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“The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places.”
Ernest Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms
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FORWARD 
 (Please Read First)
 
Some of you are likely reading this and going, “What an idiot, does this author really not know that it’s supposed to say ‘foreword’—as in, the thing that comes before the words—and not ‘forward’?”
But if I’m an idiot, it’s not for that reason. Actually, I’m pretty sure someone at some point will call me an idiot just for writing this book. Which is why I’m taking this opportunity to forewarn you in such an incredibly shocking and—wait for it—forward manner, that you’re about to embark on a dark, twisting journey which—like real life—doesn’t necessarily have a happy ending.
PROMISCUOUS is a modern day Cinderella story. But it is not a fairy tale.
In fact, in the interest of saving time, let’s just get something out of the way. In this story, the F-word is used approximately 144 times, alongside a whole slew of other “bad” words. Some people may find this crass or gratuitous, and assume it’s meant for shock value, or to make this book seem more “edgy.”  
To all the people I will undoubtedly offend with this book, I would like to apologize in advance.
Honestly, I tried to tell Natasha (the hero of this story) to clean up her act. But she gave me the finger and said that there was only one way this story was going to be told: her way.
While I’m at it, I should also probably confess that I think this story deserves a better ending. Hell, I know it deserves a better author. But it gets me, and I (the author) decided to take a chance on making a few people a little bit angry.
Because, for better or for worse, this isn’t just the story of Natasha “Tash” Bohner, an 18-year-old girl from a nameless town in an undisclosed state who swears like a trucker and wears red sneakers covered in labels.
It’s also my story.
It’s also your story.
It’s your best friend’s story, your sister’s story, and your college roommate’s story.
This broke-ass, unintentionally offensive Cinderella story belongs to every one of the more than one in five women who walk around every day feeling broken, or dirty, or somehow worth less than other girls, because someone hurt them the way Tash was hurt. The way I was hurt. The way my mother was hurt. (In other words, this shit has been going on for far too many generations.)
Yes, Tash is fictional. Tash’s friends and family members are fictional, too. But there’s a piece of her in every person who will read this story and say to herself or himself, “this could be about me.”
To those of you who are brave enough to make it to the end of this story, I hope you can see through the anger to the hurt that lies beneath—not just in these words I’ve written, but in your friends and family as well. 
Everyone deals with pain differently, and as Sigmund Freud once said, “We are never so defenseless against suffering as when we love.” I’m not going to lie to you. Telling the truth is scary, and it’s painful as hell. And sometimes, the people you love kind of fuck up the way they react to it. But as much as it can suck, telling the truth will never be half as painful, or half as damaging as keeping it hidden inside you.
So, please. If you don’t read another word past this point, if you throw this book down and never look at it again, please take from this story one message:
You have every right to be angry. You have every right to cry, or break things, or swear a whole lot. But once you’ve done that, please let go of your shame. Tell someone you trust, and let them help you work through the pain. And most importantly, don’t you ever shame yourself, or let anyone else shame you again, for the hellish experience you didn’t ask for, but bravely survived.
Be the hero of your story. Don’t let them make you feel like a cautionary tale. Live your life forward.
 
With love, 
Isobel
 



 
Part I: “Dirty”
 
My name is Natasha, and I'm a gigantic slut.
Don't believe me? Just ask anyone. They'll tell you I juggle dicks like a six armed circus freak with nymphomania. They'll tell you I've slept with the entire football team, twice. (Including the coach, who's like 85 years old, by the way.) They’ll tell you I have no shame.
So what if none of that shit is true? 
That doesn't make me any less of a slut. They'll probably tell you that, too.
But there's one thing they won't tell you, and that's my side of the story.
(By the way, if you're one of those easily offended types, I'm telling you right now, you'd better strap yourself the fuck in. Maybe buy a crash helmet while you're at it. I'm just saying. Consider yourself warned.)
 



 
CHAPTER ONE
 
I was born in a trailer park called Bigland Estates. How's that for irony, right? 
My dad drove big rigs for a living, and since he was one of the sole men in the neighborhood who hadn't knocked up his wife and then split, or stayed and drank away the family living, I guess that sort of made my mom the honorary First Lady of the place. At least, she liked to think so.
When I was in kindergarten, mom got a job as a secretary during the day. We're talking big money here, like five, maybe even six bucks an hour. 
The only catch was she didn't get off until 6:00 PM. So mom made a deal with the 15-year-old girl who lived two trailers down to watch me every day from 3:00 PM to 6:30 PM. 
Her name was Gretchen Cader. You remember that name, okay? I'm not just saying that for dramatic effect, either. Fucking remember it. I'll get back to her later.
Anyway, there's a kind of community in trailer parks. More like that of a prison than like an actual neighborhood, though. I think you can probably chalk it up to a shared awareness of what happens when you make a series of really shitty life decisions. 
Or proximity, I guess. Maybe both. Whatever.
At any rate, there was always kind of an unspoken rule in BE—and if you were paying attention, you'd remember that was the name of my trailer park, Bigland Estates. Hence, BE—and really all trailer parks, when you get right down to it. 
This rule is very similar to the number one rule in prison: if you know what's good for you, you'll mind your own goddamn business.
Sounds simple, doesn't it? Well let's add a caveat, shall we? 
I know what you're thinking. ‘How the hell does this broke ass piece of trailer trash know words like caveat,’ right? Well guess what? I've read every single book on the New York Times list of “Top 100 Literary Classics,” not to mention every Jane Austen, Sylvia Plath or Bronte sisters’ book ever written. And fuck you very much for judging me, by the way.
Shit, where was I? Oh, right. Rule #1: Minding your own goddamn business.
But here's the caveat to this very simple sounding rule. (And just in case you’re even half as stupid as I think you are, a caveat is defined as a warning or proviso of specific stipulations, conditions, or limitations.) In a trailer park, whether it be the very ridiculously named Bigland Estates or any other, there is no such thing as a secret. Everybody knows everybody's motherfucking business. 
That guy in 33D who's been screwing his wife's sister? Yeah, we know about that. 
The lady in 21F with the plastic flamingos on her rock lawn? Piles of debt. We're talking upwards of thirty thousand owing to The Man, in credit cards alone. She's got a shopping addiction the likes of which TLC—or whatever the fuck channel you upper middle class people like to watch trashy reality shows on—has never seen. Thing is, she doesn't keep any of it. Sends it all to her daughter in New Jersey. The one she hasn't spoken to in thirty years. 
How do we know all this shit, you might ask, if she never has the stuff sent to her house? If she hasn't spoken to said estranged daughter since the girl was old enough to drive her legally adult ass out of BE for good? See: above. Re: Trailer Park Fun facts. 
There are no. Fucking. Secrets.
I'm not telling you this to educate you. Although, there is a small part of me that hopes you do learn an important lesson from this story. But how to survive in a trailer park isn't it. Because, really. The chances of your pampered middle class self needing to apply these rules at any point? I'm thinking slim.
Unless by some hilarious twist of fate, instead of going to heaven or hell, you die one day and wake up the next in the life of someone you judged wrongly. And you're forced to live it, the same way they had to. 
Damn, that would be awesome.
Then again, I hate to think about what that would mean, if I was right. What if I ended up where I am because in some past life, I treated someone else this way? Shit, I really don't think I could live with that.
Either way, though, I'm pretty sure that you're going to get what's coming to you, one way or another. If there's one thing all this shit has taught me, it's that. Sooner or later, everyone gets what's theirs.
But don't you feel sorry for me. I mean it. Cut that bleeding heart, holier-than-thou bullshit out, right now. You're the reason the world is such a shitty place for people like me to live in. I don't want your pity. I want your awareness. I want you to steep in it, soak it in. Wallow in the knowledge of your part in this situation. And maybe, if you live with it long enough, it will change you. Maybe it will make you better.
But I seriously doubt it.
You see, you might know fuck-all about me, but I’ve got your little subset pegged. At this point in my story, I can imagine you're starting to feel a little bit uncomfortable. You're squirming in your seat, wishing you could flip through the pages to see if there's a light at the end of this tunnel. ‘Is it going to be this angry and depressing all the way through, or does she eventually reach a point of societal and literary Zen?’ And ‘My goodness, this young lady does utilize the F-word to an alarming degree!’
Well keep reading, ass-clown. ‘Cause I'm about to tell you why I'm so angry.
It all started the day Gretchen Cader became my babysitter. (You remember her, right? Of course you do. Because I told you to.)
Up until that point, I'm told I was a very lovely, unassuming child. Which seems to me like it could be bullshit, mostly because I was like, five, when Gretchen started babysitting me. And have you ever met a kid who's under the age of five? Lovely isn't the first word that springs to mind. Loud, maybe. Or sticky. Whatever, though. My mom says I was nice. Sweet, even. And I guess I have to take her word for it, because I can't really remember back that far.
All I remember is what happened after Gretchen took over.
Back then, I wasn't really old enough to understand what child abuse was. It wasn't because I was stupid, it's just, when you're that young...your brain doesn't jump to the same conclusions it would if you were an adult. For example: to a five year old, candy is simply the best fucking thing on the planet. As an adult, candy is fattening. Candy is a special occasion treat. A guilty pleasure. I explain it to you in these terms, because I want you to fully understand that to my little brain, my babysitter was someone I couldn't disobey. Not shouldn't, but couldn't. My babysitter was someone I had to listen to, no matter what. She was someone I could trust. 
And that right there is why children shouldn’t be allowed to make important life decisions, folks.
I don't remember which specific event happened first, but I can tell you it progressed very quickly into worsening layers of wrongness.
Like the time when I was sick, and Gretchen came to my bedside with a bowl full of whipped up egg yolk she said was orange juice. I didn't believe her. She made me drink it anyway. 
All of it.
Another time, Gretchen dared me to eat a handful of beef bouillon cubes. I was throwing up for days after that MSG overdose. Did you know that five year olds could get migraines—hypersensitivity, blurred vision, the works? Until then, I didn't know either. But they can. And I still get them, to this day, if I even catch so much as a whiff of an egg. 
But it didn’t stop there. Each day, Gretchen's twisted little experiments got a little more creative. A little more damaging. It took me a long time to realize she was punishing me, in her own sick, misguided way.
Time and time again, I've asked myself what I ever did to Gretchen. What could my supposedly lovely childhood self possibly have done to deserve the hatred of a 15-year-old girl I barely knew? 
Over the years, I've come up with a bunch of fucked up and improvable theories. 
Maybe it was because she was just angry, or I don't know, jealous. Maybe it was because my house was always cleaner than hers, and didn't smell quite so much like cigarettes and ass. Maybe it was because I still had both my parents, even though my dad was almost never around. Or hey, maybe it was because my daddy never touched me the way Gretchen's daddy liked to touch her. 
The bitch of it is, I'll never really know. That's the thing about hate. There's never really an excuse that makes sense.
After a while, the games started getting twisted. The dares became sexual, and I wasn't old enough to realize why that was so totally not fucking ok.
I won't go into much detail, because I wouldn't want to offend your delicate sensibilities.
After all, I'm sure no one ever called you a whore or told you the things you did—the things you were forced to do, by someone twice your size and thrice your maturity—made you dirty, before you'd even learned how to ride a bike. Right? So why should I bother trying to shock you into some manufactured state of moral outrage? It wouldn't help either of us one goddamn bit, would it?
Besides, by now it's too late. The damage has been done, and there's no way to fix what Gretchen broke. Or so I’m told.
And now you're probably wondering—like the sanctimonious asshole you are—whether I ever tried to tell anybody about what Gretchen was doing to me behind closed doors. You want to know whether I 'just said no' or 'yelled like hell' or cried 'stranger danger!' 
Well I'm getting to that part. 
However, fuck you eternally with a backwards pineapple for thinking that telling on Gretchen was somehow my responsibility. I was five fucking years old, goddamn it. Why are you asking me what a defenseless child did to defend herself? Why aren't you asking 'Why didn't any adults notice how the little kid never went outside with her babysitter during prime outdoor playtime?' Or, 'Where in the hell was her mother all those times she got mysteriously sick?'
Oh, you are asking those things? 
Well then, cool your jets, Maverick. I'll tell you about that, too.
The answers to those questions won't make you feel vindicated, though. And if they do, you're an even bigger asshole than I thought. 
First of all, I must have tried to talk to my mom about Gretchen a million times. But every time I opened my little mouth to spit out the dirty, disgusting secret, my mom would say something like, “Oh, Gretchen is such a sweet girl. Aren't we lucky to have her, sweetie? It's a shame about her father losing his job. I'll bet he's really happy that Gretchen can help him with the bills. Such a sweet girl.”
With my mom, everything was either sweet or wildly age-inappropriate information. As the queen bee of BE, the only thing my mom thought about more often than other people's business was what other people thought about our business. Yeah, I know. That's some Inception shit right there.
Ah, I see you've also noticed the implied hypocrisy of my mother being the reigning bitch of BE while constantly flouting the Golden Rule of beeswax minding. (Oh, fuck. I just realized this would've been prime comedic placement for that queen bee analogy I made earlier. Oh well. It's too late now.) 
Anyway, back to the point we go.
I only implied that mom liked to know about other people's business. I didn't say she liked to get involved. And when it came to our own business, well, let's say that she only wanted to hear about the good stuff. You’ll know how this applies in just a second.
The moral of the story is: I never really did manage to tell my mom what was happening, at least not in any kind of detail. 
So it all just...kept happening.
Until the day I finally broke down and confessed everything to my first grade teacher, Miss McKibbon. Or, ok maybe I didn't confess everything. In fact, I barely told her anything. All I said was that my babysitter touched me in places she shouldn't have.
But it was enough.
See, back then everything wasn't all mandated confidentiality and political correctness the way it is now. Teachers didn't meddle so much in their students lives, or try to give parents any advice other than "Tell Bobby he needs to do better in math otherwise I'll have to fail him." Which, in my neighborhood, usually meant the parent in question would wait until he or she got home before beating the living shit out of Bobby for making them take part in his education. If Bobby was smart, he'd either shape up academically or conveniently 'forget' to notify his parents about the next parent-teacher powwow. If not, the cycle would be repeated every year, until Bobby either dropped out or turned 18 and got the hell out of Dodge.
But Miss McKibbon, god love her, she was pretty fucking progressive. 
Instead of doing the professional and detached thing, she marched right over to our house and told my mom what was happening to her precious little daughter, right under her own nose.
That was when Mom and Miss McKibbon hit a little snag. Because telling someone how to raise their kids, while standing on their trailer park turf? 
Bingo. Clear violation of Rule # 1. 
Even if it turns out that you're in the right, even if the other person is wrong or blind or just plain stupid, you should've minded your own god damn business. 
They say bad news travels fast? Well, scandalous news travels even faster, and at BE, it sure as shit didn't have far to go. Miss McKibbon had knocked on our door at 6:47 PM. By 7:15 PM, Mom had showed her to the door, using her 'outside' voice. By 7:20 PM, our phone was ringing off the hook from concerned neighbors, wanting to know why their trailer park Jackie O's perfect little angel had done to earn a home visit from a teacher.
By 8:00 PM, everyone knew the truth. Including the fact that I'd accused Gretchen Cader of basically being a child molester. (And yes, I've often wondered where those nosy bitches were when I really needed them. Probably tying up the phone lines ordering limited edition American Girl dolls off of QVC.)
After the phone stopped ringing—or in other words, after my mom jerked the cord out of the wall—she took a sleeping pill and sent herself to bed.
Taking my cue from mom, I decided the whole Gretchen thing wasn't as bad as Miss McKibbon seemed to think it was. So the next morning, I woke up and fixed myself a bowl of cereal, and took myself off to school. As per usual.
This brings me to Trailer Park Rule #2: snitches get stitches. I know, right? Again with the delightful prison analogy. I amuse the shit out of myself, sometimes.
Long story short, Gretchen's dad had heard about the things I said, and he’d beaten the living hell out of her the night before. So of course, she passed the message on to me.
Afterwards, I picked myself up, wiped the blood off my nose and walked to school, as usual.
I'll bet you're now wondering what the fuck a 5-year-old kid was doing walking to school, aren't you? Seriously? Again, you're focusing on all the wrong details, genius. 
When I got to school, Miss McKibbon took one look at me and called the cops. Child services came and took me into custody. They put me in a room with some hard-ass cop with a full on uniform and a gigantic mustache. He scared the shit out of me at the time, but in retrospect he was probably a nice guy. He just had the world's shittiest job. 
So we'll cut him some slack for being one grim ass motherfucker. But we won’t cut him slack for what happened next. What happened next was, he pointed to the stuffed horse I was holding and said, “Show me on the horse where Gretchen touched you.” 
I looked at him, then at the adorable, fluffy stuffed horse. Then back at him again. 
I was five, but even then I understood when someone was being a dumb ass. At that point, even though this was well before the show Punk'd—and even if it has existed, I wouldn't have been allowed to watch it, because MTV was ‘too mature’ for me at my age (go ahead and laugh it up, you lovers of irony)—I was pretty sure I was being Punk’d by Officer Moustachio at that moment. So I looked around and, sure enough, there was a video camera mounted to the wall. 
"Is that on?" I pointed to it, asking him—quite politely, I might add—if I was being videotaped against my knowledge. I don't know why, but for some reason that struck me as creepy, even after everything that had happened.
"No," he told me, with a straight face. In spite of the fact that there was a motherfucking blinking red light on the thing, which even a scared, idiot child would know means that the camera is fucking on.
In that moment, Officer Moustachio lost what little trust he'd gained from me with his official looking uniform and totally badass nose ferret.
After lying point blank to my face, he repeated the question about the horse. 
"Show me where the babysitter touched you."
But even if I hadn't just been betrayed by yet another grown up in my life, even if I'd trusted him enough to talk, I think deep down what my little mind was really rebelling at was the thought of violating that innocent, fuzzy little stuffed horse in the exact same way Gretchen had violated me. 
And no matter how much I wanted to be free of her, I couldn't be like her. Not ever.
A couple of days later, child services gave me back to my mom. Just like that. 
"Sorry we took your kid, lady. We tried to make her sing like a canary, but she stonewalled us, so...I'm sure everything's fine here. Enjoy the rest of her shattered childhood. Don't forget to tip your babysitter." Waka waka.
Oh, I'm sorry. Does my glib tone offend you? Do you think I'm being disrespectful, joking about my fucked-up life? Well that's just too goddamned bad. I've earned the right to laugh about this, if I feel like it. I fucking lived it. Just because I usually don't feel like laughing doesn't mean I don't have the right to.
And God, I wish so hard that I could laugh about this next part. And I wish even harder that it wasn't true. That I'd made it up, just like people will probably say I made up the rest of this story.
But it is true, and I'll never be able to forget what my mom said to me that day, about an hour after I got home from child services:
"I hope you're happy, Natasha. Now we have to move."
So we did. Across town. To another school district, another trailer park.
This one was called Lazy Acres. (I'm telling you, you cannot make this shit up.)
Luckily for me, no one in LA—the abbreviated trailer park, not the city, obviously—had a relative or anything in BE. 
Not so luckily for me, I was now so fantastically broken that it didn't matter.
Everywhere I went, it seemed like people knew. Everyone I met seemed like they were blaming me for something I didn't even know I'd done. Worst of all, I'd become like a homing beacon for other people who were broken. People like Gretchen.
By the time I graduated middle school, it had happened three more times. Once with a boy named Christopher down the street, a few weeks after I moved in. Once with the father of a little girl I babysat for—again, irony is a son of a bitch—when I was twelve. His name was Doug. 
It even happened with a stranger; a guy who was literally just driving by my house one day. I was playing in the sprinklers in front of our little blue double-wide, and he stopped to ask for directions. He never even got out of the car, just made me watch through the rolled down window while he touched himself. I ran back into the house, but by then it was too late.
At that point, I'd finally figured it out. All the adults in my life were right to look at me the way they did, to judge me. There was something wrong with me. I did deserve all those things that had happened to me. It WAS my fault. 
That day, I decided for the first time that what Gretchen had told me was the truth. 
I was dirty.
 



