become popular enough for her teachers to care. So what was going on? Her wish had been so simple! Could that genie really have messed something up? Well, when she got home, she was certainly going to find out!

She made it through the rest of the day, each class just as weird as the last. She was called on to read in English – she did wonderful. And her science teacher congratulated her on the beautiful diagram she drew on the board. Megan did her best to look grateful, but really, she wanted to scream. These were the simplest things in the world – why would anyone think they were impressive feats? She ended up finishing off the day with her hand propping up her forehead as she stared dejectedly down at her desk.

As soon as she got to her room, she ripped the cork out of the bottle, demanding an explanation.

“Of course it has to do with your wish.” the genie told her. “Remember? You wished for everyone at school to think you were great. That includes teachers.”

Megan thought back. It had only been two days ago, but it seemed like a lot had happened since then. Had she really wished for everyone to like her? She had to admit, it did sound like something she’d say. But of course she didn’t mean it like that – who would want their teachers to like them? She’d never heard of anyone who was both popular and liked by teachers. Megan thought for a minute.

“Well, can you fix it?” she asked hopefully.

“Of course. Is that what you want?”

Megan opened her mouth to say yes, but stopped herself just in time. “No strings attached?” she asked instead.

“What do you mean?” he asked neutrally. Megan noticed he didn’t bother to answer the question.

“It’s going to cost me a wish, isn’t it?”

“Of course.” He said it like it should have been obvious.

“What am I going to do?” Megan wailed. “I can’t be teacher’s pet in all my classes! I won’t have any friends then!”

“Why not?”

He had the nerve to actually sound bewildered. But Megan wasn’t buying it; she just glared at him.

“Because everyone will be too busy making fun of me.” How dense was he?

“No, they won’t.” the genie told her, trying to keep the grin off his face. He wasn’t all that successful.

“Oh? Why not?” Megan snapped.

“Because you’re the most popular kid at school – who would make fun of you?”

This time, he couldn’t contain his
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