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DEDICATION

Dedicated to: My boys. Hi Carter! Hi Becks! *waves*

*blows kisses* *Carter gets embarrassed*

*Becks yawns, unimpressed*
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In seeking truth, you have to get both sides of a story. At least, that’s what Walter Cronkite says.

He was the anchor who announced, on live national television, that President Kennedy had been assassinated. My gramma Weeza remembers exactly where she was when Cronkite made the announcement. She was in her kitchen, chopping onions. To this day, onions make her think of presidential assassinations. Sometimes, if I’m helping my mom cook, and Gramma Weeza is invited over, I’ll purposely leave out the onions.

They have too much baggage for her.

Gramma Weeza says we all have those Where were you when blank happened? moments, and then the blank is usually something about when Pearl Harbor was bombed or when 9/11 happened or when the Beatles appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show.

Now I had one of those moments of my very own.

I was sitting in the living room, balancing a paper plate with a leftover taco on my lap, watching the nightly news. My mom had a talent for stretching leftovers into five-day territory. Even on day five, I still usually chose to eat the leftovers, because the other option was always instant ramen.

On the television, there was a press conference about a senator who had died in the arms of his mistress. It was a typical headline inside the Beltway of Washington, DC. My nine-year-old brother, Michael, wandered back and forth in front of the television, spinning a plastic hanger around his fingers, his gaze distant because he was in his own world. He was often in his own world.

My mom sat next to me, half watching the news and half folding laundry. She used to have a separate laundry room, with plenty of space for folding clothes, and even a midsize flat-screen TV on the wall for entertainment, but that was before the economy crashed and my dad’s start-up folded, leaving him with massive debt. Now the “laundry room” is behind a plastic beveled folding door in the kitchen, and the “folding area” is on the couch in the living room. My mom called us a typical middle-class family, but I think she did that to make us feel better about our situation. We were barely clinging to the lower half of the middle class.

“Pipe, why don’t you change the channel?” she said, using her hand to flatten a collar on one of Michael’s shirts. “This is so depressing.”

“But it’s news and it’s the truth. We shouldn’t be scared of the truth.”

I turned back toward the television. The monitor showed the questionable woman who had been with the senator when he had taken his final gasps. (When I become a reporter, I will never shove a camera in the face of a mistress. That is so tabloid.) As the woman shook her head in front of the press corps, mascara tears streamed down her face, making her look even more like a prostitute. Is that uncharitable? Maybe so. I’d have to cut that out if I wanted to be unbiased.

The next video showed the press hounding the senator’s wife, who insisted she’d had no idea of her soul mate’s infidelity.

I shook my head. “Everyone in politics has something to hide, and if a senator hasn’t been involved in a scandal, that’s just because the skeletons in his closet haven’t been discovered yet. The privileged always get into trouble. Rich people are bored people. And that equals trouble.”

My mom sighed through her nose. “You’re so cynical.”

“Reporters are supposed to be cynical,” I said. “That’s how we get the dirt.” I shoved another bite of leftovers into my mouth as I looked at my watch. I still had a half hour before my shift at the Yogurt Shop started.

The kitchen door opened and my dad walked in, looking war torn from his latest day at the Virginia Power and Light Company. He used to be an investor in a company with a big contract to provide glass for smartphones. The problem was, most of his savings were tied up in stock, and he borrowed against it, so when the economy crashed, he lost everything. After that, he took what he could get: shift work at VP&L. He always said he felt safer with shift work.

I never understood how someone could start the day looking fine and end it looking as if he’d just been released by the Mexican drug cartel. He used to wear Armani and smell of Clive Christian cologne. Now he wore secondhand Men’s Wearhouse and smelled of quiet resignation. But he still always managed a wide smile when he walked in the door.

“How are my people?” he asked.

My mom smiled even wider than he did. “Piper was just telling me how every politician is dirty.”

He raised an eyebrow. “So, the usual?”

“Yep.”

“It’s not me saying it,” I said. “It’s the news.”

My dad plopped the mail down on the kitchen table, and that’s when I saw it. The large white envelope with the red Chiswick Academy insignia in the corner.

I drew in a breath as my stomach fluttered. “That’s it,” I said.

“That’s what?” my mom asked.