 
Part II: “Nasty”
 
There’s this thing people do, when they don’t want to face the truth about themselves. Psychologists call it projection. My mom calls it ‘lashing out.’ The school councilor will probably tell you it’s my way of getting attention, or spreading my angsty teenage misery around.
But really, I think it’s more like a real life Picture of Dorian Grey situation. 
Oh, you haven’t read that book? Why am I not surprised? Allow me to educate you. It’s about a guy who cares so much about what people think of him, he’s willing to sell his soul to the devil. So he has this painting of himself, and he wishes that all the bad things in his life—like aging, getting fat, making mistakes, all of that shit—will happen to the painting, instead of him. And it works. To all outward appearances, Dorian is the world’s most well-adjusted, happy, unfuckwithable guy. But the painting gets uglier, nastier and more twisted by the day. 
Until one day, he can’t even look at it anymore. Because he realizes that it’s really just a reflection of his soul. And he stabs it. Because that’s the only thing he can think of that will make it all right. Only, instead of killing the hideous creature in the painting, it kills him. All his sins come back on him, and he dies.
Fucking deep, right? And whoops, I guess I probably should’ve said ‘spoiler alert,’ because now when you go to read this amazing book, you’ll already know the major plot reveal. But who are we kidding, butt munch? You weren’t going to read it anyway.
At any rate, my point is this. Nobody wants to see themselves for who they really are. But the person we are and the things we do, the mistakes we make? They’re one and the same—inseparable. No matter how well we lie to ourselves, we can’t escape them for long.
 



 
CHAPTER TWO
 
"Natty, come eat!"
I roll my eyes so hard it hurts. My mom is the only person in the world who calls me that, and it makes me want to blow chunks every time. And not just because it's uncomfortably close to the word Nasty—which you'd better believe will be the first thing the bitches at school will call me if they ever find out my mom calls me Natty. 
"In a minute," I yell back. But only because I know if I don't answer she'll just yell it louder. And maybe the neighbors will hear. Can’t have another nickname added to my rap sheet, not when the latest one is so fresh.
I kick my way out of bed and lunge across my tiny bedroom, running my fingers through my hair. It’s feeling a little greasy today, and I know I should probably shower. But I’m already late, so instead I run into the bathroom and sprinkle the top of my head with baby powder. 
That's one great thing about having platinum blonde hair. The white powder disappears into each oily strand, and by the time you comb it out it looks like you just blow dried it fresh. The downside is, of course, your head now smells like a baby's ass.
As I brush out my long, straight and now clean-ish hair, I contemplate my looks in the mirror, as girls the world over and cheesy romance novel heroines are wont to do. 
(Caught that, did you? Yeah fine, I'll admit it. After plowing my way through the classics, I went through a three year sci-fi novel phase where I lost myself in alternative galaxies filled with asexual life forms who had bigger problems than getting made fun of at school. Like interplanetary warfare, with lasers and shit. Now though, to my ultimate shame I seem to be hooked on cheesy harlequin romance novels. My addiction is serious, too. I burn through like three, four books a week. Thank god there's no shortage of overblown literary smut in the world, or I'd have to find some other way to bury my head in a reality that has fuck-all in common with the world I actually live in. Like drugs. Or live action role playing. And damn, that was a long parenthetical digression.)
“Natasha Doreen Bohner! I am never making you breakfast again if you do not get your behind into this kitchen right now!”
“Fuck.” She made me breakfast. That means I’ll owe her. I hate owing her.
Also, I probably should've mentioned this earlier. My last name is indeed Bohner. That's right, even though it's actually pronounced 'Bah-ner,' that doesn't change the fact that it's just one letter away from 'boner.' 
It's like I'm god's gift to playground bullies. And believe me, those assholes have taken full advantage of that fact over the years.
But let's get back to the nickname thing, while I get dressed in my signature outfit of tight black t-shirt, denim skirt, patterned leggings—today it’s the black ones with the white candy skulls, my favorite—and red Converse shoes covered in all different colors of ink.
Nowadays, I call myself “Tash.” I figure it's more androgynous, less exotic, than my real name. So it should, theoretically attract less attention, right? I've considered doing the butch haircut thing too, a couple of times. You know, just going full lesbian power coif. But in the end, I always talk myself out of it. 
See, I’m pretty tall—five ten since the sixth grade—and no one has ever called me skinny. Margot says I’m built like an Amazon with a boob job. With short hair, I'd run the risk of looking like a bull dyke. And despite all the shit that's happened—which, you being an asshole, let's be honest you were probably thinking it—I'm not gay. I don’t wish I was a dude, or think that I was born in the wrong body because I have D-cup boobs in an A-cup vs. porn star world. That's not how being gay works, you insensitive dipshit. Fuck's sake, read a book, would you?
Honestly, though, I know I'm irrevocably fucked up in a sexual way. And if I could, you'd better believe I would cut out whatever part of me makes the creeps of the world sit up and take notice. But I don’t really want people to think I’m ugly, either.
I just want to be left alone. I want to be unapproachable. Aloof—that's what I'd like to be. Like a Disney princess, who inspires true love at first sight in the type of guy who sings his feelings. Or like a movie star, who most guys lust after and admire respectfully, from afar. Or secretly wank over in the privacy of their mom’s basement, without causing any real harm to society.
But I’m not that kind of girl. And no matter how hard I wish it could happen, I never will be.
Instead, I’m the kind of girl who gets nicknames like ‘Skangly.’ 
Because I know you’re wondering, that’s a brilliant combination of the words ‘skank’ and ‘gangly.’ Though, I don’t know how they could’ve missed the obvious rhyming opportunities with the name Tash and the word trash. Or some clever derivation of ‘trailer trash’ and Tash. Or hey, since I’m so gangly, why not ‘Sas-tash?’ 
And yes, I do crack myself up sometimes. Thanks for asking.
But not today, and you’ll figure out why in a minute. Today, I mutter and curse inventively as I stagger down the short and narrow hallway to our tiny kitchen, and then plunk myself into a chair while ignoring Mom’s latest look of fashion-fueled disapproval. Last night, I came home from Margot’s to find a glittery pink sweater on my bed, from Shoppin’-Co, with the tags still on it. Apparently, Mom wanted me to know that it could still be returned, just in case I was still a complete and total waste of a daughter. I ripped the tags off and dropped it into the hamper in the bathroom. 
Maybe she’ll wear it. I sure as shit won’t.
Last year at about this time, she gave me a fake pearl necklace with matching earrings, which she still wears to this day, even after I left them on the coffee table with a printed out definition from UrbanDictionary.com, explaining what a ‘pearl necklace’ was in the words of my generation. She didn’t bring it up—just pretended she hadn’t read it, probably. And thus, the Cold War continued as usual.
I stare at the plate of semi-steaming food in front of me. Eggs. Toaster waffles, even one of those square potato bricks that McDonald’s has the nerve to call hash browns. She’s outdone herself this year. There’s a smiley face on the plate, made out of ketchup. A mother fucking smiley face. 
“Where did this come from?” I poke at the potato thing like I’ve never seen one before. The egg smell is already making me want to hurl. I shove them aside and cover them with a napkin. 
“It doesn’t matter,” she tells me, facing the sink. “Happy birthday. Eat your eggs.”
But I don’t want to eat my eggs. I’d rather die. And it’s not just because they make me sick. It’s because, these eggs aren’t really mine. They’re my mom’s eggs, created out of denial and beaten by desperation. Peppered with guilt. Actually, now that I think about it, maybe they aren’t even eggs at all.
They’re more like a metaphor for my entire fucking life.
And now you’re wondering how I managed to spend an entire paragraph talking about eggs while I conveniently gloss over the rather vital fact that today is my eighteenth birthday. Well, by all means, please let me tell you about that.
I’ve been waiting for this day since I was six years old. 
Now, though, I can’t help but wish it already came and left. See, there used to be a plan. 
The plan was simple. Every year, on my birthday, my dad would put $100 in a savings account. He kept at it, too. Without fail, year after year, another bill in the kitty. I figured by the time I turned eighteen, there’d be at least $2,000 in there. To my very far-sighted six year old self—who admittedly had little or no grasp of interest rates—$2,000 sounded like an absolute fortune. Enough to make a solid living in some exotic, foreign place. Like Orlando, or Anaheim. (Basically, anywhere with a Disney theme-park would do.) The day I turned eighteen, I was going to empty the fuck out of that bank account, and fly off into the great blue horizon toward a magical future filled with seven dollar churros and Styrofoam castles.
But then, about six months ago, my dad had to go and throw a wrench in the goddamned plan.
Somewhere between Lakeview, Oregon and Denio Junction, Nevada, Dad had a heart attack and drove his big rig off the road. Thank god it happened in the rig, Mom said, a few days later. That way, the shipping company’s insurance paid the hospital bills. Apparently we didn’t have very good health insurance, let alone life insurance. When Dad died of a second heart attack a few days later, after leaving the hospital, Mom emptied out my savings account to help pay for his funeral.
Why would a mother do such a horrible, unfair, short-sighted thing, you ask?
How the fuck should I know? I stopped trying to understand the woman’s motives right around the time she told me our move to Lazy Acres was my fault. Or maybe it was before that, when she’d hired Gretchen Cader to watch me in the first place. I’m no psychologist, and I obviously can’t afford to hire one, so feel free to draw your own conclusions.
The important thing—or the moral of this little glimpse into my past, if you will—is that unlike most LA kids my age, I’m actually stuck here in this perpetual hell. At least until I can graduate high school and get a job somewhere far, far away. I’ve got a little over four months left. That doesn’t seem like all that long, not after eighteen years of this shit. I can handle four more months, I tell myself.
Unfortunately, I neglected to calculate the fact that in high school, four months is a lifetime.
 



 
CHAPTER THREE
 
I roll up in front of Margot’s place in the coughing, piece of shit green station wagon that used to be my grandma’s—before she kicked it two years ago—and honk the horn.
It takes her about five minutes, but eventually she comes stumbling out her front door, hurriedly pulling her curly brown hair into a messy bun as she does. Unlike me, Margot is average height, so she gets to wear heels to school. Today, she’s rocking a pair of red wedges, which she trips over on her way to the car. I try not to laugh, but her face makes it impossible. If Margot had been born a dude, she would’ve made a kick-ass comedian. Sadly, we live in a day and age where only minorities and fat people are allowed to be professionally funny, if they’re born with a vagina. Since Margot is neither, she just comes off as a nerdy girl who says a lot of really bizarre shit that most high school kids aren’t sophisticated enough to appreciate.
“A little rough on the dismount,” she huffs, dropping into the peeling vinyl seat next to me. “But I’m sleeping with the Russian judge, so I think I could still pull a solid six-point-five.”
“Inches, or marks?” I pull out of Margot’s driveway and burn rubber heading for the LA exit.
Margot laughs, but then frowns as she looks down at herself. “God, I overslept again. I barely had time to shower this morning, let alone put on any makeup. That’s why I’m wearing the heels, to try and compensate. I can’t have shit hair and clothes on the same day, right? Isn’t that what Cosmo says?”
I give her a sideways once-over, but I don’t say anything. She’s rocking her usual 1980’s throwback look—a baggy hipster sweater and flowered peasant skirt combo, which we both know isn’t fooling anyone. Around eighth grade Margot started getting really sensitive about her weight, even though she wasn’t remotely fat—just a little round-faced. So Margot did what any normal fourteen-year-old girl would do. She started puking on purpose, every day after fifth period. Of course now, she does more than puke. But we don’t talk about that. Because real friends don’t judge each other for what they do to survive in hell.
“So,” Margot says, after a few miles of silence. “What was the yearly guilt gift?”
“A sweater.”
“Ooh.” She rubs her hands together. “Anything I might like?”
“I seriously doubt it,” I say. “It was glittery, and pink.”
Margot’s expression is one of absolute horror. “Dear God, is she completely colorblind? You could never get away with that color. Pale as you are, it’d make you look like a suckling pig.”
“Hilarious.” I frown ahead at the pockmarked road, flicking my eyes to the old-fashioned metal alarm clock super-glued to the dashboard. “Actually, it gave me an idea. Let’s put hot pink streaks in my hair tonight, after I get off work. You want to?”
“Hell yes!” Margot does a little happy dance, but then she gasps loudly and slaps herself on the forehead. She’s the most bipolar person I know, and I love it. “Shit, I promised Nana we’d go with her to bingo tonight. Can we do it after, or will that be too late?”
Margot is something of a trailer park anomaly, having lost both of her parents at the same time. They split when she was in kindergarten, and now she lives with her grandma and her great aunt Dottie. Dottie is pretty blind and super deaf, but Nana is a barrel full of laughs, even at the ripe old age of 79. She’s also a gigantic pot head, courtesy of Dottie’s glaucoma and a very generous pharmacist. We hang out with the old broads a lot more than is probably good for us. But they’re entertaining as hell.
I shrug. “I ain’t got nothing but time. Besides, it’s my birthday.”
My best friend cackles evilly. “More like your emancipation day. We should try and talk Nana into buying us some wine coolers from the Mini Mart. I’ll bet she would, if you asked.”
“Yeah maybe,” I say, trying to sound excited. But my voice comes out flat, because we’ve just crested the hill and are now entering campus. “Let’s wait and see. I can’t shake the feeling it’s going to be a real shit storm of a day.”
“Well, you know what Nana says,” Margot sings it like it’s a chorus. “Whatever thought plant you water is the one that grows the tallest!”
I can’t help but laugh. God, the girl was born to be an actress. And she will be, too, if she can survive the next four months. Then, it’ll be off to Los Angeles—the real LA, not the shitty trailer park version—for both of us.
At this point, I’m sure you’re thinking ‘Yeah right. Two impressionable young girls travel to LA to seek out fame and fortune and end up working the corner, strung out on coke, inside a few months.’ 
Well, aren’t you the Hollywood-trained optimist? For your information, dickhead, Margot already has a full-ride scholarship to UCLA for drama. I’ll be driving her down the day after graduation, and we’ll get an apartment together. I’ll wait tables or something, or flip burgers, whatever it takes. My grades aren’t really good enough to get into UCLA, but maybe I’ll apply to beauty school or something. Who knows? Honestly, my life plans have never really extended past getting the hell out of my hometown.
And by the way, smart ass. If there was ever a place where girls grow up way too fast, and dreams go to die? It ain’t Hollywood. It’s a mother fucking trailer park. 
Margot and I know that better than most.
I troll through the roaming packs of students until I find a spot close enough to the entrance that we won’t be late, but far enough that no one will dick with my car. It might be a heap of scrap metal, but it’s also one of the only semi-valuable possessions that has my name on it. When I find a good place, I honk loudly to warn a cluster of freshmen that I’m about to run them the fuck over, and they scatter.
“Geez Tash,” Margot snorts. “I hope the Crapmobile comes with liability coverage. Accidental death and dismemberment, at least. Or, maybe not so accidental.”
“Fuck them,” I shake my head, pulling into the spot. “They need to learn their place.”
I shut the engine off, and we turn our heads in perfect unison to look across the lot toward our school. We don’t say anything, but I both know we’re basically thinking the same thing: Just four more months. One hundred and twelve days. Two-thousand and some odd hours, until freedom.
“Well, we aren’t going to make it any less shitty by staring at it,” I say. I crank hard on the rusted driver’s side door handle and shove my way free of the rust bucket, not caring whether or not I ding the car next to me. It’s a shitty old farm truck, anyway. Probably some 4H weirdo drives it. But as I stand up and turn to slam the door, I realize that Margot hasn’t moved. So I bend down and stick my head back inside.
“What’s the problem, Sally?” Sometimes I call her Sally, because she looks like a young Sally Field. Everyone says so, and by everyone I mean my mom and the other old ladies in the trailer park. Except Margot is a lot skinnier than Sally was back then, now that she’s an anorexia-bulimia double threat.
But Margot—regardless of my use of cutesy nickname—doesn’t smile or even look at me. Instead, she just sits there on the passenger side of my car, chewing on her bottom lip as she stares out the window at our school.
“Do you think Becca still remembers about last week?”
The childlike hopefulness in her voice almost breaks my heart. I wish I could tell her that letting the school bitch catch you chucking your cookies on purpose was a minor deal, but I can’t. So, I roll my eyes and pretend like her question is trivial, stupid even. “Does a bear shit in the woods? Is Coach Tailor secretly gay? Is Saddam Hussein eternal butt-buddies with Satan?”
Finally, I hit the right button. Margot giggles, visibly steering herself away from the looming panic attack. “Yeah, you’re right. Of course she remembers. She’s the queen of insignificant facts. Nothing escapes that vapid melon of hers, except basic geography and math.”
“Don’t forget grammar,” I remind her. “And colors, and days of the week.”
“Oh, right.”
Finally climbing out of the car, Margot joins me on the short pilgrimage from the now packed student parking lot to the main entrance of our depressingly brown colored school, which is called Guthrie High, as I’m sure you are aware. It was apparently named for Herbert Guthrie, a prominent beet farmer in his day. Hence, we are awarded the most humiliating mascot of all time—the Guthrie Beet Diggers. The statue in front of our school is just a dude with overalls, with bare feet and a hoe. Thank god I’ve never participated in any school sport or activity that required me to wear that illiterate, cousin-fucking beet eater on a uniform.
Then again, if I had joined something like a team, maybe school wouldn’t seem quite so much like a POW camp. Maybe I’d feel like I actually belonged. But I guess we’ll never know now, will we?
As Margot and I enter the mildew-scented, brown and orange painted hallways of Guthrie High for the thousandth time, I straighten my neck, putting myself literally head and shoulders above most of the milling crowd.
When I started high school, I thought the answer was to go unnoticed. Wrong.
As much as I hate to beat the metaphorical dead horse—which, in this case, is also an overused metaphor, wrap your fucking brain around that one, why don't you—when it comes to keeping your head down, high school is a lot like...you guessed it: prison. Sure, you can try to shuffle your way quietly through the hallways, try not to make eye contact, try not to cause any trouble. But that's how you end up as someone's bitch.
Of course, if you asked my mom how to survive high school, she'd probably say something disgustingly sugary like "just be nice to everyone, and smile a lot, and people will like you." But I've seen a few kids try that method. And if they aren't getting their asses kicked on a quasi-daily basis, they're labeled as weirdoes and ostracized by anyone who doesn't want to feel like they're part of some kind of religious penance. Befriend a freak and get into heaven, that sort of thing. The Mormon kids are the most annoying culprits when it comes to this approach. You ask me, they're the freaks. What kind of kid says shit like "oh my goodness" anymore? Jesus freaks and pod people, that's what kind.
No, in high school, there's only one thing you can really do to keep the wolves at bay for any length of time. And that is: be tougher and nastier than anyone who might try to fuck with you. 
That rule includes most guys, but to be extremely honest it's really the girls you've got to worry about. Guys might try to fight you, sure. They might throw a punch or stuff you in a locker. (Unless they're trying to bang you, of course. In which case they'll sweet talk you to a disgusting degree, and when you say no, they'll start acting like assholes—correction: bigger assholes—and if they're really big assholes they'll spread a bunch of rumors around school that they banged you but you were a shit lay, or covered in herpes or something. And that's if you DON'T sleep with them. If you do, the rumors are much more creative, with a lot more detail. Also pictures, if you’re especially unlucky.)
But even as bad as the guys are—and deep down they're all like that, trust me—they're practically fluffy little balls of sensitivity compared to the girls.
See, all that stuff the guys do? It'll suck, while it lasts. But sooner or later, they'll forget about you and move on. But the girls, the girls never forget. And they don't need any provocation, or even really a reason, to fuck up your life. For them, it's not a hobby or even a part time job. It doesn't end when school stops. They'll lose sleep just to fuck with you. 
All you have to do is exist in a way they don’t appreciate.
 Take Becca Foster, for example. She’s the reigning queen of the Guthrie High Bitches. I’m sure you’ve met someone like her before. Every four years, the leader’s name changes, but the bitches stay the same. Basically, they’re those girls who took the prison analogy to heart, and decided to adopt the ‘kill or be killed’ approach. They tend to travel in packs, and the only thing worse than being one of the lower members of this bitch pack, is being stuck in their crosshairs.
Unfortunately for Margot, Becca does not appreciate Margot’s existence. Not even slightly.
Why, you might ask? I’ve got lots of theories, but here’s my latest one. Suffice it to say, Becca does not look like a young Sally Field. She’s more of what you might call a ‘butterface.’ As in, her body is skinny and pert in all the right places, but her face…is one only a blind monkey could love. From behind. As a result of what I can only assume is some early teenage onset sociopathic tendencies on Becca’s part, she’s always had it out for Margot. But she started upping her game this year in a major way. It started with the new nickname. That was child’s play, by high school bitch standards. But then Becca and the rest of her bitch squad started stuffing boxes of laxatives into Margot’s locker. It got so bad last semester that I had to switch my first period photography class for gym, just to keep them off her. Though, all I usually end up doing is moving the target from Margot to myself.
But I don’t mind, not really. Because unlike Margot, I don’t give a shit what people think about me. Or at least, that’s what I tell myself. Sometimes, I even believe it.
When we get into the locker room, Margot makes a beeline for the handicapped bathroom stall. She likes to change in there, for obvious reasons. As usual, I head straight for my gym locker and curse a black streak as I make multiple tries to open the antique spinning lock, then open the locker door, which always sticks no matter how hard I kick it.
Stripping down to my sports bra—because with sweater melons like mine, wearing the typical push up bra favored by most teen girls would be dangerous overkill—I quickly change into the ugly and ill-fitting grey cotton shorts and white t-shirt combo undoubtedly mandated by some fashion-blind old dude, and then slip my red Converse back on before flinging everything else into my locker and slamming it shut. Before I go off in search of Margot, I give it an extra kick, for good measure.
When I round the last row of lockers and move into the shower/bathroom area, I see Margot’s feet under the door of the stall. She’s still wearing those tall red wedges that wrap around the ankles, the ones she bought secondhand on eBay. That’s weird, because she usually changes faster than I do. The less time she spends without clothes on, the better—at least in her warped way of thinking.
“Margot!” I go up and knock on the flimsy metal door. “What’s the hold up?”
 The locker room is emptying, and I still haven’t seen Becca the Bitch, which is good. But if Margot doesn’t shake a leg we’re going to be late, which is not so good. Coach Tailor is almost as much of a bitch as Becca, but that’s probably mostly due to her frustration at being forced to closet her obvious homosexuality. Not that there’s anything wrong with being gay, but try telling that to a bunch of narrow-minded parents with teenage daughters who play volleyball. In my opinion, being a female volleyball coach slash P.E. teacher should automatically negate any need for straight pretense. Alas, that isn’t the case at Guthrie, or at any of the other schools in District 10, as far as I know.
“Go ahead without me,” Margot finally says, in a very small voice. 
Immediately, I know something is wrong. Or, more wrong than usual, at least.
“Fat chance,” I say, banging on the door even harder. “I’m not facing Coach Tailor and the Becca Brigade by myself. This early in the morning, I’m liable to cut a bitch. So are you going to man up and get dressed, or are you going to let me in and make me do it for you?”
After a few long seconds, the latch slides open. I push the door, but gently, because I don’t want it to swing too fast and hit my friend in the face. I shouldn’t have bothered, though, because Margot is all huddled up in the corner, pretty much as far away from the door as she can get. Her eyes are puffy, and her face is wet with tears.
As much as I’m worried about her, I can’t afford to let her feel sorry for herself, not when self-pity is the high school equivalent of slitting your wrists and diving into a shark tank.
“What the fuck is wrong now?” I demand, with my hands on my hips. “Becca’s not even here today, as far as I can tell, and you’re already acting like that lame ass girl who kills herself in Hamlet.”
Margot hates it when I compare her to weak sauce heroines in her favorite plays—which she makes me watch on the BBC channel all the fucking time—and she hates it even more when I don’t get the names right. I figure if I can goad her into being annoyed, she’ll forget to be a total pussy for five minutes. But instead of telling me to fuck off, or angrily muttering ‘It’s Ophelia, you uncultured dip wad’ under her breath, she just points at the door.
Eyebrows raised, I step further into the stall and close the door behind me. When I get a good look, my face feels like it’s been lit on fire. There, on the inside of the door, in bright blue permanent marker are these words:
LARGE MARGE, YOU CAN HURL ALL YOU WANT BUT YOU’LL ALWAYS BE A HEIFER.
“I’m going to fucking kill her.” I reach for the door, planning to march out into the gym and rip out all of Becca Foster’s hair, in front of the entire aerobics class. In front of Coach Tailor. This is one of those moments when I really and truly do not give a single fuck what people think. 
But Margot stops me with a hand clawing at my shoulder. Her voice is high with panic.
“Tash, please don’t do anything,” she pleads. “Please. You’ll only make it worse.”
I huff and puff murderously for a few more minutes, but deep down I know she’s probably right. It will only make things worse, and not just for me. Plus, Becca is the kind of girl who would totally pretend like her ass-ugly face is the result of my attack, then sue me for every penny I don’t have to pay for much-needed plastic surgery.
“Fuck this noise,” I finally say, when my rage-induced blindness passes. “We’re cutting and getting coffee.”
In spite of her obvious torment, Margot sniffles hopefully. “With whipped cream?”
I can’t help but feel like crying. Her obsession with food is beginning to eclipse her. I can only hope that when we get away from all of this high school bullshit, she’ll finally start to heal. But for now, all I can do is use the last of my cash to buy her a mocha frappe with extra whip cream and secretly pray that she doesn’t barf it up fifteen minutes later.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
After skipping aerobics, Margot and I got back to campus just in time for our second most hated class: elementary physics. In my opinion, anyone who schedules a class that requires so much equation before 9:00am is an asshole of monumental proportions. Seriously. Monuments should be erected to their assholery.
Thankfully though, my ploy to distract Margot from the Bathroom Stall Slander Incident seems to have worked, because she barely even flinches when we walk in and see Becca in her usual seat in the front. When Becca doesn’t bother to turn around, Margot seems to relax a little bit. So do I.
Please, I pray silently to the great spaghetti monster in the sky. Please just let her hold it together through the rest of today. Then we’ll go home and I’ll sweet-talk Nana into buying us some wine coolers and we’ll all get trashed and play Bingo at the community center with a bunch of elderly Jews. And tomorrow, Margot can change in a different bathroom stall. Amen.
Let’s get one thing straight here. I don’t really believe in a higher power. But I do believe in karma, or something like it. And if there’s anyone who deserves a pass, it’s Margot.
About halfway into Mr. Hamburg’s lecture on something scientific, my stomach growls. Loudly. I wriggle around in my seat, trying to lull it into silence like it's a living creature instead of an organ.
"What's wrong with you?" Margot whispers, eyes wide like she thinks I'm about to spontaneously combust or something.
"Sharon made eggs this morning. I was too skeeved out to really eat anything else."
"Seriously? Has she met you?"
"I know, right? Bitch didn't even have the decency to throw in some bacon."
Margot adopts that facial expression that reminds me of a sad panda bear. "Meat is murder, you know."
"Yeah I do," I whisper back, unrepentant. "That's why I love it. I eat murder for breakfast every day, because I am metal as fuck."
I stare her down with a completely straight face, watching as the corners of her lips tug downward slightly. She's trying not to laugh. Ha. I win.
Turning back to the front of the class, I elbow her in the ribs. My humor dies a little bit when I feel the muted crunch of bone on bone through her thin sweatshirt, but Margot giggles and I forget why life is a cesspool. But only for a moment.
A few rows in front of us, Butterface Foster shifts in her seat, finally deigning to cast a sub-zero glance at Margot. I can practically feel the air wake from her bitchy smirk as it flies past me and decimates its target. Margot's laugh dies instantly, cut off in its prime. She slumps down in her chair, staring at the front of her shirt as her skeletal hands tug at it fitfully, trying to cover rolls of fat that aren't even there. Fuck.
I stare at the back of Becca's head, imagining flames shooting out of her perfectly curled, shining locks of hair. Or maybe blood dripping down. Possibly even chunks of brain matter. Honestly, I don't think I've ever been closer to straight up murdering someone in the middle of class before. Becca Foster is the cause of everything that's wrong with my best friend, and possibly the universe. For as long as I can remember, she's been the Voldemort to our Hogwarts. The Sauron to our Middle Earth.
And yeah, once again I can feel you judging me, wondering if I’m making this up. Typical teenage girl overreaction, you’re thinking. High school drama magnified by hormones and self-centeredness.
Or maybe it’s our fault. Like, what did Margot and I do to Becca to make her loathe us so publicly? You're probably thinking there's some kind of back story, like maybe we used to be friends in middle school, and then one of us puked on someone at a slumber party, or stole the other one's boyfriend. 
Nope. Sorry. For us to be friends, we'd have to live on the same planet. And we don't. Because girls like Becca are from a planet where teenagers drive Range Rovers with heated leather seats. And Margot and I are from a planet where Spam is considered part of the poultry food group.
And yet, she feels the need to take from us. Attention, self-esteem, peace of mind. Whatever she can get her flawlessly manicured hands on, really.
The worst part of it is, I can't do anything to stop her. Not as long as Margot keeps giving her power by caring what she thinks. I can threaten her all I want, but at the end of the day, Margot will still keep looking to her with that same desperate hope in her eyes, like an underfed puppy watching for some tacit sign of approval. Or a morsel of human compassion. And even though I know that neither of those things will come, Margot is so goddamned forgiving of everyone but herself. So she'll keep throwing up every day, until Becca Foster stops glaring.
Unless the fates are kind, and I manage to run into Becca some night in a darkened, deserted alleyway. Lately, I've been fantasizing about that more and more. I can't help but feel like prison might be worth it.
If I got caught, that is.
"Hey Natasha," a soft, deep voice whispers, from behind me. A chill of excitement runs through me, and I flinch, slightly. My reaction annoys me so much that I take my sweet ass time turning around to glare menacingly at the speaker.
"What?"
"Sorry." Student Body Vice President Grant Blue's smile is sheepish, and yet somehow he manages to be both earnest and adorable at the same time. "Could you grab me my pen?"
I raise an eyebrow at him, tamping down any attraction I feel with sheer force of will. "What do I look like, your goddamned attaché?"
"Uh, no." His eyebrows push together, and now I have to add contrite to the dazzling mix of adjectives. "I dropped it...accidentally. It's right by your foot."
I sigh, roll my eyes, and then slowly reach down to pick up Mr. Perfect's damn pen. I hand it over without further comment, feeling like a douche and a half for raining on his perpetual nice guy parade. Fucking Captain America lookalike boy next door types. They'll get you every time.
When I turn back to face the chalkboard, a tingly feeling starts at the back of my neck. 
Stop staring. I can feel you staring.
 To distract myself, I flip through my textbook until I find an illustrated page. Then I get busy transforming the lame diagram of inertia—seriously, why in the hell do you need a diagram to show an object not moving?—Into a castle surrounded by the shattered bodies of dead dragons. 
Correction, inert dragons.
By the time my epic illustration is finished, physics is over. The bell rings, and I stand up and move three seats to the left, waving goodbye to Margot as she hauls hipbone to her next class—trying to avoid a run-in with Becca and company in the hallways, probably. My next class is Pre-Calculus, in the same room, with Mr. Bogart. Ain’t life grand?
While I wait for the rest of the science kids to file out, and the math students to file in, I take the opportunity to stretch out my legs and pop my back. It’s ridiculous to think that I could still be growing, at my height, but the leg cramps still happen occasionally. Or maybe I’m just out of shape.
“Nice tits, Skangly.”
I immediately drop my arms and hunch forward over my desk, eyes darting toward the source of the latest Cro-Magnon commentary on my rack. I didn’t see him come in, but I should have. Trent Gibson is one of the only guys in our class—besides Grant Blue—who manages to make me feel normal-sized. But in Trent’s case, it’s not just his height that makes me feel better about myself, it’s also the fact that his pea-sized intellect makes me feel like a damn genius. Especially when it comes to pre-calc, which I admittedly struggle with. Trent is what we at Guthrie High refer to as a ‘super senior,’ which I guess is supposed to be a nice way of saying ‘too stupid to graduate the first time around.’ I’m convinced the only reason he’s not in special ed is because he’s been the captain of the wrestling team for going on five years now—and it’s the only sports team at Guthrie to ever win a state championship.
“Your mouth is moving, Gibson,” I mutter, rolling my eyes. “You might want to lock that shit down.”
But instead of calling me a bitch or whatever and stalking off to his usual seat, Trent laughs. His worn camouflage pants, black army boots and thermal t-shirt suggest that he came straight to school from hunting, or maybe holding up a bank. I can smell the sour, cloying stench of chewing tobacco on his breath as he slides into the desk directly behind me. He’s quickly joined by his equally thick-headed wrestler friends, Joe Scofield and Alan Budge, and before I know it, I’m surrounded on three sides by about seven-hundred pounds of stupid.
Awesome.
“Hey Tasha,” Trent whispers, leaning forward until I can feel his greasy heat on the back of my neck. I clench my muscles to prevent a shudder from rocking my body.
“It’s Tash,” I hiss through gritted teeth. “And by the way, don’t fucking talk to me, beef brain.”
My eyes stay glued to the front of the room, because I cannot afford to deal with this shit today, not on top of everything else. My nerves are still raw from the whole Becca thing, and I am already choking on the stench of Trent’s body odor. Smells have always been a trigger for me, not just for migraines, but memories. Bad ones.
Locking down my facial expression into a look of cold irritation, I sweep my eyes across the classroom, searching for an empty seat. But I’m shit out of luck. The bell rings, and the last one gets taken by a girl who looks like she’s twelve years old. I don’t recognize her, so she must be a new transfer, one of those kids who gets bumped up a class two weeks into the term because they’re too smart for the curriculum they’re supposed to be taking. That happened to me once, in sixth grade English. But after I saw the looks I was getting from the eighth grade guys, I quickly backslid, on purpose.
Damn overachieving freshman. I glare at the back of her head, then lean further over my desk, wrapping my fingers around the front edge until my knuckles turn white. I’m trapped here now, so I might as well grit my teeth and bear it.
“Oh, don’t be like that,” Trent says, not bothering to lower his voice, even as Mr. Bogart waddles fatly into the classroom and heaves himself onto the chintzy metal stool next to the projector. “You’re the one who was sticking them out there. If you didn’t want me to look, you shouldn’t have waved them in my face. Hey, what size bra do you wear, anyway?”
I try to ignore the feeling of maggots slithering over my flesh, eating holes in my shirt, digging into my back—somehow, it’s the exact opposite of how I felt when I thought Grant Blue was staring at me. The smell of unwashed armpits seems to grow stronger, damper. I can’t help but remember Doug, the perverted father at my first babysitting job. My sinuses feel violated. A dense, electric throbbing starts to form behind my right eye.
Slowly, carefully, I reach into my backpack and pull out my Pre-Calculus book. I set it carefully on my desk, then glance at the page numbers Mr. Bogart is writing on the overhead projector. Two-hundred thirty-five through two-eighty. Taking a deep, silent breath—through my mouth, of course—I meticulously flick through the pages a few at a time, until I reach 235.
“I heard you blew James Gardener at the race track this summer,” Trent says, loud enough for his buddies—and anyone sitting in the surrounding desks—to hear. I don’t even know who that is, and people are saying I sucked his dick. Seriously? My face begins a slow burn, but I stare determinedly at the numbers in my textbook, even though they don’t make any sense. “Did you let him motor-boat you, too? I bet you’d be really good at that.”
Joe and Alan chuckle appreciatively, and the girl in front of me covers a nervous giggle with her hand, pretending it’s a cough halfway through.
Blood in the water, I remind myself. I can’t show fear. It will just make it worse. I can’t afford to let them see me cringe.
“You’ll never find out.” I make sure to say it loud enough for my fellow students to hear, but quiet enough that Mr. Bogart can remain blissfully unaware of what’s going on in his classroom right under his nose, as usual. “Unlike you, I don’t have sex with farm animals.”
The girl in front of me turns to look at me, with an expression of shock mixed with disgust. I can’t tell if she’s horrified by my comment, or the fact that I made it in the middle of class. Either way, it’s not half as bad as what I could have said. What? This is me keeping it PG-13, I open my mouth to tell her, but that’s when Trent pokes me in the back with his finger. Hard.
“It’s not like I’d need your permission,” he says. “Just some duct tape and lube. Maybe a condom, since there’s no telling where else you’ve been.”
The marrow in my bones turns to ice, even as a volcano erupts inside my brain. I shouldn’t be shocked. With my reputation being what it is, rape jokes are almost par for the course. But for some reason, I snap.
“Did you hear about this?” Picking up my Pre-Calculus textbook, I stand up and spin around, swinging the heavy book directly at Trent’s face. At the last second, he turns his head away, but he’s too late to stop it.
CRUNCH.
The second I hear the sound of reinforced cardboard and several hundred pages of glossy paper connecting with Trent's inhumanly thick skull, I know I've made a mistake. A huge mistake. Mass times force equals acceleration and it doesn’t matter if I’m in the wrong class for that kind of equation—I’ve just accelerated myself into a very bad situation.
Or, in the words of Method Man, ‘Somebody Done Fucked Up.”
 