I nodded toward the table. The rest of my body was frozen in anticipation. “Large envelope. Third from the top. Under the Economist.”

My dad made a move to reach for it.

“Don’t touch it!” I blurted out. “Sorry. I’m just nervous. Go ahead and touch it. But don’t open it.” I sighed. “Never mind. Open it. Not yet, though.”

I realized I had stopped eating my taco midchew. I didn’t mean to be so dramatic. It was just that senior year had started a month ago and I’d given up hope.

My dad picked up the letter delicately with two fingers, as if it were a bomb. “Is this okay?” he said, one corner of his mouth turned up.

I nodded.

My mom set down the shirt she’d been folding. “Odds are the school wouldn’t waste time writing you a letter if you didn’t get the scholarship.”

“Who knows what a school like that does?” I said, my voice noticeably higher than usual. “It’s Chiswick Academy. Seven-to-one student-to-teacher ratio. Forty-one countries represented in the student body. A faculty full of doctorates. And home to the Bennington Journalism Scholarship.” I said the last part with reverence, resisting the urge to put my hand over my heart. Winning the Bennington would mean a free ride to the school of my choice. No more hand-me-downs. No more leftovers.

My mom raised an eyebrow.

“I memorized the brochure,” I explained.

“If you’re not going to open it, I will,” my dad said.

I nodded. “And while you do, I’m going to eat my taco and act like I don’t care.”

“Well, then we have a plan.” My dad ripped the end of the envelope as I swallowed my bite of taco. He smiled as he read the first sentence. “You’re in,” he said.

And that’s why I will forever associate tacos with the end of life as I knew it.

I felt the bite of ground beef make its way down my esophagus and toward my stomach, and I wondered if the tacos at Chiswick would taste the same as the ones at my current school or if they would taste unfamiliar and elite. Or maybe Chiswick Academy didn’t even serve plain old tacos. Maybe they served something hoity-toity like tofu tacos. And maybe they called them “tofacos.”

I couldn’t wait to find out.

That night, I worked my usual shift at the Yogurt Shop with my best friend, Charlotte. We were also coeditors in chief at the school paper. When I got the job at the Yogurt Shop, she applied too, I think for fun. I thought of telling her about the Chiswick scholarship, but as I opened my mouth to do so, she raised a cup of frozen yogurt and said, “To the best coeditors Clarendon High has ever seen! Together forever!”

She always made toasts like that as an excuse to eat free yogurt. Nevertheless, I filled a cup and clinked with her, and decided to keep the news that we might not be together forever to myself, at least for the weekend.

The front doorbell rang, and we put down our cups as a man walked in.

“Chocolate milk shake,” he said.

Charlotte nodded and made the order, and when he put a dollar bill into the tip jar, I groaned. The label on the jar said, “Will sing for tips,” so any time we got a tip, we had to sing a song.

“Your turn,” Charlotte said.

I sighed and proceeded to sing “There’s No Yogurt Like Our Yogurt” to the tune of “There’s No Business Like Show Business,” and dreamed of the day I would win the Bennington and never have to sing for tips again.
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The following Monday morning, Charlotte and I were hunched over the layout for the front page of our school paper, the Clarendon Community Gazette. We were arranging the placement of the cover story, an exposé about nonrefrigerated times for the lunchroom mayonnaise. But I wasn’t focusing as I should have been. I was working up the nerve to tell Charlotte about the scholarship.

When I left for Chiswick next week, Charlotte would have the editor in chief job to herself, but I knew she would rather share the job and work as a team. I took a deep breath.

“So, Char, I’ve got some news.”

“Perfect.” She smiled. “We just so happen to be in a newsroom.”

“I got the scholarship to Chiswick.” I took in a breath.

“What?” Charlotte looked up from the layout.

I nodded, feeling a little pit in my stomach that I was abandoning her. “I got the scholarship.”

“But it’s October.”

“One of the scholarship students must have dropped out or something. The point is, I’m starting there Monday.”

“Wow,” Charlotte said, her hands gripping the stylus as if this news might throw her off balance. “Top story, team coverage. But what about the paper? What about school? What about . . .” Charlotte gasped in dismay, as if Barry Manilow had just canceled a concert. She loved him more than anything. It was the weirdest thing about her. “The Schmulitzer?”