###
 
Not surprisingly, I spend my lunch period in Principal Shoemaker’s office.
Just to give you the full ambiance of the situation, in case you haven’t met him, Principal Shoemaker is a short, balding and overweight man with countless horizontal rows above his eyebrows—which in my opinion must signify either extreme surprise at all times or an overwhelming distaste for the lifestyle of an educator. If my life ever gets made into a movie, Shoemaker will have to be played by Danny DeVito. Unfortunately for Shoemaker though, and for me, he lacks DeVito's sense of humor and overall charm.
“So, Miss Bohner….” Shoemaker shuffles through a stack of papers on his desk, avoiding my direct and unashamed gaze with his beady, ever-shifting eyes.
“We meet again,” I say, in my most ominous voice.
He sighs. “I see you’ve finally graduated from verbal infractions to full-fledged assault.”
“Oh I don’t think you’re giving me enough credit, Mr. S.,” I tell him. “Remember the Great Prophylactic Heist of 2011?”
That was the time when someone ‘anonymously reported’ that I had contraband in my locker, and when Mr. Shoemaker had the teachers do a ‘random’ search, they found like 50 condoms in there that had been pilfered from Sex Ed and stuffed through the grates. Two guesses who was behind that one.
Unfortunately, this time I can’t really blame Becca Foster for putting me in this pickle. Well, not unless you consider the fact that my temper was already raging from when she pissed me off in aerobics—actually, scratch that, I can totally blame Becca for all of my current problems.
“Do you want to tell me what happened?”
I shrug. This is my first serious infraction, and as far as I know, Trent’s head didn’t take any permanent damage. How bad can he really punish me? 
“Maybe he called me carrots.”
Principal Shoemaker’s eyebrows skyrocket to even greater heights. “Excuse me?”
I pretend to be shocked that he doesn’t know what I’m talking about. “You know, carrots. Like in Anne of Green Gables, when Anne Shirley breaks her slate over the head of Gilbert Blythe, the class bully. At the time, Anne didn't realize it, but Gil only teased her so much because he had a crush on her. And she liked him, too, but she was far too stubborn to admit it.”
Shoemaker clasps his hands together on the desk. I can almost hear his knuckles cracking. “And your point is?”
Again I shrug. “It's always been one of my favorite books. Maybe I was just trying to inject a little bit of fantasy into an otherwise drab and math-filled class.”
His sideways egg-shaped face does not look impressed. “You assaulted a fellow student. On school property. During class. In front of witnesses. You tell me, Miss Bohner. How am I not supposed to expel you?”
Expel? I swallow. Well, shit. There goes my dream of making night manager at the Los Angeles Baskin Robbins.
But on the outside, I rally. Because, like my peers, Principal Shoemaker is not someone I want to let see me flinch.
“Well shi-shoot, Mr. Shoemaker. I don’t know what to tell you. Is there some kind of disciplinary layaway plan? You could always postpone my expulsion until graduation. Then I swear you’ll never see me again.”
For a few long seconds, he just stares at me. While I do appreciate the marked lack of ogling, I can’t help but feel extremely unsettled by the level of disgust I see in his gaze.
“You really don’t care about your future at all, do you?”
I feel a familiar heat rising to my face. Why do I even bother coming to this stupid school, or trying to fit into this stupid, narrow-minded society? It’s obvious they’ve all got me pegged. The irony is that Principal Shoemaker’s office is plastered with these motivational posters, like ‘Achieve Your Dreams’ and ‘Motivation.’ But how can I achieve anything in this place? How can I find the motivation to do anything but survive here? What’s the payoff, ending up like Becca? No thanks. I’d rather be in prison.
“So, what you’re saying is, I should just knock over a liquor store and get it over with?”
Principal Shoemaker runs a hand over his face. “As much as I’d like to, I’m not going to expel you. Not today.”
“Really? Cool. You’re a class act, Mr. S.” Well that was easy. I uncross my legs and start to get up.
“Not so fast, I want to make sure we understand each other.”
“Okay.” So I sit there, perched on the edge of the orange plastic chair like some kind of delinquent owl.
“I'm placing you on academic probation. That means you keep your head down for the rest of the year. Also, you’ll have to serve some detention. That’s a given. One more disciplinary issue, or a single F on your report card, and you won't graduate. Ever. In fact, I might just go ahead and expel you then—further disciplinary issues or no—to save myself from seeing you again during summer school.”
Neither of us want that, that’s for damn sure. I can feel the retort rising in my throat, but I push it back and replace it with a question.
“And um…what about the thing…with the book? And Trent?”
He frowns. "I’ve spoken to his father, and Trent doesn’t want to pursue assault charges. I hope I don’t have to tell you how lucky that is for you, in today’s world of sue-happy parents. If you want my opinion, I'd stay out of his way and try to ignore him. Young men are simple creatures, Natasha. They don't hold onto things like this for long, at least not in the way you young ladies do.”
Well, I couldn't argue with him there. At least not about the young ladies part.
Secretly though, I can't fight the feeling that math class is going to be a lot more complicated than keeping my head down. If it's between failing the class and having another 'issue,' as Shoemaker calls it, I might just have to start skipping class altogether and take my chances by calling Shoemaker's bluff. I could probably scrape by with a D+, I think. Unless Mr. Bogart’s Pre-Calculus final really is as soul-crushing as people say. But hey, maybe I can find a smart kid who’s willing to sell me the answers, or something. Though, with my luck, it’d be a dude and he’d want to be paid in blow jobs. Hardy har har.
(See? The slutty delinquent can laugh at herself, even in the face of certain academic disaster. Isn’t she plucky?)
After Shoemaker finally releases me back into the wild, I grab my stuff and creep out into the hallway. Lunch period is almost over, so there’s not too many students milling around. And no one has probably heard about the book thing yet, so I’m guessing I have at least a couple of minutes to sulk in my car and think about my life choices before heading back in for my walk of post-disciplinary shame.
Okay, maybe shame isn’t the right word for what I’m feeling. Dejection? Fed-uppedness?
When I get to the parking lot, Margot is waiting for me, perched Indian style on the hood of my car like a sad cross between Molly Ringwald and a bony little stray cat.
“S’up?”
Eyes huge and reproachful, she silently hands me an unopened pouch of Pop Tarts. Hot Fudge Sunday flavor. I forgot she likes to keep a box in her locker for emergencies.
“Thanks.” I take them, and haul my ass up on the hood next to her. Unlike Margot, my ass makes a dent. “So, did you hear?”
“No details, but Lindsay Tran is telling people you tried to knife somebody.”
“Sweet, that’s way more badass sounding than bludgeoning someone with a math textbook.” I open the Pop Tarts, and crack one in half. I offer one half to Margot. “I don’t know what to tell you, Sally. Sometimes, a person just snaps.”
Margot fluffs her hair with one hand, looking off across the parking lot like she doesn’t want me to see how worried she is. “Are you in a lot of trouble? What did Shoemaker say?”
Oh, right. That reminds me. “He called me a delinquent.”
I drop the half-eaten square of fudgy cardboard onto the hood and grab my left foot, trying to pull off my left shoe without toppling off of the car. It takes some fancy wobbling.
“Do you have a pen?”
I hold my right hand out, not really looking to see if she’s fetching one for me. My attention is on the mess of scrawled writing that covers the smudged white rubber and fading red canvas.
Slut…whore…bitch…reprobate—I’m pretty sure that last one was Margot, and a joke, but I liked it so much I kept it. Cunt…village bicycle…fugly skank…stubborn little brat—that’s one of Mom’s favorites. But nope, I don’t have delinquent. Surprisingly.
“Tash, this is serious.”
I don't bother responding. I'm too busy trying to find a clear spot. I just leave my hand out until Margot grudgingly hands me a pen. When she does, I carefully scrawl the word DELINQUENT across the back of the rubber, just above the stripe.
“Tash. What else did Shoemaker say?”
“Um, well, I’m definitely going to have some detention.” My words come out distant, distracted. I'm going over the letters again and again, making them darker. Bolder. Harsher. 
It was actually kind of Margot's idea, to keep track of all the names. Initially, she said we should write them down and burn them. But I don't want to burn them, or forget them. I want to remember them all. I want to walk all over them, just like the people who said those words walk all over me.
“It's really not that big of a deal,” I tell her. “Three weeks of detention or so.” I laugh, to cover the lie. “The best part is, Shoemaker thinks it's a punishment. An hour after class every day, to do my homework or whatever, without the sound of my mom's voice?” Branding finished, I slip on my shoe and force a smile. “Sounds like paradise to me.”
Margot makes a face. Not quite a smile, but a less worried frown. “Let's just hope you end up with Mr. Dodge, and not Ms. Greenwich.”
“Exactly.” I nod emphatically. Detention is usually supervised by the Home Economics hag, Ms. Greenwich, and despite her Mrs. Clause-like appearance and propensity for baking, she's a real Nazi. But sometimes, when the number of delinquents at Guthrie actually outnumbers the school board required warden-to-detainee ratio, the creation of an ‘overflow’ detention is required. This second, much more fun detention is supervised by Mr. Dodge, who in my opinion is one of the few ‘cool’ teachers left in the known universe. I had him last year for computer sciences, and he was the tits.
As I jump down off my car, I’m feeling a lot better about the whole situation. Especially when I start to think about how my new reputation as a violent badass might actually improve our chances of not being fucked with for the rest of the term.
“You know,” I tell Margot, as we head inside—me to art class, and her to drama class—“this might actually turn out to be a good thing.”
 



 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
When the bell rings after eighth period, I make a beeline for Mr. Dodge’s office on the other side of campus. I figure my best chance is to appeal to his coolness, and maybe see if he can put in a good word before Mr. Shoemaker assigns me to Ms. Greenwich the Home Ec Harpy for detention. But if that fails, which it probably will—because let’s be honest, most adults could give less than a fuck about delinquents like me—I’ve already started working on a backup plan. I spent most of my free period in the library, researching the GED. It doesn’t sound so hard. And hey, as long as I keep my career expectations low for the foreseeable future, there shouldn’t be any big shocks on the horizon.
As I round the last corner at a seriously uncool-looking speed-walk, something looms in front of me. I’ve never been all that coordinated to begin with, but even if I was, I don’t think I could’ve stopped in time. My face rams into Grant Blue’s chest, while my hands—which were hastily thrown up to protect such a thing from happening—flail uselessly against his sides.
“Omph,” I say, by way of apology. I take a step back, face already flaming, preparing myself for some well-deserved ridicule. But he only smiles that thousand watt, teen vampire movie, too beautiful to not be secretly undead and/or evil smile.
“You’re in a hurry.”
“Yeah. Sorry for….” I trail off, because I can’t think of anything less embarrassing than ‘Sorry for head-butting you in your godlike pectorals just now.’ I clear my throat.
Then we do that thing where you try to side-step past someone, only they take a step in the same direction, so you step the other way, and they do, too—until both of you realize you’re now doing a super awkward version of the electric slide, and finally one of you just shoulders past the other person. You know, that thing. Anyway, I’m the one who ends up doing the slow-motion hockey check and getting the hell out of there, leaving Grant Blue alone in the hallway to wonder—as most of my fellow students already do—what my goddamn problem is.
By the way, if you’re wondering why I always revert to the formality of first and last names when thinking about Grant Blue, it’s because he seems to deserve a classification apart from everyday human beings—like Queen Victoria or President Obama. I imagine it’d feel really weird to roll up to the White House and just throw your feet up on the couch and be like, ‘Sup, Barack?’ 
If you ever meet Grant Blue—or the President—in person, you’ll know what I mean.
The door to Mr. Dodge’s office is open, and I practically leap inside to avoid the gaze I can feel burning through my backpack, even from all the way down the hall.
“Hey Mr. Dodge!” My greeting comes out a little more desperate than I meant it to, so I reel it in. “Are you busy?”
Mr. Dodge is one of those rare specimens of human being who chooses to be a high school teacher, not because there’s less competition in the job market, but because he seems to actually like teenagers. Either that, or he’s a pervert. But then, so far he’s one of the only grown-ass men I’ve ever met who didn’t stare at me like I was forbidden fruit. So I’m willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, at least for now.
Plus, he’s actually kind of hot, in a nerdy, old person way. He looks a little like John Stamos, after raiding the closet of Bill Nye the Science Guy.
“Hey Tash, how is everything going this term?” Mr. Dodge leans back in his chair, propping his bright yellow tennis shoes on the edge of his desk. 
Jesus Christ, is he actually wearing jeans with suspenders?
“Oh, you know,” I shrug. Obviously, he hasn’t heard yet. “A little complicated, but nothing I can’t work through like the potential-filled youth of America that I am. By the way, sweet kicks you’re rocking there. Are those new?”
He raises his eyebrows. “My powers of deduction tell me that you need a favor—especially since my girlfriend told me just this morning that these shoes are the ugliest things she’s ever seen, and if I don’t stop wearing them, she refuses to be seen in public with me.”
You have a girlfriend? I almost sputter in surprise, but then I bite my tongue at the last second. Believable or not, the fact that Mr. Dodge is getting some is a good thing for me. It means he’s probably in a charitable mood, and hopefully less likely to take the ass-kissing I’m about to do as an inappropriate sexual advance.
“Uh, well, you could say that.” I cross my legs and tuck my hair behind my ear. Damn it, it’s getting a little on the stringy side by now, and I still have to work and go to bingo before I can wash it. “See, the thing is, I had a little misunderstanding with Trent Gibson in Pre-Calculus earlier. I dropped my textbook on his face—accidentally, while we were discussing some…equations—and he thought I was trying to brain him. So of course, he narked to Shoemaker, and apparently accidents are grounds for disciplinary action these days.”
“What did Trent do to make you want to hit him with the book?”
I swallow. Sheesh, that’s a first. Mr. Dodge must’ve had Trent in one of his classes before, to know firsthand what a douche bag he is. It’s the only explanation to why he isn’t automatically jumping to the conclusion that I started it because I’m a troublemaker.
But just because I feel a slight twinge of gratitude for Dodge giving me the benefit of the doubt, it doesn’t mean he’s earned the truth. Not from these lips.
“Oh,” I make a point of looking up and to the right, so he doesn’t think I’m lying—at least, I think that’s how it works. “He was bragging about getting it on with Principal Shoemaker’s wife. I told him that was disrespectful, not to mention adulterous, and like, really gross. But he just wouldn’t listen.”
He frowns, so I smile and try to look innocent. “Then my Pre-Calculus book slipped out of my hands, and well, the rest is history.”
No dice. He sighs, clearly disappointed. I don’t know why it bothers me—because if there’s one thing I’m used to by now, it’s disappointing the adults in my life—but it does.
“How many days are we talking?”
“Days?” I roll my eyes toward the ceiling, trying to calculate. What’s seven times six to eight, again? I’d consult my Pre-Calculus book, if it didn’t have Trent’s brain matter all over it. “I don’t know, like…forty? Or fifty…ish?”
Mr. Dodge shakes his head. “So, weeks, then. Wow, you must have really pi—I mean, upset Principal Shoemaker. I’m surprised he didn’t threaten to expel you, or at least suspend you.”
“Yeah, he might have mentioned that?” My voice seems to keep going up in pitch every time I add a detail of my punishment. Huh. That’s weird. “But I don’t think he can suspend me without a signature from my parents and also the superintendent, or whatever. I’m guessing he doesn’t want to tangle with my mom. Joke’s on him, though, I can legally sign my own documents now.”
“Oh, so you’re eighteen already? I didn’t realize you’d had your birthday.”
Okay… I’m trying not to be weirded out by how cheerful he sounds about my non-jailbait status, or the fact that he’s been keeping track of my age. But then, it’s not rocket science, is it? Most juniors are either sixteen or seventeen, which I was when I was in his class last year. In fact, my birth date was probably on the roll or something.
“Yeah, actually…” I realize this tiny detail could work in my favor. “It’s today. My birthday, I mean.”
He smiles, but it’s more like a disappointed grimace. “Well, I’d wish you a happy birthday, but obviously it’s taken a turn. How about if I pull some strings and get you into Detention B instead?”
Hallelujah, and thank you, O Sky Dwelling Spaghetti Monster.
I try to act like that wasn’t what I was hoping for, but I’m pretty sure I fail. “That would be great! Thanks, Mr. Dodge, you’re awesome.”
“I try.” He leans forward, fixing me with a spot-on impression of my dad. “But you have to promise me that if I do this for you, you’ll step it up in all of your classes—even Pre-Calculus. I want to see you walking with the rest of your class in June. Deal?”
Warning bells go off in my head, just like they always do when someone tries to pin me down to any kind of promise. I can’t pass up the opportunity to escape Home Ec Hell for the next six weeks though, so I say, “Sure, I’ll try. But hey, if that fails I promise to get my diploma, one way or another.”
“Sorry Tash, but that’s not good enough.” Eyebrows drawn together in utmost adult sincerity, he stands up and extends his hand toward me, over the desk. “I want your word that you’ll graduate, on time, the right way. You might not believe me, but I still think you’ve got a shot at getting into a good college. So, what’s it gonna be?”
I sigh, but then grudgingly reach forward to grab his hand and shake it once, before quickly letting go. I should’ve known that my GED plan wasn’t going to cut it with Mr. Dodge. He’s seems to suffer from this chronic disease I like to call ‘Savior Syndrome.’ I don’t know anyone else his age who has it. Maybe it’s congenital.
“You win, Mr. Dodge.”
Smiling like a goof, he sits back down. “Now, what are you going to do about Trent Gibson?”
What am I going to do about him? “Well, since he didn’t actually die from my textbook mishap, I figured I’d just follow Mr. Shoemaker’s advice and ignore him for the rest of the year.”
Mr. Dodge frowns. “He said that? Principal Shoemaker? That you should just ignore him?”
“Yeah.” I uncross my legs and scoot forward, to the edge of my seat, hoping to broadcast with body language that our bonding time is over. “So um, should I go hang out in your classroom and do some homework with the other detainees now, or what?”
“Actually,” he stands up again, grabbing a notebook off the desk. “I have a meeting, so my TA is supervising detention at the moment. He won’t miss you, since you’re not on the list yet. Go ahead and go home, and you can start your detention tomorrow. It is your birthday, after all.”
“Seriously?” Fucking A, this guy is awesome. At this point, I’m not even sure I’d be mad if he tried to grope me. I’m just so happy this has worked out. I stand up and make to follow him out, but he stops in the doorway, and I almost give myself whiplash trying not to run into him.
“Sorry,” I say automatically, even though it’s not my fault. Out of habit, I hook my fingers in the straps of my backpack, using my elbows to create a safety zone for my boobs.
Mr. Dodge looks at me like there’s something he wants to say, but he shouldn’t. A sick feeling starts in the pit of my stomach. Okay, so you should know that I was joking about welcoming a teacher-student grope. Because at this moment, I seriously can’t think of anything that would be less cool than Mr. Dodge proving to be just another asshole in a bow tie.
But then, a stray student passes us in the hallway, and the moment is gone.
“Listen,” he says. “If you do decide it’s too much, staying in Mr. Bogart’s class with Trent, just let me know and I’ll see what I can do about getting you moved. Alright?”
My mouth opens, but this final piece of unexpected kindness has rendered me speechless. I nod.
“I will.”
“Okay, see you tomorrow.” He gestures for me to leave his office in front of him, so he can lock the door. “Have a happy birthday, Natasha.”
“Thanks.” I’m so off-kilter that my brain prompts me to say, “You too.”
He laughs, and I decide to pretend it’s a joke, and I laugh too.
Ducking my head, I turn and beat a hasty retreat to the parking lot. The halls are totally empty now, and I’m glad. I don’t know if I can keep my shit together for much longer, not with the emotional rollercoaster I’ve been riding today.
As I navigate the mine field of pockmarked asphalt between me and my car, I dig my crappy, secondhand flip phone out of my back pocket, because I’m too fashion challenged to wear a watch. It’s a little after 4:00 PM, which means I’m going to be late for my shift at 31 Flavors of Minimum Wage. Karen, my boss, is going to give me so much shit for this. Not to mention the triple-shit sundae I’ll get after I tell her I need to switch shifts for the next six to eight weeks, because of my detention.
I’m so focused on crafting my ‘I’m sorry you’re a thirty-something burnout who has to work a bullshit job with a bunch of teenagers and meth addicts’ speech, that I don’t notice that the fugly 4H truck I parked next to this morning is still casting a shadow across my car.
Struggling to fit my key into the rusted lock, I glance up to see if Margot forgot to lock the passenger side door again, so maybe I can go in that way. But instead of clear glass, my eyes meet with an ugly reflection of Trent Gibson’s livid, purple face in my driver’s side window. I gasp and drop my keys, like some lame ass sorority girl in a slasher movie. Then, I’m whirling around to face the beast, totally against my will.
I can feel the contents of my backpack crushing together as Trent shoves me against the side of his truck. Leftover Pop Tart crumbs are undoubtedly ground into a fine paste between books and papers. The chubby green highlighter I thought I’d lost digs painfully into my lower back.
“You stupid bitch.” His breath hasn’t improved since this morning. The sour stench of chaw mingles with his ever-ripening BO, sending my burning lungs into full lockdown mode. I’d literally rather suffocate right now than breathe him in another minute. But his hands are locked around the straps of my backpack, and I’m not strong enough to push him off of me. I’m going to have to try and talk my way out of this, past the bile in my throat, past the seeping chill of fear that’s climbing its way up my spine.
“Hey Trent,” I wheeze. “How’s it going?”
“You could’ve given me a concussion. I’ve got a match tomorrow. If you made me miss it, your ass would’ve been so fucking dead right now.” The veins in his neck bulge blue with rage. I force myself to look him in the eye. Not much better. His eyes are totally bloodshot—they don’t even look human.
Wait. Don’t you have to have a brain before you can have a concussion?

I don’t say that out loud, though. Contrary to what my mom might think, I don’t actually wish I was dead. Although, at the moment, I do kind of wish I could play dead. Maybe then he’d lose interest and leave me alone, like the walnut-brained prehistoric reptile he is.
“I’m sorry,” I say, and I try really hard to sound like I mean it. “I lost my temper. I shouldn’t have done that. Maybe we should just—”
Before I can say ‘forget about it,’ or ‘move on,’ or anything like it, my head is being slammed against rusted metal . Hard enough to bounce.
“Ah! What the fu—”
Trent’s beefy, dirty hand clamps over my mouth, cutting off what was sure to be a long string of curses, and along with that, the air supply to my brain.
“I don’t know who the hell you think you’re fucking with,” he hisses, directly into my ear. “But if you want to fuck with me, whore, you should know that I fuck back twice as hard. And I don’t give a shit if you’re a girl. In fact, it’ll be more fun this way. Because I won’t just kick your ass. I’ll own your ass.”
When he’s done talking, he doesn’t pull back. He just stays there, hand over my mouth, full weight against me. I can feel his dick pressing into my hip through all the layers of our clothing, and the truth is, in that moment I’m too nauseated to feel scared.
Stupid. The voice in my head that’s something like a conscience—the one I usually ignore—berates me. He was all talk before this. You took it to a physical place when you hit him. Now it’s open season on your ass. You’re fair game to him now, and probably his friends, too.  I hope you’re happy.
Black spots dance across my vision, and that’s when I realize I haven’t breathed in a while. I squirm away from his touch, trying to turn my head away. He presses harder. I try to bring my knee up and kick him in the balls, but he deflects my pathetic attempt.
“Bitch, please. I’m wrestling state champ. You can’t win against me.”
He lets go and takes a step back, probably to prove how confident he is. How little I scare him. I suck in a breath, preparing to hurl all kinds of dangerous words. Insults, threats, comments on the pathetic size of his undoubtedly diseased meat stick. But before I can, he puts a hand on my chest—just one hand—and shoves me back against the truck.
“You’re not fooling anyone, Tasha,” he says, lips parting in a disgusting smile. “You can act tough all you want, but you know what? I can feel you shaking. You’re scared, but I think you’re excited, too. Deep down, I think you want it.”
Shaking with rage, to my very core, I reach up and push his hand away as hard as I can.
“Go ahead, motherfucker. Prove to the world what a big, strong man you are by raping me right here in the parking lot. Maybe Principal Shoemaker will happen by and film it on his phone.”
I’m not sure why I said that. If I thought my blatant use of the R-word would shock him, or make me sound like a badass with nothing to lose, or make him think twice about what he was threatening, I was dead fucking wrong. He just laughs in my face.
And then he just stands there, sizing me up. For a second, he actually considers it, I can tell by the look on his face. Cruel and hungry. Animalistic. The worst part is the look in his eyes, because that’s the moment I realize how wrong I was. Trent Gibson is much smarter than he looks. He’s also right: I’ve never been more scared in my life.
But then he laughs. Sniffs. Takes a step back.
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Ha. Maybe later. If you play your cards right.”
With that, he turns and walks around his truck. Gets in. Starts it. Drives away.
After he’s gone, I retrieve my keys from the dirty pavement and finally manage to unlock my car. I get in and lock all of the doors again, not caring whether or not they’ll be stuck this way now. I’m shaking all over, shuddering. The asshole Jiminy Cricket voice in my head is laughing at me.
You shouldn’t have run your mouth off, it says. Now he thinks you want it.
But the voice is wrong. Sure, I might have made things worse for myself. But if Trent is as sick as I think he is, it was only a matter of time before he came after me on his own. Because I’m wrong, somehow—dirty, as Gretchen used to say.
As my false bravado crumbles into nothing, my eyes prickle with hot tears of self-loathing. But I don't cry. For two reasons. One, because on the rare occasions that moisture escapes from my tear ducts, my eyes have a tendency to swell up to roughly the size of Angelina Jolie's lips...and two, because in the shark tank that is my life, tears are the equivalent of blood in the water. Or maybe a flood gate.
Fuck if I know which analogy is appropriate for this situation. I'm too busy trying to make my hands stop shaking to think all that clearly. Finally, I manage to start the car. When I pull out of the parking lot, I can't help wishing I could just turn onto the highway and keep driving. Forever.
But then, maybe that wouldn’t solve anything. Because I’m starting to get it through my thick skull now: no matter how old I get or how far I go, my life is always going to be like this. I will always be a homing beacon for people who want to use me and hurt me.
That doesn’t mean I’m not going to leave, though. As soon as I can. Because now, more than ever, this town is toxic. And one more thing is for sure: pass or fail, I’m never going back to that math class again.
Sorry, Mr. Dodge. I guess college isn’t in the cards for me, after all.
So instead of taking the highway, I drive to the Baskin Robbins on 3rd street. I park behind the depressing gray heap of cinder blocks and go in through the back door. After I clock in and wash my hands, I pull on a faded black hat and wind my long hair into a messy bun through the hole in the back.
The cap sits low over my eyes, hopefully hiding my expression as I tie on my apron, as I wash my hands again just for something to do. Ramona—the thirty-something mother of three who's working the night shift with me—nods in a chilly way. I nod back. I'm almost ten minutes late, but she doesn't bring it up.
Probably because neither of us are paid enough to give a shit. After the pleasantries are over, we both lean up against the counter and turn our eyes to the clock. Mine are stinging with barely controlled rage, like a poisonous reminder of my own impotence. Ramona's eyes are blank, glassy with acceptance. The kind of eyes I'll have if I can't figure out a way to graduate and get the hell out of this town.
Oh, and in case you were wondering, she has her GED.
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
 
“Bingo! I’ve got a bingo!”
“Get bent, Harve!” Nana flails her chicken-like hand in the old coot’s direction. “You’re not even wearing your glasses.”
Margot’s eyes are the size of bingo balls. “Nana, seriously, you’re going to get us kicked out.”
I’m too busy laughing my ass off. “It’s not her fault. She’s been spending too much time with me lately.”
“What’s that? Someone call a bingo?” For the first time in at least an hour, Dottie perks up, her violent old-person tremors making her wheel chair shake and knock against the table. “Dog gone it, I almost had a whole row.”
“Dottie….” Margot clutches her forehead, exasperated. “That was two games ago. We’re going for total blackout now.”
“Oh, good for me.” Running her fingers over her bingo card—which I’ve been punching for her this whole time—Dottie smiles to herself in that vaguely childlike way all senile people do, like she’s got a secret. Or maybe she just peed her pants. “I’ve been total black out since 1989.”
I burst out in hysterical laughter. Now I’m the one in danger of peeing myself. How awesome is that, to be a hundred million years old and blind, and still be able to crack jokes about it? I slam the table with my open palm, squeezing my eyelids together over tears of uncontrollable mirth. I really should take a leaf out of Dottie’s book. The old bat could literally give a shit what anyone else thinks about her.
The middle-aged church lady who’s pulling the balls—which never gets less funny to say out loud, by the way—throws us a dirty glare, and Margot continues to look embarrassed. I can’t stop laughing, though, and eventually Margot and Nana join in. Because what the hell, half of the people in the room can’t hear us anyway. Or if they can, they’re stuck in a reality where pretty much anything goes.
God damn, I wish I could fast-forward time and be old and wrinkly. How awesome would that be? No more worrying about getting ogled by douche bags like Trent Gibson, or getting all hormonal and bothered against my will over hotties like Grant Blue, who wouldn’t touch me with a ten-foot pole.
Heh, ten foot pole. That sounds really dirty too, if you think about it.
Okay, so maybe I am a little bit high at the moment. But in my defense, Nana said I could have one of her ‘special glaucoma brownies,’ because it’s my birthday. 
And you know what? It’s actually one of the better ones I’ve had. Even if you count the thing with Trent, and the trip to the principal’s office. It still beats the hell out of my seventh birthday, when all the girls in my first grade class—except Margot—decided to boycott my pizza party, without telling me. Or my fourteenth birthday, when my mom actually forgot about me, Sixteen Candles style. My dad was out of town, as usual, so she tried to play it off like they were going to surprise me with something awesome when he came home. Only, she forgot to tell him, so he came in one night all like, ‘How was your party?’ Mom was totally busted. I think that was also the first time I remember hearing them fight.
Anyway, like I said before, I never really cared all that much about birthdays to begin with.
“Hey, Margot. Pssst.” I reach over and poke her, whispering much too loudly. “Do you think Grant Blue has a ten foot pole?”
“What the hell are you talking about?” She looks at me like I’ve lost it, like I’m just as much of an embarrassment to her as the two old broads sitting next to us. I don’t really mind it though, because—crazy as they are—Margot’s weird little family would do anything for her. And deep down, even though she pretends to be embarrassed about being an underage member of the Golden Girls, I know she loves them. And so do I.
Because at the end of the day, if I didn’t have her totally dysfunctional, yet always welcoming family to run away to…I honestly don’t know how I’d survive.
A few hours later, I come home to a dark, cold house and a note taped to the fridge:
Hope you had a good day at school. I’ve got a thing. Won’t be home until later.
Great, a thing. Translation: she’s on yet another date with that loser she works with. Or maybe it’s a new loser this time. Doesn’t matter. Dad’s body isn’t even properly chilled down under yet, and she’s busy boning her way through half the office. Classy. 
‘Everyone has their own way of coping with grief,’ she told me once. I guess my mom’s way of coping is to let Comb-over Jerry from work dry-hump the heartbreak away. What a whore.
The thought stops me cold. Maybe the apple really doesn’t fall far from the tree, after all.
With that ugly realization rattling around in my skull, I take the last of Nana’s brownies with me to bed.
 
###
 
The next day seems to pass by in an anxious flurry. We make it through aerobics unscathed, but probably because it’s Mile Day, and Margot and I usually walk the whole thing and bring up the far, far rear—much to Ms. Tailor’s athletic disappointment. 
Same goes for physics, which is super boring, as usual. I spend the period doodling in the margins of my textbook again. Grant Blue does not drop any pens, pencils, or writing implements of any kind. But I’m still jumpy and distracted. I can’t seem to focus on anything for more than a few seconds at a time.
When the bell rings, I follow Margot out into the hallway, chatting about some Netflix show we need to binge out on all weekend. I tell her I have to pee before Pre-Calculus, and she waves goodbye and teeters off to class in her new thrift store boots. I wait until she’s out of sight before ducking into the empty classroom to collect my stuff, then I spend the next hour studying in the handicapped bathroom stall three hallways over.
At this point, you’re probably going ‘Oh sure, Tash. Hide from your problems. That’s really mature.’ Well, here’s the thing: I’m well-aware that Trent Gibson isn’t just going to go away if I stop thinking about him. In fact, I’ve spent the entire morning looking over my shoulder, and it sucks worse than a Steven Seagal movie. 
But what the hell else am I supposed to do? It’s not like I can just waltz in there and sit down like nothing happened, then spend the next hour trying to focus on finding x while Trent slowly tattoos a bulls-eye into the skin of my back with his murderous glare. Turning letters of the alphabet into numbers is hard enough as it is, thank you very much.
So I figure I’ll just do a little independent study, try to do my assignments on my own for a few weeks, at least until things cool down a little. Until Trent’s goldfish-like memory limitations undoubtedly kick in and he forgets all about what happened. What he said. The things he’s planning to do to me. Maybe if I’m really lucky, he’ll even forget my name.
No dice, though, because by the time I walk into art class in sixth period, the whole school is talking about how Trent Gibson and I hooked up in the parking lot after school. Or was it during lunch period? Maybe it was both. Nobody really cares about the details. They just like talking about the lengths I’ll [apparently] go to cement my reputation as the Queen Whore of Guthrie High.
In detention, Mr. Dodge asks me how everything is going. I tell him I’m fine. Then I spend the next hour sweating bullets while he grades papers, hoping he won’t notice how futile my expression is as I stare at my unfinished Pre-Calculus homework.
 