The “Schmulitzer” was Mr. Peters’s version of the Pulitzer. The student with the best-reported story of the year would win a cheap plastic trophy, and also a letter of recommendation and résumé packet assembled by Mr. Peters himself.

“Well, now you have a clear path to the most prestigious award in the entire boundaries of Clarendon High.” I bowed toward her and made a circular gesture with my hand.

“Nobody likes to win by default,” Charlotte said. She frowned.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I’ll be fine.” She studied the layout so closely, I was afraid she’d impale her eye on the stylus.

Right then, Jorgé Robles came over to our desk. “Hey, Piper, do you have any contacts at the dog pound? I’m doing a story on—”

“Paul Jensen,” I said, cutting him off. I pulled out my phone and sent the contact info to Jorgé. “Ask him about his eclectus parrot. That always gets him talking.”

I turned back to Charlotte, who seemed to be blinking back tears. The sight pricked at my eyes. So I resorted to the only surefire way to coax her out of her funk. I switched my phone to camera mode and then to film, and turned the lens on her.

“Charlotte Giovanni, you’ve won the Schmulitzer Prize, despite what some might call insurmountable odds.”

It was a game we liked to play, the Joyce Latroy Game. Joyce Latroy was a talk show host notorious for making everyone who came on her show cry. She even made the ousted dictator of Libya tear up when she mentioned his boyhood dog, Giaque.

The rules of the game were simple: first person to laugh was the loser.

“Your father was an alcoholic,” I said in a low, grave voice. “Your mother lost one of her legs in the war and the other in a freak toaster oven incident. The money your family received in the toaster settlement was stolen by your mailman.”

Charlotte nodded solemnly. “That bastard. We never should’ve hidden the money in our mailbox in the first place, but still, that bastard.”

I felt my lips twitch.

“But the tragedy didn’t end there,” I said. “You wrote in your memoir about a humiliating incident with a kebab stick . . .”

Charlotte pressed her lips together.

I continued. “Your uncle made you chicken kebabs for your fourteenth birthday. But when you went to raise the kebab to your mouth, you missed your lips completely and impaled your left eye.”

Charlotte nodded, her lips trembling. “The other kids made so much fun of me. They would stand behind me and tap my back and then move to my left.”

I knew I almost had her. “To add insult to injury, your father then gambled away your other eye.”

That was it. She spit-laughed. But it didn’t count as a win, because I laughed too.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a freshman, Scott Summerdorf, hovering.

I kept my eyes on the layout. “Scott! Stop loitering. What do you need?” I frowned deeply and caught Charlotte’s lips twitching out of my side view. Mr. Peters had warned Charlotte and me that we could be intimidating to the younger reporters. But his news hadn’t had the effect he’d intended. It just made us torture them a little bit more.

Scott stared at his feet. “Um, I’m supposed to interview the janitor, but he’s, like, playing deaf.”

I sighed. “Start the conversation by telling him how annoyed you get when the students don’t dump their own trays. His temporary deafness will subside.”

Scott stood there for a moment more, probably wondering if it was safer to thank me or to just stop talking. I decided to put him out of his misery.

“You’re excused.”

He all but ran out of the room.

“You’re terrible,” Charlotte said with a smile.

“I know.” I raised the camera again.

“My turn.” Charlotte tried to reach for the camera, but I shook my head. If there was one thing I was really bad at, it was being on camera. I had this stupid nervous tic where my mind would go blank and my mouth would stammer. I also had this overblinking problem.

“Please? Just once?” Charlotte said. “Our last days together must be documented.”

“You’re the one who wants to be on camera. This is good practice.” Print reporters are rarely seen, except for a favorable head shot next to the byline.

Charlotte sighed. “Fine. Piper Baird. You’ve just found out you’ve been awarded a scholarship to the prestigious Chiswick Academy.”

I let the camera sink. “Wait. We don’t address real subjects.”

“Don’t interrupt Joyce Latroy!”

I frowned and raised the camera back up to my eye. Joyce could be so demanding.

“Yes, you’ll miss out on the Schmulitzer, but you gain the chance to win the Bennington Scholarship, an opportunity many of us would give Mr. Peters’s right arm for.”

“I heard that, Miss Giovanni,” Mr. Peters said from his desk at the front of the room.