###
 
My little game of academic hide and seek goes on for about three weeks. 
Every day, I sneak into Mr. Bogart’s classroom after fifth period and stick my half-assed homework into the pile, hoping he won’t notice I wasn’t in class. Sometimes, I even take it a step further and mark myself in on the roll, after the fact. I keep missing the weekly quiz, though, and I know eventually that’s going to be a problem. But it’s like my backbone is starting to atrophy. I can’t bring myself to face Trent, and the longer I stay away, the harder it is to even think about going back. Even when I’m in my other classes, the Trent-free classes, I can’t escape him. High school never seemed this small before. It’s shrinking around me, suffocating me. 
After a while, even doing the homework starts to seem like too much. It’s like my last run-in with Trent created some kind of mental connection between numbers and the smell of his breath. There’s a brick wall between me and mathematical understanding, and it grows higher and more impenetrable by the day.
But who really cares, in the long run? It’s not like I’ll ever use Pre-Calculus in beauty school. Or at the strip joint where I’ll be working on the weekends, to supplement my barely-there income.
Of course, for that I’ll probably need to learn how to walk in heels. But hey, guess what? I don’t need Pre-Calculus for that, either. Just a basic understanding of balance and gravity.
February passes, and it’s pretty much just more of the same old shit. Waking up, picking up Margot, bitching about how ass cold it is. Going to class. Both of us, doing our best to avoid the pointed stares from Becca and her minions. Trying to pretend like the worsening rumors about my epic sluttiness don’t bother me. Lying to Margot about why I keep randomly ducking into empty classrooms when I think I see Trent in the hallway. Skipping Pre-Calculus. Hiding in the bathroom. Detention. Scanning the parking lot for Trent’s truck, then booking it to my car. Going to work and dreading the day when Trent figures out where I work, or worse, where I live. Avoiding conversations with my mom about her new boyfriend. Hell, trying not to even acknowledge the fact that Mom obviously has a new boyfriend. Where the hell else would she be going all night? Falling asleep while reading about pulsing members and busting corsets. Dreaming about getting away from it all.
Then I wake up, and repeat the whole song and dance again.
Until one Monday, in March.
Sometimes, I think there has to be a universal law or something that says if your life is going to turn upside-down, it should happen on a Monday.
I walk into detention and see not Mr. Dodge sitting behind the desk, but Grant Blue. I freeze in place, narrowing my eyes at him as I try to figure out what’s going on. He stands up and comes over to me.  I do that thing cartoon characters do, where I sneak a look behind me to see if Becca Foster—or someone equally deserving of Grant Blue’s attention—is standing there. Instead, I only see the open doorway and the clock above it. Okay, so I’m a little late. But I’m not that late. Did I miss a memo about some after-school honor student meeting happening in the detention room?
When Grant Blue reaches me, he bends his head down close enough that I can smell the soap and promise on his skin. Clean living and popularity—It’s quite the aftershave, let me tell you. If I’m being honest, the fact that he even has to bend to talk to me is making me want to swoon a little.
But just a little.
“Hey,” he says, in that same low, calm voice he always uses. “Mr. Dodge wants to see you. He’s in his office.”
I stare up at him, and it dawns on me that I’ve never actually heard Grant Blue raise his voice to an outdoor level, or laugh out loud. Either he’s very calm in general, or he’s got a huge stash of Zoloft hidden away somewhere. Also, his eyes are like this really awesome color between brown and green. You’d think such a color would end up looking like split peas, or baby poop. But it doesn’t.
“His office is down the hall,” he adds. “Third door on the right.”
That’s when I realize I’ve been standing there staring up at him for an uncomfortably long time, without responding. Awesome. I can feel my face heating, and I know I’m starting to blush. That royally pisses me off, and I glare at him.
“I know where his office is.” My whispered response seems unnecessarily loud. Why the hell are we even whispering, anyway? There’s only like, three other kids in detention. One of them is Mick Gaffers, who is obviously high off his balls, and the other two detention regulars—Daniela and Jorge—are too busy flirting with each other to care.
I turn toward the door, prepared to stomp off and share my foul mood with Mr. Dodge. But then I stop and spin back around.
“Wait.” I don’t bother to whisper this time. “What the fuck are you doing in detention, anyway?”
Mr. Least Likely to Be Disciplined does this thing that’s like half smile, half wince. He glances at the other students, like he’s embarrassed for me. Seriously, why does he keep doing that? Is there a giant booger on my face? Did I tear a hole in my skirt? Is my ass hanging out? I resist the urge to check, since everyone is officially staring at me now. Even Mick seems to be snapping out of his pot haze.
“I’m Mr. Dodge’s TA. I volunteered to stay so he could go to a meeting.”
“Oh.” I frown. That’s weird, I haven’t seen him around here bef—ooohhhhhh. Scratch that, yes I have. In fact, that first day when I ran into him in the hallway, he was probably coming out of Mr. Dodge’s office. And now that I think about it, I have seen his shiny black car parked in the lot sometimes after detention. I just didn’t start noticing cars so much until after the thing with Trent. Hell, I guess I just figured he was staying late to give blood to the homeless or something. That’s what student body people do, right?
I clear my throat. “My mistake.”
His eyes do this crinkle thing around the edges, and I get the feeling that he’s laughing at me.
“So, am I not allowed to be in detention?”
I take a step back. He’s standing too close, and his eyes are like tractor beams for my attention span. I shrug.
“No, you can do whatever the hell you want. I just didn’t think you had it in you.”
I turn to go out the door, confident that my parting shot was sufficiently scathing. I can’t help but bite my lip to stop an idiot grin from spreading across my face. It doesn’t matter. He can’t see me.
“You guys can handle things for a while, right?”
His voice, soft and low as it is, somehow manages to follow me down the hallway. Then I realize it’s not just his voice. It’s him, following me.
I’m still feeling all jittery, though, so I don’t turn around. Instead, I quicken my pace and make for Mr. Dodge’s open office door. When I get there, I want to leap through it like an action movie star right before an epic explosion.
On the way in, I stumble slightly. Mr. Dodge looks up from his desk, startled. I smile innocently.
“Heyyy…so, um, you wanted to see me?”
“Yes, I did.” His face does not look happy. I open my mouth to crack a joke or compliment his bow-tie, or just generally blow some preemptive smoke up his ass, when his eyes flick upward. “Both of you, have a seat. Grant, can you get the door, please?”
My fake smile freezes in place. I shuffle forward and take a seat, warily. Grant Blue shuts the door and takes the only other open seat in front of Mr. Dodge’s desk—right next to mine.
I chance a look at him sideways, through my eyelashes, but he’s not looking at me. What the hell is going on?
“Natasha,” Mr. Dodge folds his hands on top of his desk. The look on his face is unreadable. “Do you remember the deal we made a few weeks ago?”
I steal another look at Grant Blue. Seriously, why the fuck is he here? Is he supposed to be like a bodyguard, in case I get violent? Or maybe Mr. Dodge is afraid I’ll try to seduce him to keep from getting in trouble, and he wants a witness. My fast and loose reputation has gotten pretty epic by now, so I can’t really blame him if that’s the case. Last week, I heard someone saying I went down on Ms. Tailor in the locker room. That was an image I did not need haunting my subconscious.
“Yes,” I admit, cautiously. “I remember.”
“So, I’m sure you can imagine my disappointment when I heard from Mr. Bogart today that you haven’t been seen in his class for weeks.”
Oh, that. Right. Yes, I suppose that could be considered a violation of our deal, in some ways. Though, technically I’m not exactly barring myself from graduation, since I did have a C minus at the end of last term. And then there’s the whole class roll forgery thing.
“That’s weird.” I try to look confused. “I could’ve sworn I’ve only missed one or two classes. There was that one day I wasn’t feeling well after lunch—probably because I ate in the cafeteria on jambalaya day—and then there was that other time, when I was suffering from…” too late, I realize that I shouldn’t use this type of excuse in front of Grant Freaking Blue, but oh what the hell it’s not like he doesn’t already think I’m a freak, so I continue, “lady troubles. But that’s all I can think of at the moment. Are you sure he’s not just getting old and nearsighted?”
Out of the corner of my eye, I see Grant Blue duck his head and raise a hand to scratch his nose. Is he hiding a smile? No way. He’s probably just horrified that I brought up that whole ‘lady troubles’ thing.
Mr. Dodge doesn’t even blink. “No.”
Busted.
“Well, it was worth a shot.” I slump down in my chair and put my elbows on my knees, bracing myself for the axe to fall. It was only a matter of time, I suppose, before the last living adult to show faith in me finally bit the dust. I’m actually surprised it didn’t happen sooner. Especially now that Becca Foster and Trent Gibson seem to have joined forces to catapult my name into delinquent infamy.
“So, what now?” I ask. My voice sounds dead to me.
“I’ve spoken to Principal Shoemaker…”
Shit. So I’m expelled, then. Well, at least I won’t have to endure any more fake sneezes that sound awfully a lot like the word ‘slut.’ Unless, of course, my mom decides to take up the tradition at home.
“…and there’s no way you can transfer into another Pre-Calculus class without re-arranging your entire schedule, which he will not agree to….”
Well, maybe I can ask Karen to take me on full time at the Baskin Robbins. With any luck, I’ll have enough money to buy gas to get me to LA within three to five years. Unless gas prices go up again.
“…So, that only leaves us with one option.”
One option? Flipping burgers, I think he means. “Unless you’re counting the illegal options, like drug dealing or prostitution.”
Next to me, Grant Blue lets out a sudden puff of air that almost could’ve been a snort. Fuck, did I mutter that last part out loud? I look over to see him covering his mouth again.
“Sorry.” I address my apology to the room at large, because apologizing to Grant Blue personally for my prostitution comment just seems way too suggestive, for some reason. “I tend to make inappropriate jokes when I’m nervous.”
Or, you know, when my mouth is open.
“Tash, I really went to bat for you, here.” Mr. Dodge says, doing that Dad thing again. “The least you can do is hear me out.”
“Sorry,” I say again. Because what else can I say? ‘Thank you for trying to prevent my inevitable expulsion, but guess what, you should’ve saved yourself the effort because I’ve been screwed since birth’?
“As I was saying, I’ve checked with your other teachers, and it looks like the only real problem you have is Pre-Calculus. So, as long as you’re able to pass Mr. Bogart’s class with at least a seventy percent, you can still walk.”
“Oh.” That’s wonderful news. Except for the part where I’d actually have to go to Mr. Bogart’s class. I try to paste a semi-grateful expression on top of my disappointment. “That’s good to know. Thanks.”
“And,” he continues, “since you seem to be fatally allergic to that classroom, I managed to get Mr. Bogart to agree to letting you finish up Pre-Calculus by independent study.”
I smile past the lump in my throat. I don’t think anyone’s ever tried this hard for me before, not even me. But it’s also tragic as fuck, because I know it’s not going to make one damn bit of difference. Mr. Dodge probably doesn’t realize that I’ve been doing Pre-Calculus by independent study already. And I’m failing. No, it’s worse than failing. Failing implies trying. What I’m doing is a lot more like drowning.
God damn, why couldn’t I have assaulted Trent Gibson in English, or P.E.? Hell, any other class. Or maybe not at all. But no, I take that back. With my temper and his level of grossness, it would’ve happened eventually for sure.
“Of course, Pre-Calculus isn’t an easy subject to grasp on your own. Which is why Grant here has offered to tutor you.”
My inner pity-party comes to a screeching halt. Wait, what?
This time, I actually turn fully sideways, so I can hit Grant Blue with the full force of my incredulous stare. He doesn’t look excited, but he also looks much less full of dread than I would’ve expected. It’s more like he’s waiting for my reaction. As if he cares what I think.
I narrow my eyes at him, already feeling deeply suspicious of his motives. “Like, you’re going to tutor me, tutor me? Or just check my homework every once in a while?”
That I could handle. Maybe. But if Grant Blue—the human bastion of gentlemanly perfection that he’s become, at least in my imagination—ends up being a jerk or a pervert, and asking for a hand job or something, in exchange for this tutoring? I really don’t think I’ll be able to stop from just giving up and going off in search of a nunnery.
“That depends on how much help you need,” he says. “We can start out by meeting in the library during lunch, or if you have a free period. Then, if you need more help, I can tutor you during detention or after school, over the phone.”
Interesting. I mull it over for a few seconds. The phone idea has merit, especially since it would mean I’d be safe from his bedroom eyes and dreamy-smelling skin.
“Okay, I think that could work.” I try to find a way to phrase my question, the one I desperately need to ask before I can agree to be indebted to someone like him—or worse, his charity case. A couple of ideas come to mind, like: ‘How will I be required to pay for these services?’ and ‘You’re not secretly Mormon, are you?’ but then I finally decide to go with, “What do you get out of this deal?”
Mr. Dodge shifts in his seat, and I can tell that he’s annoyed I felt the need to ask. But Grant Blue just shrugs.
“It’ll look good on college applications.”
Fair enough. I nod, then turn back to Mr. Dodge, because by now I’ve figured out that this little deal has a whole boatload of provisos and quid pro quos attached. Can’t get something for nothing, after all. I’m pretty sure that’s in the Trailer Park Bible somewhere, as well.
“Principal Shoemaker had a condition, before he would agree to let me set this up.”
Of course he does. 
“What was it? That I’d be publicly flogged, for skipping math class?”
Mr. Dodge shakes his head. “No, you can’t have more than one free period. So you’re going to have to replace Pre-Calculus with a third period elective.”
Okay, that shouldn’t be a problem. Maybe I can bite the bullet and join Margot’s sewing class. I hate that kind of bullshit, but at least I’d be able to spend more time with my best friend. Though, I think her class might be full. I think there might be a pottery class or something, though.
“Can I choose any elective I want?”
“Nope, you can’t.” Mr. Dodge smiles, and suddenly I feel like this whole thing has been one big cosmic joke, and I’m about to hear the punch line.
“So, what am I going to do?”
“Leadership,” Grant Blue says, with his trademark brevity.
I look at him, expecting to see that half-smile, half-apology face that means he’s making fun of me. But he’s just got that open, honest nice guy expression that’s somehow impossible to misinterpret. Like he’s exactly what he seems to be: annoyingly fucking perfect.
“Leadership? As in, student body?”
Mr. Dodge nods. Grant Blue just waits. I slowly begin to panic, as the full ramifications of what they’re telling me starts to sink in. Oh, no. Oh, hell no.
Leadership: the only high school elective you actually have to be elected to get into. It’s like the who’s who of popular kids with too much money and too much parental pressure to succeed. Every kid who ever made Margot and I feel inferior—just for existing—is in that class. Becca is in that class.
Frantically, I search for a way to get out of this, without letting them know that I’m afraid.
“Don’t you have to run for something to get into student body office? I mean, won’t people get mad, or jealous, or whatever?” Or start a fucking lynch mob, complete with torches and pitchforks, the minute they see me standing up at the front of the gym during the next school assembly?

“It’ll be fine,” Mr. Dodge says. “I’ll tell them you’re my TA. You can help organize my office or study during the meetings. But you will have to help out with pep rallies and decorating, things like that.”
Pep rallies. Decorating. For what, actual school functions? Those mystical extra-curricular events I’ve never bothered to go to, not even once?
I swallow, trying to buy myself time, but my brain is empty of excuses for the first time ever. All that’s left is this random, haunting image of me standing on a stage in a Hollywood-style prom set, covered in pig’s blood, while everything around me goes up in flames. That is how this will end, I silently promise. You mark my words, this will not end well.
“Don’t worry,” Grant Blue says, even more quietly than usual. “I’ll be there if you need any help.”
I’m not sure what he means by that, or what kind of help he’s offering, but some small part of me feels better about the whole thing in that moment.
I try to imagine telling Margot how all of this came to pass. She’ll never believe it, not in a million years. Hell, I don’t even believe it. As for Becca Foster? Well, here’s hoping my gesture of social warfare catches her by surprise, and causes an aneurism, before she has a chance to destroy me.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
The next morning, my drive to school is unusually frosty. I spent most of the night tossing around in bed, trying to figure out how to break the news to Margot. She’s already started to complain that we never see each other anymore, and now that I’m going to be piling bullshit decorating and pep rally planning duties on top of detention and work, it’s going to be even harder to hang out like we used to.
I started off by bringing her a blueberry muffin—one of those pre-packaged ones from the Mini Mart she used to love—and then I poured out the whole story in one long, curse-filled apology. I didn’t cry, though I felt like I wanted to. When I was done, she just sat there in shocked silence, holding her uneaten muffin. When she hadn’t said anything for a full ten minutes, I started the car and drove to school.
By the time we pull into the parking lot, there are almost no spaces left over. Shit, now on top of everything else, we’re going to be late for aerobics. I really can’t afford another tardy, since I know Mr. Dodge will be watching my attendance record like a hawk.
I sigh, realizing that the next few days are going to be even less fun than I expected, if I won’t even have Margot to bitch to about everything that’s going on. I didn’t even get a chance to tell her about Grant Blue tutoring me. That part kind of slipped through the cracks between her gasp of shock over what happened with Trent in the parking lot—though, I left out the part where he said he was going to ‘own my ass,’ because I didn’t want her to worry more than she already is—and the big ‘I’m in Leadership now’ reveal.
Realizing it’ll probably be at least another hour before Margot gets over the shock, I reach for the door handle. That’s when she explodes.
“Three weeks!”
I turn back suddenly, surprised by the volume of her voice, and the anger in her cherubic little face. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her screech that loud before, not even when she was doing her Meryl Streep in Mamma Mia impression. 
“Whoa.”
“You waited three whole weeks, to tell me that Trent Gibson—who is basically a pathological date-rapist, from what I’ve heard—tried to strangle you in the parking lot?” She’s so upset, she’s almost hyperventilating. “And then you skip class to avoid him, for three entire weeks, without telling me. Or inviting me to go along? Damn it, the least you could have done was let me slash Trent’s tires or something, so I could get into detention with you. What, in the actual hell, Tash?”
Well, that was unexpected. “Wait. So you’re not mad that I got myself into deep shit without telling you?” I struggle not to crack a smile, because I know that will only make her more upset. “You’re mad because, I got into such deep shit…without you?”
Margot narrows her eyes at me. “Hello, have you met me? Since when have I ever been cool with being left out of someone else’s drama?”
I can’t help it. My face splits open in a grin, then I laugh out loud. “You are the best fucking friend in the entire world.”
Then I lean over and hug her. Because, even though I am so not a hugger by nature, she’s earned it. In fact, by the time I pull back, I’m fighting off tears again—which is super lame sauce, I realize that, but I’m just so grateful to know that she’s not going to abandon me, after all. For better or worse, we’re still in this together. And no matter what happens over the next couple of months, at least I won’t have to deal with it alone.
“Come on,” she says, smiling evilly. “I can’t wait to see Becca’s face when she finds out you’re moving in on her turf.”
As we walk toward the gym, I listen to Margot spout off all these hilarious and elaborate ideas of how I can use my new ‘double agent’ status to sabotage every school event for the rest of the term and make Becca’s life a living hell. But I don’t say much. Even though I’m relieved to see Margot handling it all so well, I’m still a little nervous about the potential backlash.
But hey, I decide, as we arrive in the now empty locker room—and for once, Margot changes into her gym clothes right out in the open, alongside me—we’ll cross that bridge can we come to it. Becca’s an idiot after all, and compared to Trent Gibson, she doesn’t seem so scary anymore. Aside from running me over with her Escalade or whatever, how bad can she really hurt me?
 
###
 
By the time the bell rings at the end of second period, I’ve managed to convince myself that this whole Leadership thing isn’t that big of a deal. In fact, I don’t know what I got all riled up about before, it’s just another class, like physics but with hopefully a lot less science. Just another hour I’ll have to sit several rows behind Becca Foster and her stupid friends, either trying to ignore her or mocking her silently and creatively in my head.
I get up to follow Margot out of the room, and when we get into the hallway she turns to say something—probably some movie quote along the lines of ‘Go with God, my daughter’ or ‘just close your eyes and think of England’—but then she stops, and her eyes go wide, mouth slamming shut. That’s when I notice that Grant Blue has fallen into step beside me. Oh, right. That. I still haven’t told her about the best part—and also the worst part—of Mr. Dodge’s little deal, have I?
“Hey Grant,” I stop in my tracks, trying to think of a way to explain to Margot why he’s acknowledging my existence, without having to launch into the whole story right in front of him. “So…how about that inertia?”
He smiles without hesitation, like he’s getting used to my awkward commentary. Like we know each other. “I heard it’s pretty much at a standstill.”
A surprised laugh threatens to bubble up into my throat. I catch it in my chest and stomp it back down. So Grant Blue is a little bit clever, on top of being staggeringly handsome and economically blessed. Of course he is. That only makes him more likely to turn out fictional, or evil. Or both.
I still remember in elementary school, when Grant Blue used to stand in front of me in the lunch line. (Back then, most lines were assigned and alphabetical, so they always went Grant Blue, then Natasha Bohner. Then Carrie Burkhart, who is now the senior class vice president. Hey, now that I think about it, maybe I’m not really such a total burnout, after all. Maybe I’ve just been standing next to all the wrong people my entire life. He was always polite to me then, too. Sometimes, he’d even ask me what kind of milk I was having. And I’d be like, ‘Chocolate, dip wad. What other kind of milk is there?’
“So,” Margot says, drawing out the ‘O’ for maximum awkwardness. I realize I’ve been doing that thing again, where I just dumbly stand there looking at Grant Blue, but he’s too polite to say anything so he just stands there waiting for a response until we both eventually die of old age. “I should probably go to class.”
“Right,” I shake myself. “See you.”
“Okay…bye now.”
After she passes Grant Blue, Margot turns to make a face at me behind his back. Her eyes, saucer huge, send a message of emphatic clarity: ‘You are going to tell me all about this later, every detail, or I will kill you.’ I nod slightly to let her know I understand.
“You ready?”
“For what?” Now that Margot is gone, I feel the need to put up an extra layer of emotional barbed wire, just in case. “My initiation into Hitler’s Juveniles?”
“Come on, we’re not that bad.” Grant Blue smiles, tilting his head for me to follow him down the hall to the Leadership classroom. I do, but I keep expecting him to walk faster, so it doesn’t look like we’re together—not together, together, but just like…ah, fuck it, you know what I’m trying to say. He doesn’t, though. Walk faster, I mean. And he doesn’t seem bothered by the curious stares of the other students we pass. Then again, with a reputation like his, maybe he just figures he’s immune. Kind of like how Jesus Christ was such a stand-up guy, he could hang out with gamblers and whores without trashing his public image.
Or, maybe it’s exactly like that. The jury is still out on whether or not Grant Blue is only being nice to me out of some weird religious obligation. I find myself glancing sideways at him while we walk, but he doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t even bring up tutoring, which I would do if I was him, that way no one who passed us could make any assumptions about why he’s allowing me to breathe the same air as him—even temporarily.
We’re passing Mr. Dodge’s office when I finally snap. “So, um, when are we doing that whole math thing again?”
“Whenever you want,” he says. “Let’s talk about it after we sit down. That way I can put everything in my phone.”
He reaches around me to open the door to the Leadership classroom, gesturing for me to go in first. I consider refusing, but knowing him, he’d just keep waiting. So, rolling my eyes, I follow his cue.
When I walk into the room, I immediately feel at least half a dozen pairs of eyes on me. Against my will, my eyes zing around in search of the one person I least want to see. Becca sits frozen in mid-sentence, glaring at me over her friend Brittany’s shoulder. The murderous hatred in her eyes warms me from the outside in, and not in a good way. Everyone else just looks like they think I might pull a gun on them.
Here they are, I think to myself. The college-bound, future white collar bosses of America, who will probably never know the meaning of minimum wage. Or food stamps, or shitty government health insurance.
This is the future of the country, right here. No wonder our political system is so lopsided.
And on a more personal note, I’ve never felt more like white trash. I mean, it’s not like I’ve ever really felt comfortable anywhere, except maybe at Margot’s house. And I’d never be so bold as to say I ‘fit in’ with anyone else my age, once again, with the exception of Margot. But in that moment, I catch myself wishing I’d held onto that damn fluffy pink sweater from my birthday. At least then, maybe they’d have something to stare at besides the fading pink streaks in my hair, or my battered and obscenity-covered shoes.
“Tash,” I jump, realizing that Grant Blue has walked around me to take a seat at the nearest table. He pulls out the seat next to him. Like, right next to him. Which wouldn’t have seemed all that important, I guess, except that each table only has two chairs. And if I thought it looked like we were together before, just walking down the hall, I honestly don’t even know what the fuck they’re going to call this malarkey.
With Becca Foster’s toxic glare sizzling across my skin, I take a seat. What the hell else am I supposed to do? The situation has gone from awkward, to bizarre, to bordering on obscene.
When I’m sitting, Grant Blue leans over to hand me his cell phone. It’s one of those new smart phones, with all the bells and whistles. I’m not even sure I know how to use it. I look up at him, questioning.
“Put your number and email address in there, so I can get in touch with you about tutoring. Do you have a phone? I can put my contact info in there for you, if you want.”
“Uh….” I duck my head and start scrolling through his space age phone until I find an option to punch in some numbers, trying to pretend like I know what I’m doing. But if he expects me to pull out my shitty Back to the Future phone and hand it over, he’s dreaming. “I think I left it in my car.”
“That’s okay,” he says, taking his phone back to finalize the process of saving my number—or maybe it requires some kind of fingerprint code or DNA sample to activate, who the hell knows. “I’ll just call you right now, and then you’ll have my number saved.”
The second he presses the ‘send’ button, I cringe. But it’s too late to do anything, because a shitty digitized rendition of ‘Hot Blooded’ is now blasting through my backpack. He looks down at it, then back up at me. His right eyebrow quirks.
“Whoops,” I say, lamely. “Guess I didn’t leave it in my car.”
At that moment, Mr. Dodge breezes through the door, saving the moment.
“Alright, you guys,” he says, as he makes his way to the desk at the front of the room. “Let’s talk prom.”
My skin crawls, and that scene from Carrie pops into my head again. “Ugh, seriously? Already?”
As Mr. Dodge opens up his old-school briefcase and starts passing out stacks of colorful pamphlets, Becca and her friends coo with excitement and capitalistic delight. Yay for dresses, corsages and shoes!

Yay for underage drinking sponsored by parents who conveniently schedule trips out of town that weekend, so they can pretend to be blissfully unaware of their privileged kids’ debauchery, I silently add. And yay for getting knocked up in the back of a cheap limousine when you’re seventeen, like my mom.
Let’s just say there’s more than one reason I never go to school dances. The thought of my parents boning behind the bleachers is the first. Mom likes to say her and my dad were high school sweethearts, but I’m pretty sure that version of the story got invented after the shotgun wedding.
“It actually takes a long time to plan these things.” Grant Blue seems to think my tortured moan was a serious question. “I know it’s a month away, but we have to hire a deejay, pick a theme, buy crappy cardboard decorations in bulk from China….”
Mr. Dodge smiles as he passes us a stack of brochures. “Good to see you taking an interest.”
Whether he’s talking to me about prom or Grant Blue about me, I’m not really sure. Jesus, I’m really reading way too much into his common courtesy. I distract myself by picking up a brochure and flipping through it. There’s a different vignette of blatantly adult models posing as high school students on every page, each showcasing a different potential prom theme. I chortle when I reach the page titled ‘Oriental Dreams,’ which shows a girl in one of those Japanese silk dresses, mooning over a guy with a ponytail.
“Look, this one comes with a young Jason Lee.”
Grant Blue leans in to look over my shoulder. “I think you mean Brandon Lee.”
“Pfft,” I snort. “Shows what you know.”
“Trust me,” he says. “I watched The Crow like a thousand times when I was a kid. You’re thinking of Brandon Lee.”
Am I? Shit, maybe I am. Margot’s way better with actor names than I am. But I’m too stubborn to admit that I might be wrong, so instead I just shrug.
“Either way, it’s the stupidest prom theme ever.”
“No,” Grant Blue says, totally sincerely, “’Aqua Romance’ is worse.”
I laugh, in spite of myself. “Shut up, that is not a real theme.”
Smiling, he holds up his own brochure, which—no joke—has a nauseatingly teal color scheme, and is crawling with cardboard marine life. I gasp, pointing to the model in the frothy aquamarine prom dress in Grant Blue’s picture, who just happens to be sitting next to a bunch of two-dimensional crustaceans.
“Oh no, she’s going to get crabs at the prom!”
We both laugh quietly at that, and Becca whirls in her seat to glare at us, before her rat-like face screws up in a sneer.
“Mr. Dodge?” Becca raises her hand, and Mr. Dodge turns away from the white board—where he’s been writing down a list of potential themes—to look at her.
“Yes, Becca?”
“Wouldn’t it be better if we kept the theme of prom a secret? Like, until after we decide and it’s official?” She simpers, batting her eyelashes in the Leadership teacher’s direction. “I mean, we don’t want people getting all excited about a theme and then finding out it didn’t get picked, right?”
Yeah, right. Like that would ever happen. I lean back in my chair and mutter, “Oh God, not my oriental dreams! Take my liquid lovin’, but leave the dreams!”
Grant Blue smiles, and Carrie Burkhart—who I didn’t realize was sitting behind us, until just now—laughs. Mr. Dodge looks slightly confused. But like any good teacher, he’s used to rolling with the mood.
“Sure, I guess that’s something to consider. Thank you, Becca, for bringing that up. Let’s all agree to keep the theme a secret, okay?”
Mr. Dodge turns back to the board, but Becca’s hand stays in the air.
“Uh, Mr. Dodge?”
“Yes?”
Looking pointedly in my direction, Becca says, “Don’t you think it’s only fair that the people who got voted on to be in this class should be the ones to decide on the theme? I  mean, it’s not really fair to let anyone…else help decide, not unless we’re going to let everyone in the school have a say. Right?”
Ugh, it’s ‘elected,’ you fucking moron. And yes, Becca, I’m picking up your message, loud and clear. I’m not welcome here, not in any capacity. Rodger that, Captain Butterface.
“Got it,” I say, standing up and hefting my backpack. “I’ll go study in your office, Mr. Dodge, if that’s okay with you.”
Mr. Dodge opens his mouth like he’s about to apologize, but I smile like I’m relieved, like that’s what I wanted all along—to be cast out. Thank God for Becca, otherwise I’d have to spend third period actually relating to other human beings, maybe even making some new friends. But no, my social leper status has been preserved. Bless her rotten, elitist little heart.
And okay, maybe I’m being a little sarcastic.
“If it makes any difference,” I say, to no one in particular, as I walk toward the door, “I would’ve voted for ‘Aqua Romance.’ You really can’t ever have too much teal. Or cardboard fish.”
Mr. Dodge smiles, almost like he’s proud of me, and turns around to write that on the board. I use the opportunity to flip Becca the Double Bird. She gasps indignantly, but I’m out the door before she can say anything.
I make myself comfortable in Mr. Dodge’s office, sitting in his chair and propping my feet up on the corner of his desk, the way he does. It’s not so bad, I decide. At least it’s quiet. I consider rummaging through his desk drawers for a moment, but that just feels way too wrong. If it was any other teacher’s office, I’d be diving through their shit in a heartbeat, searching for contraband or embarrassing photos. But Mr. Dodge is one of those rare adults I deem worthy of my respect—maybe because he showed it to me first. Or maybe it’s his totally badass, ‘nerd who doesn’t give a fuck’ fashion sense. Who knows?
At a loss for anything else to do, and because I really don’t want to start on my Pre-Calculus homework yet, I pull out a notebook and start sketching out my own little prom dioramas, complete with girls in dresses that match the décor, just like in the catalogues. My favorite Tash Original themes end up being ‘Bodily Function Fantasy’ and ‘Liquid Courage.’ I chuckle evilly to myself as I pass the time.
I’m not sure how long I’ve been in Mr. Dodge’s office before my phone beeps with a text message alert. I remember that I forgot to silence it, which then reminds me of my embarrassing attempt to keep Grant Blue from seeing my ghetto ass phone. I dig it out of the outside pocket, and flip it open.
The text message is from an unrecognized number, but I immediately know who sent it. My stomach does a little flip, and because there’s no one around to see, I let myself smile and even giggle a little as I read the text from Grant Blue aloud to myself:
“Brace yourself. The theme of this year’s prom is STARS ON THE RED CARPET.”
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Three weeks until prom….
 
It’s Monday again.
Oddly enough, school days to be passing faster lately, instead of slower. You’d think with all the detention, and the studying—which I never really did much of before, in all honesty—and the extra-curricular activities I now have to worry about, things would drag by in one long, exhausting monotony.
But they don’t. 
In fact, I feel like I have more energy to do more things, for some reason. It’s very weird. Unnatural, even. Especially when you consider the fact that I used to go to bed at like midnight and wake up at the last possible second, after hitting the ‘snooze’ button at least three times. And even then, my ass would always feel like it was dragging by 5:00 PM.
Lately, I’ve been doing this thing where I go to bed at ten-ish and wake up at like 7:00 AM for no good reason, and then I just lie there daydreaming for a few minutes before hopping in the shower. Yesterday, I caught myself singing while shampooing. Probably would’ve scared the shit out of my mom if she’d been home to hear it, if she hadn’t been shacked up overnight at her new boyfriend’s house.
Against all odds, Margot seems to be thriving, too. She’s even started putting on a little weight, and her legs don’t remind me of flamingo legs quite as much. As we drive to school, she catches me up on her sewing class, and how Ms. Greenwich keeps complimenting her on her style and sewing skills, begging her to consider fashion school—or, at least a double-major in fashion design and acting at UCLA.
I tell her she should do it, smiling my encouragement even as I feel my stomach pinch with guilt over missing out on so many important moments of my best friend’s senior year. Then again, I remind myself, we’ll have all kinds of shared experiences after we move to LA. Fuck high school—college is where the real magic happens, or so I’ve read.
When we get to aerobics, I try not to act surprised when Margot plunks her stuff down next to mine on the bench in the main locker room, and starts changing right there. It’s the third time she’s done that in the last week, and I’m feeling super proud of her. Of course, she still does it Houdini-style, pulling on one baggy shirt over the other, and then pulling the one underneath out through a neck or arm hole—Ta-dah!  So there’s never much skin—or in her case, skin and bones—showing.
The downside of this method is that it takes fucking forever.
So today, while standing guard at the end of the row of lockers and waiting for Margot to finish, I find myself accidentally eavesdropping on someone else’s conversation.
“Do you know what color dress you’re going to wear yet?” a semi-familiar voice asks.
“No, I have to wait for Becca to decide.” That voice is definitely Brittany Rice, Becca Foster’s best friend. “We all really liked this frilly one from a bridal store online, and it comes in like, six different colors. So we’re all going to pick a different color and match. I really hope Becca doesn’t choose pink, though. Because my mom got me the cutest little crown with these pink rhinestones in it. And a matching garter and flask.”
“Cute!”
Wow, a flask. I lean back against the lockers, shaking my head. If I brought something like that to prom, they’d be all over me. But when it’s Becca and her friends, it’s apparently adorable.
“By the way,” Brittany continues, “did you hear about Becca’s dad?”
“No, what?”
“He told Becca yesterday that his dealership is going to sponsor prom court this year.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means that whoever wins Prom King and Queen will get a scholarship of like, two-thousand dollars or something.”
“Wow, two grand?”
“I know, right?” Brittany drops her voice even lower. “She told me the only reason he’s doing it is because it’s tax deductible. And he’s so sure that Becca’s going to win, he’ll just be giving half the money to her, anyway.”
“But what if Becca doesn’t win?”
Brittany laughs, but it sounds strained. “Don’t let her hear you say that. Not that I wouldn’t love to have two grand to spend on new clothes for college. Or drinks.”
On the other side of the locker room, a door slams. Brittany and whoever she was talking to fall immediately silent. I can hear the sound of footsteps approaching, and I glance behind me to see if Margot is finished changing yet. She’s still tying her shoes, so I stay where I am—creating a human force field between her and Becca.
“Hey Becca,” the first girl says, and I sneak a glance around the corner. Oh, right, it’s that redhead girl. Stacey…something. Or Sarah. The turnover rate in Becca’s bitch brigade is so high, it’s hard to keep track. And judging from the look of annoyance Becca is giving her, What’s Her Face doesn’t have long before she’s cut from the roster.
“We were just talking about prom dresses,” the redhead says, in a voice that’s so high-pitched and fake, it’s obvious she’s guilty of something. “So, what color dress are you going to wear?”
“Pink.”
I stifle a laugh as I imagine Brittany trying not to let Becca see how crushed she is. Looks like her mom is going to have to return that flask. What a shame.
“Okay, I’m ready!” Margot bounces up behind me with a happy trill in her voice. I turn toward her, just as Becca looks up to see me standing behind the lockers a few feet away. Her eyes narrow, and she looks me up and down. I cross my arms, daring her to say something.
But instead of taking a shot at me, Becca’s eyes flit to Margot—as usual, seeking out the weakest target, because she’s too much of a goddamn coward to take on someone who’s every bit as strong as she is, at least in an emotional sense.
“Hey Marge,” Becca says, pointing back the way she came. “I just came out of the bathroom, and that last stall is free if you want to use it.”
Without breaking eye contact with Margot, she doubles over and pretends like she’s barfing—with retching sounds and everything.
A familiar burn starts in my gut, and I take a step toward her. There’s nothing I would like more in the world than to smash her face into a locker, over and over, until she learns some damn human compassion. But then Margot is behind me, tugging on my shirt.
“Come on Tash,” she says, and her voice sounds stronger than usual. “She’s not worth it, let’s go.”
Wow. I look back to see my friend standing tall, her chin set. Either Margot is getting to be a seriously amazing actress, or somehow she’s found a way to muscle through her submissive tendencies when it comes to dealing with high school villains. Good for Margot. And bad news for Becca. Looks like she’s going to have to find someone else to torture now. Unfortunately, I’m not naïve enough to believe such a small victory will make her give up her sadistic ways altogether.
After we leave the locker room, Ms. Tailor divides us up into teams and we play volleyball. Becca ends up on the other side of the gym, where she can’t bother us. Nevertheless, I find myself looking over at her whenever it’s not my turn to serve.
It makes me sick to my stomach. I just keep asking myself, what did Becca Foster ever do to deserve being popular? Since the third grade, all she ever does is talk shit and make people feel bad. She's not pretty. She's not nice. People just follow her around, for some unfathomable reason. I'd be willing to bet she doesn't even know what the word unfathomable means. Because she's certifiably stupid, on top of being mean. With all that ugly piled on top of ugly, it’s amazing to me that karma hasn’t knocked her down a peg or two by now.
When the bell rings, I follow Margot back into the locker room to change. But I keep catching snippets of conversation from Becca and her friends, talking about prom, giggling about which of the popular group of guys is going to ask them.
When I hear Becca whisper the name “Grant,” I feel my stomach drop. But then I kick myself, because of course Becca is interested in Grant Blue. Who wouldn’t be? That doesn’t mean he gives a flying monkey’s ass about her.
Not that I have any business thinking about that.
Last week, after Prom Watergate, Grant Blue sat down with me in detention and gave me all of his notes from when he was in Pre-Calculus. We’re talking like, four whole notebooks full of meticulous, perfectly legible, handwritten notes. I told him I’d probably need some time to go through them all, so he said to call him if I had any questions, and we’d meet up next week.
Well, it’s next week, and I haven’t had the guts to call him yet. Whenever he asks me how things are going, I tell him I’m still working my way through the notes. But I think it’s obvious that I’ve hit a wall, because my homework assignments are starting to seem more and more impossible. My attitude isn’t really improving, either, especially considering the fact that every time I open up my Pre-Calculus book, I swear to God it smells like Trent.
My palms are sweaty as I plot a course through the halls to Mr. Dodge’s office. I’ve decided to hide out there for the duration of third period, because I really can’t stand any more of Becca at the moment. Also, I might be avoiding Grant Blue. Not because of what Becca said, though. If anything, it’s because I’m avoiding the moment when I have to confess how mathematically retarded I am.
Not that I care what he thinks of me, because I don’t.
I just don’t want him to think I’m stupid. That makes sense, right? 
What do you mean, it doesn’t make sense? You know what, nobody asked you. So you can go ahead and mind your own damn business now. Okay?
Anyway, where was I? Oh, right.
I’m sitting in Mr. Dodge’s office with my feet up on the desk, reading my latest guilty pleasure bodice-ripper, when Mr. Dodge suddenly bursts in and scares me half to death. I drop my feet to the floor and scramble out of his chair, but not before he catches a glimpse of the cover of the book I was reading—which is, to my dismay, especially naughty-looking. Glistening abs, torn dress, side boob—the works. Also, it’s called The Sailor’s Sin. Ouch.
“Sorry if I startled you Tash,” he says, side-stepping his way around me to get to the coffee pot behind the desk. “But I was getting dangerously low on caffeine in there. And Becca has been talking about her dad’s sponsorship for about twenty minutes straight. Did you hear about that, by the way?”
“About what?” I’m distracted by my attempts to hide the evidence of my most humiliating, girly obsession.
“Apparently, Becca’s dad is giving money to whoever wins prom court.” 
He turns his back to pour a cup of coffee, and I use the opportunity to stuff the book into my bag.
“You should think about running. For college tuition. Every little bit helps, you know.”
“Right, sure.” I perch on the edge of his desk, because his extra chairs are nowhere to be seen. “I’d be a shoo-in for prom court. Sometimes, I think I should try out for Miss America too, you know, because I’m just so graceful.”
“Why not?” Mr. Dodge steps around the desk to stand in front of me. “Don’t sell yourself short, Tash. You’ve got a lot more going for you than you know. Not just looks, either.”
At his words, a thousand alarm bells go off in my head. Without planning to, I hold my breath. Hoping, against all hope that he didn’t mean that the way it sounded, that he’s not about to do something that will destroy my last vestige of faith in mankind.
He takes a step closer, until I can almost inhale the steam rising out of his coffee cup.
“You know, with the right attitude, and a little bit of direction, I’m guessing there’s almost nothing you couldn’t accomplish.”
A chill goes through me, and I honestly can’t tell if it’s a good or bad feeling. I’m staring up at his bow-tie, because I can’t bring myself to look him directly in the eye.
“Really?” Something prickles at the back of my eyes, but I blink it away, as hard as I can. He doesn’t mean that. He’s just trying to be a good teacher, telling me what he thinks I need to hear. Or trying to get in my pants. Maybe all of the above.
I sniff, then shrug noncommittally, looking away. “I guess.”
Mr. Dodge sighs. “Someday, you’ll realize I’m right.”
He turns to leave, and I’m frozen on the edge of his desk, like a sullen gargoyle with very poor posture. I don’t know what to say. There’s nothing I can say. I should have thanked him for his kind words, or at least for everything he’s done for me. But instead, I just keep waiting for the other shoe to drop. Because deep down, I know it will.
If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my eighteen-point-whatever years of life, it’s that people always have an ulterior motive. Always. 
I can’t believe I let myself forget that lesson, even for a second.
 