It was quiet for a few long moments, save for the clicking and clacking of students finishing up their edits. Charlotte had an uncle who worked at People magazine. She wanted to be just like him, except the television version. I knew Charlotte would’ve killed for the chance I was being given.

“What if I fall flat on my face?” I said softly.

“What if you do?” Charlotte said.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Well, Joyce,” I said. “You know what my father used to say every time I fell down. . . .”

“What’s that?” Charlotte said.

“He’d say, ‘Son, why do we fall down?’”

“I think that was Batman’s father,” Charlotte said.

“Oh. Right. Well my father always said, “With great power comes great—”

“That’s Spider-Man’s uncle,” Charlotte said.

“Hmmm . . .” I put my finger on my lips like I was thinking really hard. “What did my father ever say?” I thought about my real father, and what he had told me when he was facing a difficult raise negotiation at VP&L. “Oh, yeah. He said, ‘Don’t be afraid to live on your edges. That’s where you’ll find the truth.’” My dad was always saying stuff like that. He was like a walking platitude.

“I have just one more question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“What is your best friend going to do without her most kindred soul?”

I frowned and reached over to pat her leg. I would miss seeing her every day. I shook my head and pushed the sadness back to the special compartment in my brain labeled “Painful stuff that I’m not ready to deal with now. Or maybe ever.” It was a large section of my mind—probably because I was always putting stuff in and never taking stuff out.

“Just promise me you won’t become one of them,” Charlotte said.

I knew the “them” Charlotte was referring to. The privileged elite, who made up the other 95 percent of the student body at Chiswick. The nonscholarship part. The part that came with chauffeurs and nannies and silver platters and no side jobs.

I’d had a job ever since my first paper route at age twelve. By the time I was sixteen, I’d earned just enough to buy a ten-year-old Toyota Corolla.

“I promise,” I said. “I won’t change one bit.”

We stood there awkwardly for a moment. I wasn’t sure where to go next, but Charlotte pulled me over to a laptop in the corner.

“I think we need a little bit of Post-Anon,” she said.

Post-Anon was our guilty pleasure. It was a website full of postcards that people sent in anonymously, revealing their deepest, darkest secrets. Things they would never dare tell anyone else but had to say somewhere.

Light things like:

I rationalize my Fig Newton binges because they are vegetarian.

And darker things like:

I fear something horrible happened to me as a child that I’ve blocked out and that my parents keep from me.

And:

I love you more than anyone I’ve ever known, but I still wish I’d never met you.

We always said someday we would send in a secret, but not until we had a really good one. Maybe I’d find one at Chiswick.

That Saturday, my gramma Weeza invited me over for coffee to celebrate. We sat in her tiny kitchen as she poured fresh brew into a mug in front of me and another one for her. She put a few drops of cream in the coffee, then added one . . . two . . . three spoonfuls of sugar.

“When,” I said, putting my hand out.

“Sorry, is that too much sugar? That’s the Danish in me.”

She always said that. Her own grandma came to America from Denmark in the late 1800s, and if there’s one thing those Danes like, it’s their sugar. Either that or Gramma Weeza just liked it and wanted to blame her addiction on an entire nation.

“How’s the plumber?” I said. Grandma had been seeing a plumber for a few months now, and by “seeing,” I mean they bowled in the same league two nights a week.

“Oh, he’s seasoned but sturdy,” she said. “And if my pipes ever get clogged . . . Know what I mean?” She did this exaggerated wink.

“Ugh, Gramma.”

“Well, dear, just because we’re old doesn’t mean we don’t have pipes.”

“Gramma!” I said, squeezing my eyes shut. “I prefer to picture you bowling. Not . . . cleaning each other’s pipes.”

“All right, have it your way. We’ll talk about bowling.” She grinned mischievously. “And I’ll tell you, he can sure knock down my pins.”

“Gram! How do you make even bowling sound dirty?”

“It’s a talent, dear.” Gramma refreshed my coffee and added another spoonful of sugar. “Now tell me, what have you been up to?”

I shrugged. “The usual. Reporting on stuff. Uncovering truths. You would not believe how the lunch ladies handle mayonnaise.”

“I’m referring to life outside the paper.”

“Is there . . . ? Life . . . outside . . . ,” I joked.

She laughed.

“I’m all for fun, but I’m not going to do anything to mess up my chance at college.”

“I know, dear. I’ve heard.”

That night, as I was watching the evening news, I made a chart documenting every time the anchors dropped the “to be” verb. It happens when they try to sensationalize a headline, like “DC Residents Waking Up to Icy Roads Today,” or “Government Employees Feeling the Pinch.” They said them as if they were complete sentences. But they weren’t, because there was no “are.”

It was a new trend in reporting, and I didn’t like what it was doing to the English language and the rules of basic grammar.

When the news was over, I got a text from Charlotte.

Charlotte: Male anchor, 22 drops. Female anchor, 17. Because girls are awesome.

Me: Much awesomer than boys.

Monday morning, I reached into my closet and took out my blue cardigan, then threw it on the floor. Too dowdy. I flung out the floral shirt I’d modified from the Salvation Army. Too obvious. I appraised the green skirt that I’d updated from a donation from Gramma Weeza. . . . I threw it over my shoulder.

“Hey!” Michael’s voice came from behind me.

I turned to see the green skirt on top of Michael’s head.

“Sorry, bud.”

“Why are you throwing green clothes?” Michael asked, as if he was personally offended for the color green.

“I’m just trying to go through my closet.” I settled on a red sweater and a gray T-shirt. I assessed the look in my mirror.

“This’ll have to do,” I muttered.

“It will have to do what?” Michael said.

“My outfit, bud.”

“What will it have to do?”

“It will have to do . . . fine.”

He shrugged and walked away.

Chiswick Academy wasn’t a very far drive. I lived in Arlington, Virginia, and Chiswick was in DC, which basically meant it was across the Potomac River. But when the school came into view, I thought I’d entered the nineteenth century. It looked like a Southern plantation out of Gone with the Wind. I followed the other cars up Cathedral Avenue and pulled into a cement roundabout, my Toyota sticking out among the dozens of long black sedans. Several of them were limousines with colorful flags sticking upright above the headlights.

The parking lot was only about a quarter full. At my old school, I had to arrive early to get a good spot, but at Chiswick, most students clearly had drivers. I was probably parked by the faculty and any other scholarship students who’d bought their own junky cars.

I stared at the students milling about in front of the main doors. They looked . . . different. I couldn’t exactly explain why; but something I couldn’t pinpoint made them seem more sophisticated. Their clothes were sleek. Their hairstyles seemed about two trends ahead of those at Clarendon. It all made them seem exotic. Older.

I glanced down at my red cowboy boots, and really noticed for the first time the cracks showing near the toes and around the ankles. Tiny flecks of red dye were peeling off the sides. I might as well have been wearing a billboard that said, Outsider here. Do not engage.

But really, what was the point of dressing nicely? My clothing choices wouldn’t affect my scholarship.

I cut the engine just as the gas light came on. I wasn’t sure where the money for the next fill-up would come from. I’d have to focus on the tip jar at the Yogurt Shop.

Right at that moment, the dark clouds that had earlier seemed so far off now blotted out the sun. As the first raindrops splashed on my windshield, I pulled my hood up and opened the door, acutely aware that I was taking my first official step toward the Bennington Scholarship. My ticket. My free ride. I tried not to think about it for my second and third and fourth steps, because that would seem obsessive, but I couldn’t help it. My breath made cloudy puffs in the air, which should’ve been a sign of what was about to happen, but I had scholarship on the brain.

I was almost to the steps in front of the doors when the smooth bottoms of my cowboy boots slipped and I careened sideways into the rosebushes, ass first.

“Owwwww,” I said. “Effing freezing rain!”

A dark hand shot into the bushes. “¿Estás bien?”

“Qué?” I said in response, using the one word I remembered from seventh-grade Spanish. “Um . . . oui.”

A chuckle came from somewhere above. “It’s okay. I speak French, too.”

“That makes one of us,” I said. I grabbed the hand, and whoever it belonged to pulled me out of the bushes. When I was once again upright, I looked at the hand’s owner.

And tried to keep my mouth from dropping open.
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Standing before me was the most exotic, rugged, beautiful piece of personhood (of the male variety) I’d ever seen. I always got wordy in my head when I was caught by surprise, and the guy in front of me looked like the type who constantly caught girls by surprise. He must walk around thinking it was normal for people to pant. Tall, brown hair, gorgeous skin that covered his whole body, top to bottom . . . Ah, crap, was I panting?

It took me a while to realize I was having this whole inner monologue right in front of him, but I had yet to say anything out loud.

“Uh, thank you.” I tore my eyes away and brushed some leaves off my shirt.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice rich and layered, with a Spanish accent.

I took a mental assessment of my body. “Yes, only my pride is wounded.”

He tilted his head and scratched his chin. “Hmmmm. That being the case, I hesitate to share some news with you regarding your appearance.”

My hands flew to my face. “What’s wrong? Do I have dirt on my cheeks? Are there rose petals in my hair? Oh my gosh, is it a booger?”

At the sudden movement of my hands, a man in a dark suit, with sunglasses and a coiled wire hanging from his ear, shuffled closer to the guy in front of me, like a Secret Service agent. Wait, this was Chiswick. He probably was Secret Service. So who was this boy in front of me? Why did he need protection? Was it from the likes of me?

The boy put his hands out, palms down. “Calm yourself, it’s not a . . . booger.” He said it as though it was a foreign word to him, which it probably was.

“A booger is in this region,” I said, circling my finger around my nose.

He suppressed a laugh. “No, the problem is more . . . in the Southern Hemisphere.”

He seemed to be working hard to keep his eyes on mine. I looked down and caught a glimpse of familiar pink satin peeking through a fresh tear in my blue jeans right next to the front zipper.

I was wearing pink underwear.

“Ohmygosh,” I said. My hands flew to my crotch, but which would be worse? The new girl with the tear in her crotch? Or the new girl who couldn’t stop touching herself?

Other students filed past as if this were something they saw every day. “Desperate,” one of them said. I couldn’t see which one. My face burned.

The guy reached out for my hand. “Here. Follow me.” He paused. “Closely.”

I didn’t have much choice. First off, he was very strong. Second, he was blocking the view to my nether regions. Maybe I did look like a desperate scholarship student, but it was worth hiding the view. He dragged me behind him and kept me close.

“Just act normal,” he said.

“Sure. Normal. Because whenever I walk anywhere, I always spoon the person in front of me.”

He chuckled, a rich, smooth sound that didn’t resemble the word “chuckle”—it sounded more like “chocolat,” pronounced as the French do.

Thank goodness he couldn’t hear thoughts. At least, he probably couldn’t, unless he had superpowers. The man in the dark suit followed, about ten feet away.

“Since we’re basically twerking, shouldn’t we at least know each other’s names?” I said, gasping a little for breath. “I’m Piper.”

“Pipper?” he said as he darted around a group of students. “Nice to meet you. I’m Raf.”

“It’s not ‘Pipper’—”

“You prefer just ‘Pip’?”

I sighed. Maybe we should wait to discuss personal details until we had only the language barrier and not the wardrobe malfunction to deal with. Raf led us through the main entrance, down one hallway and then another, and finally to a darker corridor that looked as if it hadn’t been used since the Civil War.

“This is the least crowded toilet,” he said.

I raised my eyebrows. “This is a horror movie waiting to happen.”

He cracked a smile and pulled me toward one of the swinging doors. I could barely make out the remnants of a blue stick figure with a skirt painted on it.

Raf pushed through it and motioned me inside. “After you.”

“Wait, you’re coming in too?”

The man in the dark suit stepped closer. Raf held up his hand.

“Fritz, you cannot come in the girls’ bathroom. Remember what Papa said about not embarrassing me?”

I raised my hand. “What about embarrassing me?”

Raf pointed to his backpack. “I have the answer to your problem in here. Trust me.”

Before I could ask why in the world I would trust him, he pulled me inside and let the door swing shut behind us.

I thought about my recent decisions. In the course of ten minutes, I’d fallen into a thorny bush, torn my pants in an unmentionable spot, and then allowed a complete stranger to drag me to . . . What was this place? The Restroom of Getting Shivved?

“You look scared,” Raf said. “I told you I have something that can help.” He swung his backpack up onto the counter and opened the zipper.

Please don’t be rope. Or a gag. Or chloroform. Or a drink laced with a roofie.

He dug around and produced a roll of duct tape.

Or duct tape, I thought.

“Duct tape fixes everything,” he said.

“What?”

“Duct tape. It fixes everything. That’s what my grandmama always told me.”

I smiled. “My gramma Weeza says the same thing. Whenever I get a hole in the heel of my socks, she puts duct tape over it. She says it buys you an extra month of wear.” I had a drawer full of duct-taped socks to prove it.

“Your grandma is a smart woman,” Raf said.

I doubted someone like Raf had ever had to duct-tape socks in his life. He probably had a new pair each morning.

He peeled off a strip of the tape and ripped it, then handed it to me. “Overlap the two sides of the tear. Then put the duct tape on the inside. It will give you a little bit of time until you can get a needle and thread.”

I held up the tape on my finger. “That’s what all this superspy stuff was for? A square of duct tape?”

He raised his eyebrows. “You have something in your backpack that will hold it together?”

He had a point there. I ducked behind the door of one of the stalls and did as instructed.

“So, you seriously walk around with a roll of duct tape in your backpack?” I said from the safety of the stall.

“Well, it was left over from an experiment last week.”

“What kind of experiment?” Zipping up my jeans, I emerged from the stall and checked out my repair job in the mirror. No pink underwear to be seen, and the tear was barely noticeable.

“The very important experiment of seeing if we could duct-tape Chiswick Academy’s smallest cheerleader to the wall.”

I stared at him for a long moment.

“It turns out you can,” he said. “But the amount of duct tape used is proportionate to the weight of the subject you would like to attach to the wall.” He explained this as if he were debriefing a room full of scientists.

“You duct-taped a cheerleader to a wall?” I asked.

“Yes. But it wasn’t without her permission, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

At this point, I wasn’t sure what I was worried about. There were so many things.

“And now, Pip, since I have helped you,” he said, “I was wondering if you might be so kind as to return the favor.” His expression was super innocent, which made me super skeptical.

“How? You . . . person who tapes random cheerleaders to walls. How can I help you?”

“One cheerleader, and she was by no means randomly chosen.” Raf glanced at the door. “I’m a little parched, and I’d like to procure some libations, but I have this . . . constant companion.”

My mouth dropped open. “You want me to help you ditch your security detail so you can get booze?”

He scoffed. “You make it sound so pedestrian.”

I sighed and then thought about it for a moment. He had helped me. And it was just booze. For him, not me. “What would I need to do?” I asked.

“One of two things,” Raf said. “The first, less fun, way is to provide a distraction while I climb out the window.”

I glanced at the window near the top of the ceiling. It looked like it hadn’t been opened in centuries.

“A distraction? Like you want me to blow something up?”

“I was thinking more like you could run down the hall screaming, ‘Fire.’”

I frowned. “That doesn’t sound fun at all. What’s the ‘more fun’ way?”

This time his expression was decidedly mischievous. “Well, Fritz out there gets ruffled when in the presence of romantic liaisons. He is new to my security detail, you see. If we were to exit the toilets while kissing—”

I smacked my forehead. “Oh. My. God.”

“He would probably turn away, which would give me time to run out the side door. Provided, of course, that you can still make the kissing sounds and perhaps a soft moan here and there to throw him off.”

I pointed my finger toward his chest. “You are exactly the type of person I plan on avoiding here. I want to get into Columbia. I want to be a journalist. And I’m not going to let some Don Juan Casanova get in my way.”

“‘Casanova?’ Did you grow up in the nineteen thirties?”

“You’re a casanova,” I said definitively.

“A casanova who saved your honor today.”

“By dragging me to a secluded bathroom! On my first day!” I closed my eyes and shook my head, and when I opened them I gave him what I hoped was a determined look. “Raf, it was nice to meet you. Thank you for the duct tape. I will repay you by buying you a new roll. Not by kissing you.”

As I walked toward the door, he glanced up at the ceiling. “This is what I get for helping the less fortunate.”

“Who says I’m less fortunate?” I asked, indignant.

He just shrugged. It was probably written all over me. Not to mention the fact that I’d just admitted I get more wear out of socks by using duct tape.

I sighed, determined not to say anything else, and pushed through the swinging door, where Fritz was standing guard.

“You’d better go in before your boy slips out the window,” I said. I turned to search for signs leading to the front office and nearly ran into a woman in a brown pantsuit.

“What are you doing here?” she said, her eyes narrowed.

I was suddenly at a loss for words. “I . . . I fell, and then there was a tear . . . and I’m new here.”

“What’s your name?”

“Piper Baird.”

“New or not, I assume you can read?”

“Yes,” I said, not sure if the question was rhetorical.

“Then I can also assume you simply chose to disregard the numerous signs forbidding entrance to this hallway.”

“I . . .” I fell silent, not sure how to explain that I didn’t see the signs because I was glued to the backside of the tall boy in front of me.

“Welcome to Chiswick, Miss Baird. Enjoy detention.”
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“What?” I’d never had detention before. Never ever. I started to hyperventilate. There went the bullet point on my college résumé that said I’d never been sent to detention. I loved that bullet point.

The restroom door behind me squeaked open, and the woman in front of me tugged at the bottom of her jacket.

“Mr. Amador,” she said.

Mr. Amador? I looked over my shoulder expecting to see a professor, but it was just Raf.

He gave Mean Pantsuit Lady a killer smile. “Ms. Wheaton, I’m sorry. It’s my fault Pip is in this hallway. She had a wardrobe incident that would have been embarrassing had anyone else seen her. She doesn’t deserve detention.”

I nearly snorted at his audacity, speaking to an authority figure like he had any power to change her mind.

But Ms. Wheaton nodded. “Very well. Get to class, both of you.” She walked away at a clipped pace, her sensible heels clicking on the floor. She didn’t get very far before I called out to her, “What? We both broke the rules. We should both have detention. Both of us.”

She turned on her heel slowly and narrowed her eyes. “I was prepared to let you both go. But if you want detention so badly, Miss Baird, you’ve got it. After school. The Potomac Room.” She produced a yellow notepad from her pocket, wrote my name on the top page, tore it off, and handed it to me. Then she stalked away.

My eyebrows crinkled. “What just happened?” I asked.

“I believe you were about to owe me two favors, but then you basically asked the Beast for detention.”

“The Beast?”

“That’s what we call Ms. Wheaton. She’s the assistant principal,” Raf said.

“I’m more interested in why she didn’t give you detention with me in the first place,” I said emphatically.

“So you want detention with me?” He raised an eyebrow.

“No!” I lowered my voice back down to calm levels. “I’m just saying we both should’ve received the same punishment for breaking the rules.”

He looked at me as if I weren’t too bright. “She wouldn’t punish me. She knows who my dad is.”

“Who’s your dad?”

“The Spanish ambassador to the United States.”

“Oh,” I said. That explained the security detail. “That’s impressive, but doesn’t everyone here have a powerful parent?”

He leaned toward me and said in a low voice, “My father is also scary.”

“My dad can be scary too. He can be totally scary. Especially when his union is threatened with new overtime guidelines.” I shook my head at how stupid and nonscary that sentence was.

He smiled. “My father gets people fired.”

I sighed. “We still should’ve had the same punishment.”

The corner of his mouth quirked up in a way that probably came from hours of practice, perfecting the smolder. “You’re cute.”

“What?”

He ignored me. “Welcome to Chiswick, Pip. Where some of us don’t get punished.” He gave me a confident grin, as if he didn’t grasp the gravity of my outrage.

“I have to go,” I said.

I wadded the detention slip in my fist and followed the signs to the front office. I really hoped someone would have a needle and thread. This was my favorite pair of jeans.

This was my only pair of jeans.

As I walked away from Raf, I finally noticed the school itself. I couldn’t get over the marble in this place. Clarendon High was all industrial tile and cinder-block walls. But Chiswick Academy? Marble floors, marble banisters, marble walls. Portraits of prestigious men in tuxedos and women in pantsuits, with gold plates on the frames noting their achievements. I didn’t know whether the paintings were of donors or graduates or the board of directors, but they all looked down on me and my peeling cowboy boots and duct-taped jeans.

I checked in at the office and the secretary printed up my schedule and my locker assignment, and although she didn’t have a needle and thread, she did give me a safety pin. As I left, an electronic gong sounded, which meant five minutes until class. I hurried to the bathroom, replaced the duct tape with the safety pin, and then tracked down my locker.

The one to the left of mine was open. A girl with long black hair was standing
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