###
 
Later that day, I meet Grant Blue in the library during my free period for our first ‘official’ tutoring session.
After Mr. Dodge’s little guilt-trip pep talk, I was feeling particularly shitty about myself, so I finally texted Grant during lunch and told him I’d meet him if he was free. But by the time I get to the library, I’m already having second thoughts. I go in through the fake metal detectors and wave at Shelly, the librarian—aka my smutty paperback dealer—before spotting Grant Blue at a table in the corner.
As I approach, he looks up and smiles. That’s when it hits me: he’s sitting in the library because of me. He went out of his way to come here during his free period, for me. I feel like I’ve been tasered. My heart skips a beat, and my legs feel suddenly weak. It’s ridiculous that someone could make me feel this special, like I’m the heroine in some cheesy book. I’m starting to hate myself for having this reaction.
Jesus, Tash. Lock that shit down. Grant Blue is not Prince Charming. He’s just another guy, just one more slightly remarkable face in a sea of leering, pimple-covered teenage faces. This isn’t a fairy tale, and you sure as shit aren’t anyone’s damsel in distress.
I shuffle up to the table and drop my backpack on the floor. I don’t return his smile, because that would just encourage him to keep giving me more of his. And I’m like this close to a fatal Grant Grin overdose. My circulatory system can’t take it, I’m serious. Grant Blue pulls back a chair for me, right next to him. But I pull out the one directly across from him instead. Even then, I’m too close—close enough to see a fine, light brown dusting of shadow across his otherwise velvety-looking jaw.
Okay, so he’s not even slightly pockmarked—his skin is perfect. I wonder what it would be like to touch it. 
Fuck me, this is getting to be a problem. It was all well and good to fantasize about him from afar, but now that I’m actually getting to know him, I’m starting to like him. In a very real, non-fictional way. Fuuuuuck.
“You weren’t in Leadership today.” His remark isn’t really a statement or a question, but something in between.
My mouth opens to say ‘No shit, Sherlock,’ but instead, what comes out is an excuse. “No, I uh, I had some things I needed to do. For Mr. Dodge.”
Liar, says the asshole Jiminy Cricket. Why don’t you just tell him you were avoiding him, because he makes you nervous?
“Anyway,” I clear my throat. “Let’s get this over with, okay?”
“Sure.” He opens up his Pre-Calculus book, which is on top of a stack of a bunch of other books. There’s no way he’s taking that many classes.
“Seriously, who lugs that many textbooks around by choice?” I don’t mean to make that observation out loud, but well, shit happens when Grant Blue is around.
He laughs, and the throaty perfection of that sound makes me grit my teeth.
“Yeah, I have a hard time getting rid of things.” He looks at me expectantly. “Where’s yours?”
“My what?” Oh, right. My attempted murder weapon. The textbook that launched a thousand curse words. That book.
I lean down and unzip my backpack and pull out the hated tome using only two fingers. It’s heavy though, so I end up dropping it. I mutter a few choice swear words under my breath, then heave the thing onto the table with a loud thunk. Ta-dah!
 “Okay, why don’t we start on page…three-fifty?”
I shrug, opening up to the appropriate page. Ugh, functions. I seriously hate those.
“I know what you’re thinking,” he says, with that annoyingly sympathetic smile. “Functions suck, right?”
And bingo was his name-o. “Yeah, they really do.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll show you how to break them down until they seem like the simplest thing in the world. Promise.” He flips through his book, all the way to the back. “See, graphing functions is kind of like making a treasure map….”
A treasure map, seriously, like in The Goonies? Okay, so that’s kind of awesome. I crane my neck to see what he’s looking at, and he fixes me with this look.
“You know, it would be a lot easier for me to show you if you’d sit over here.”
Would it? I seriously doubt he knows what he’s asking. Sitting next to him and breathing his soapy, minty wonderfulness—that’s only going to make me stupider. But I don’t want to raise his suspicion by balking, so I sigh and move over.
From my new vantage point, sitting shoulder-to-shoulder with Grant Blue, I can clearly see the graph he’s pointing at in the back of his book. Along with a bunch of black squiggles, red numbers and hand-written notes in the margins. Jesus, if there was a few more curse words in there, his book would look a lot like my shoes.
“Hey, wait a second,” I reach over and slide my Pre-Calculus book toward me, flipping through to the back. “Why does yours have all those numbers in red? Mine doesn’t have those.” I roll my eyes, exasperated. “Well shit, that’s my problem right there. Mr. Bogart gave me the wrong damn book!”
“No,” he laughs. “Mine is the teacher’s edition.” He holds it up to show me the cover, which I now realize is slightly different than mine. “See?”
Meaning, his book has all the answers in it. Cha-ching! “That’s awesome. Where did you get that?”
“I bought it online.”
His totally innocent response seems so genuine, it makes me want to hit him.
“Well, no wonder you passed the class.”
Again, he seems to think my totally serious outburst is a joke, and he laughs. “No, I didn’t have it when I took the class. That would’ve been cheating.”
“Oh, right.” Cheating, which is bad. Therefore, Grant Blue would never be caught dead doing it. Kind of like me. He’d never be caught doing me, either.
Whoa, where did that come from?
“So…functions.”
Grant Blue nods. “Let’s start by sketching out a simple graph.” 
He pulls out his notebook and turns to a sheet of pristine, white lined paper. I pull out mine, too, which—unlike his—has doodles around the corner of almost every page.
“Okay,” I say, when my pen is ready. “Hit me.”
“That’s really cool.”
“What?” I look up to find him staring down at my notebook. I follow his gaze. This page is ringed with thorny vines and drooping roses, with a few birds perched around here and there.
“Is that what you do in class, instead of taking notes?”
I bristle at the implication of his words. “Only when the class is too asinine to satisfy my attention span.”
“Sorry.” He looks like he means it. “I just wish I had a talent like that, otherwise I wouldn’t have to entertain myself by color-coding all my notes.”
Eyes narrowed, I inspect the organized little piles of papers and notebooks that surround him. Damn, I hadn’t noticed it before, but Grant Blue has a serious highlighter habit. Everything—even down to the page numbers—in some cases, is either circled, underlined or highlighted with meticulous precision.
“Wow, it’s like the homework version of A Beautiful Mind.”
He does that slightly uncomfortable, wince-smile thing. “Kind of, except that guy was crazy, remember?”
I find myself being mesmerized by his green-brown eyes and humble sincerity, and it makes me angry all over again. 
“Sure, you’re perfectly sane. That’s why you offered to tutor me, even at the risk of becoming a social leper.”
Then again, the voice of my self-hatred whispers, maybe that’s why he wanted to meet you in the library during free period, instead of lunch. Maybe he knew none of his friends would see him here.
“Tash, you shouldn’t say things like that.” He leans toward me, and his knee brushes my leg under the table. The momentary contact—subtle though it is—sends an electric thrill through my entire body, strong enough to make me shudder. As always, that rush of sexual excitement sets off warning bells in my brain.
I’m doing it again. I’m ruining everything. It’s going to happen all over again, just like with Christopher in the third grade. He’ll pretend he likes me. He’ll say he just wants us to be friends. But then I’ll bring out the worst in him. He won’t be nice, anymore. He’ll just be hungry. Then he’ll be ashamed. Angry. Eventually, he’ll start to hate me for the things I made him do to me.
“No, I should say things like that,” I tell him, as I push back with my feet, shoving my chair away from the table. “How else am I going to warn you about what a huge mistake you’re making?”
I stand up and shove my notebook into my backpack, not even bothering to zip it shut before I swing it over my shoulder. I should’ve known this wasn’t going to work. Hell, maybe I should’ve just offered to go behind the stacks with him right now and get it over with.
“Get…what over with?” Grant Blue is standing now, too, a concerned expression on his face.
Fuck, did I say that last part out loud? Oh, God. I’ve got to get the hell out of here.
“Nothing, don’t worry about it.” I go to leave, but he stops me with a gentle hand on my arm.
“Hey, wait.” Once again, he’s talking to me in that quiet, soothing voice, trying to calm me down. Trying to prevent a scene. Because I’m unpredictable, unreasonable. Crazy. “If you’re talking about paying me or whatever, it’s okay.”
“Paying you?” Oh, hell no. I don’t care how nice he is. He does not get to gloss over this like it’s something trivial. I take a step toward him, glaring up at him with as much hatred as I can muster toward someone I really wish I could make out with.
“Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about, Grant. You might be a goddamn saint, but you’ve got eyes and ears, just like everyone else. People like you. They respect you. They do not like or respect me. I am not a nice person, and I don’t deserve your help.”
He opens his mouth—maybe to argue, I don’t know—but I hold up a hand to stop him.
“Why are you slumming it, Grant? Just tell me what you want from me, because there is no such thing as something for nothing,” I tell him, hissing with anger. “If you can’t tell me that, I can’t do this.”
But what I really mean is, ‘I can’t let you do this.’
After a second, he lets go of my arm and steps back, looking down at the table.
“I don’t think it’s fair to judge people without getting to know them,” he says, so quietly I can barely hear him. “I just thought…maybe you needed a friend.”
The tremulous honesty in his words hits me like a fist to the face. An invisible hand clenches around my throat. My eyes prickle at the corners.
He’ll say he just wants us to be friends. But then I’ll bring out the worst in him. He won’t be nice, anymore.
Clenching my jaw, I shake my head. “I don’t need a friend, okay? And I don’t want to be friends with you. I just need to pass a fucking math test.”
With that, I storm out of the library like the irrational, psychotic bitch that I am.
 



 
CHAPTER NINE
 
I end up skipping detention, which I know is going to get me in trouble with Mr. Dodge, and yet I can’t bring myself to care. Plus, I get to drive Margot home for the first time in weeks, and I don’t have to worry about Trent lurking in wait for me in the relatively abandoned parking lot.
Worth it.
Because I’m feeling ultra reckless, I call in sick to work and take Margot to a movie. Last summer, we used to do this every weekend. As a matter of fact, taking Margot to the movies so often is probably how I managed to work my ass off at Baskin Robbins for three straight months and still end up with only like eight-hundred bucks in my ‘under the mattress’ account. It’s not like I ever spend money on anything else—with the exception of the occasional Slushee or blueberry muffin from the Mini Mart by my house. Anyway, it’s been way too long since I’ve seen Margot as happy as she was last summer.
Today, because I feel guilty for letting my priorities get so screwed up, I go all out. We buy popcorn and sodas and candy, and laugh ourselves silly through a romantic comedy with a ridiculous memory-loss premise. Then, when the movie is over, I scout out another theater that’s just starting a new movie, and we sneak into that one, too. Margot and I have been doing this for years, the whole ‘two movies for the price of one’ thing—we call it a ‘Double Feature.’
What? Stop judging me, it’s not like we snuck in without paying at all. Plus, I just dropped the gross domestic product of a small country on concessions.
The second movie is a lame horror flick with a whole bunch of B-movie actors in it. There’s almost no one else in the theater, so Margot and I start up our own little version of Mystery Science Theater, ripping on the actors and adding our own—in my opinion, much more clever—lines to the script. By the time the credits roll, we’re in danger of peeing ourselves again, and it’s almost nine o’ clock.
“Oh crap, I need to get home,” Margot says, as we throw away our empty popcorn containers and cups. “Nana is probably freaking out, now that her Passions marathon is over, and she’s noticed I haven’t come home yet.”
“Meh, she’ll be cool, she always is.” I wave away Margot’s worries, even as my own start to resurface. I wonder if my mom has any idea that I’m failing Pre-Calculus, that I’m on my way to being expelled? I seriously doubt it. Would she even care if she did know?
After I drop Margot off at her trailer, I roll up to find mine dark and deserted-looking, as usual. Balls, I forgot to turn on the porch light before I left for school. One of these days, we’re going to have a break-in. Not that they’ll get anything really valuable, but it would suck to have to buy a new door.
As I park in the driveway and turn off my engine, I notice a pair of red taillights glowing behind me, across the street. 
Weird, I didn’t know Mrs. Jimenez had a car. Maybe her son is out of jail again.
I climb out of my car and heft my backpack out of the trunk, fumbling to separate my house key from the mess of car keys, work keys and ironic key chains cluttering up my key ring. In the dark, it’s hard to tell a bottle opener from a miniature glass slipper, let alone one semi-identical metal key from another.
As I struggle to fit my key into the lock, I hear a car door open and slam shut, behind me. I tense. Turning the key frantically, I shove the door open and reach inside to flip on the porch light. Which was a stupid idea, because it comes on right over my head, momentarily blinding me to what might lurk out there in the darkness.
The smart thing to do would be to get inside my house and lock the door behind me. Unfortunately, when I move to do just that, my backpack strap gets caught on the screen door handle, and I’m jerked back without warning.
“Son of a bitch!” I struggle to disentangle myself, and my heart rate triples as I imagine a bloody axe swinging toward me from behind. 
Why did we watch that stupid horror movie? Get it together, Tash. No one is out to get you. Well, except Trent Gibson.
“Tash?” a familiar voice calls. 
I freeze in horror, but then I force myself to turn around, to make sure I’m not imagining things. But nope, I’m not. Grant Blue is indeed standing on my rickety metal porch, surrounded by dying flea market cactuses and cracked plastic lawn chairs. In the glow of the porch light, his brown hair takes on a golden halo kind of effect. It makes him look even more out of place. Or actually, it’s like the place is unworthy of his presence.
Which is why I’m suddenly humiliated, when I realize that this is my house. That I live here, and now Grant Blue knows that I live here. I want to die from the shame. Wait, how does he know I live here?
“What the hell are you doing here?” Finally managing to rip my backpack free of the door handle, I fling it inside and turn to face him, hands on my hips.
“You ask me that a lot.” He’s wearing a sweater, one of those expensive zip-up ones from the Gap or whatever, and it’s cold out, but he’s still got the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. Because he’s just that hot, I guess. “I’m here to see you.”
 The smile he gives me is hesitant, but breathtaking. I hate him. I want to kiss him so much. Why is he here? Why is he wasting his precious time on me?
“How do you know where I live?” And more importantly, why do you care where I live?
He shrugs a shoulder, and I realize he’s wearing his backpack, single-strapping it. It’s black, like his sweater, so I didn’t see it in the dark. Dropping his bag on my filthy porch, he pulls out a Pre-Calculus book. My Pre-Calculus book.
“I was going to hold onto this for you and give it to you in detention,” he says, holding it out to me. “But then, you didn’t show up for detention. So…I was worried something might have happened.”
“Something did happen,” I say, taking the book from him, a little too violently. “I told you to get lost, remember? And you didn’t answer my question. How did you find out where I live?”
Grant Blue doesn’t look taken aback, or offended, like I want him to. Instead, he just sighs and reaches into his back pocket. Pulls out a torn and folded envelope. “I found this stuck in between the pages.”
I take that from him, too. It’s a pay stub from my work, which of course has my name and address printed on it. Oh.
“Way to go, Sherlock,” I say, feeling exceptionally stupid, on top of embarrassed and confused. “And you couldn’t have waited to talk to me until school tomorrow?”
“I could have, but I wanted to apologize.”
Apologize? Seriously? For what, being dream-worthy and unattainable?
I bite my lip to keep from spitting out any more unfortunate phrases, like ‘No, I’m the one who should be sorry,’ or ‘can I please smell your sweater?’ In my defense, he looks like he might smell especially delicious at the moment.
“I’m sorry if I made you feel like it was a chore or something, tutoring you,” he says. “I’m not sure what I said or did, but obviously it made you feel uncomfortable.”
I open my mouth to say that uncomfortable wasn’t quite the right word, but what other word is there? Horny? Desperate? Outclassed?
Yeah, that’s a good one. When it comes to Grant Blue, I am seriously outclassed.
“Anyway,” he takes a step back, picking up his backpack and swinging it over his shoulder, “I just wanted to let you know that I meant what I said. I really do want to help you, but I don’t want to make you feel pressured to see me as anything more than a tutor. Not even a friend, if you don’t want. I know I can be…awkward, sometimes. So if that bothers you, I can try to see if anyone else in my Advanced Calculus class can—“
“No!” I interrupt him, once again losing my ability to filter myself. “You’re perfect. I mean, I’m sure you’d be an awesome tutor.” I try to find a way to rephrase that, so it’s not quite so desperate sounding. But after a few seconds of silently flailing, I just end up spewing the truth again. “It’s just…it’s me. I’m kind of a gigantic fuckup. I don’t know how to be friends with guys. Or anyone really, for that matter, except Margot. And I’m pretty sure that’s only because we’ve grown up together, and she’s learned how to ignore what a horrible person I am. And to be honest, I don’t know if I can be…not horrible. It’s like this compulsion I have.”
Grant Blue just looks at me silently for a few seconds. “Can I tell you something?”
I expel a puff of nervous, surprised laughter. Jesus Christ, why is he still standing on my porch? How is it possible that he hasn’t run away yet? 
“Okay, sure.”
He puts his hands in his pockets, takes a deep breath, looks down at the porch. I try to guess what he’s going to tell me, but I honestly can’t. He could be a psycho killer, or he could be about to witness to me about his religion of choice. Or maybe this is some kind of really elaborate double-dare.
“I have OCD.”
Say what now? I blink, several times, trying to process. “OCD…isn’t that like…obsessive….?”
“Obsessive compulsive disorder,” he says, meeting my eyes again, but only for a second, before his beautiful eyes flick back toward the cactus by the door. “It’s not something a lot of people know about me. I’ve had it since I was a kid. It used to be really bad, like I couldn’t go out of the house, almost ever. I have these pills I take now, and they help a lot, but they also make me kind of…out of it, sometimes. So if I ever say the wrong thing or act like a zombie, that’s why.”
If you’re what zombies act like, then I will gladly succumb to the apocalypse. I’m biting my lips, hard, to keep from saying anything stupid, because I don’t want him to stop talking. I have no idea why Grant Blue is choosing me to confide in, but it’s the most special thing that’s ever happened to me, I’m pretty sure.
But now he’s looking at me like he’s embarrassed—which is just so surreal, on so many levels—and I have to say something.
“I don’t think that’s that big of a deal, Grant. Lots of people take pills these days—it’s practically the norm now. And you seem pretty functional to me. Honestly, I don’t think any of your crowd of friends would care if you told them.”
Nice one, Tash. Way to come up with a sensitive and appropriate response. Nailed it.
But Grant just laughs. “Well yeah, I’m functional. But that doesn’t mean I’m normal. I’ve just learned how to keep that side of myself hidden. But I still wash my hands a lot, like scary a lot. And I can’t get into an elevator unless it has an even number of people in it. Also, when I’m driving, I have to tap my left foot every time I pass a traffic sign.”
My eyes widen. Wow, that’s pretty specific. But then, an ugly little thought occurs to me. He could be messing with me, or making all of this up to make me feel better about myself. Why he would do that, I have no idea. But that doesn’t mean it’s not possible.
“Why are you telling me this?”
He shakes his head. “I don’t really know. Maybe because you seem like you’re hiding something, too.”
“Nope,” I answer too quickly, my automatic self-defense sarcasm mechanism kicking in before my brain has a chance to stop it. “My life’s an open book. Haven’t you heard the rumors?”
“Not from you.”
My brain stutters at that. I make a half-hearted attempt to joke my way out of it. “Well, I don’t like to brag about myself.”
“I can trust you though, right?”
“What?” I’ve missed something.
“With my secret,” he says, very slowly and clearly. “You’re the only person at school who knows. You have something on me now. So, can I trust you?”
“Yeah.” I’m so taken aback, I can’t even think of anything else to say. But he’s right. I’d never tell anyone his secret. “Of course.”
“Good.” One corner of his mouth lifts, just slightly. For the first time, I see the doubt in his eyes, behind the smile. “So, I’ll see you at school tomorrow?”
“Yeah, I guess so.” My lungs feel like they’re filled with helium. Is it possible that Grant actually cares what I think of him? How in the hell did that happen? Casting my eyes around for a segue, because I honestly don’t think I can stare into those eyes of his any longer without doing something truly stupid, like inviting him to come inside—and I don’t care how humble he is, I cannot let him see the inside of my house—I look down at my Pre-Calculus book, which I’m still clutching tightly to my chest like it’s a piece of armor or something. 
“Anyway, thanks for bringing this back. I’ll get started on those functions tonight, and, um…if I have any questions, I’ll let you know.”
“Please do that.” He smiles again, and my eyes travel slowly up his face, past his perfect teeth and perfect nose, searching for that spark of uncertainty that reminds me how on some level, Grant is like me. I find it, hidden behind the indescribable greenish-brown, and it makes me smile.
“Later, Grant.”
“Later, Tash.”
I step back into the doorway and watch him cross the small paved street to his fancy black car, which is still parked in front of Mrs. Jimenez’s house. It’s a good thing her son Manny is probably still in lockup, otherwise that shit would’ve been stolen by now. When he turns to open the door, I wave, even though my brain is still numbly processing the fact that the world is now a completely different place. Grant Blue and I might actually be sort of friends. Any moment now, cats and dogs will start hanging out together, and marshmallows will fall from the sky. Mass hysteria and bonfires will ensue.
After he drives away, I go inside and lock the door behind me. But I can’t bring myself to let go of the damn Pre-Calculus textbook, so I take it to my room with me. I flip on my bedroom light and sit on my bed, just holding it to my chest, wondering how I could’ve hated something so much an hour ago and want to keep it forever now. I open it up and start flipping through the pages, bracing myself for a PTSD flashback of Trent’s breath, or the sound of my head cracking against his truck. But nothing happens. Instead, I just feel…tingly. Tentatively, I raise the textbook to my nose and give it a sniff.
The pages smell like Irish Spring soap, with a hint of spearmint. I don’t know how he did it, but in my mind, Pre-Calculus will now and forever remind me of Grant. And what’s even more disturbing and wonderful, is that at some point during the last twenty minutes, he stopped being Grant Blue: perfection in unattainable teenage form. Now, I can’t help but see him as Grant: fellow flawed human being.
And goddamn it, but that only makes me like him more than ever.
 
###
 
The next day, I make it through an entire forty minutes of functions without wanting to kill myself. After our session in the library during free period, Grant says he’s going to sit with me in detention, so we can tackle limits. I have a feeling those are going to be worse than functions, but I’m a lot more optimistic about my chances of not having my soul crushed by them when Grant is helping me.
I still can’t believe how comfortable he seems letting people see us together. 
Earlier, in Leadership, there was a point where Becca and her friends kept pointing and whispering at us. I was so close to picking up my stuff and exiling myself to Mr. Dodge’s office again, but Grant put his hand on my shoulder, in front of everyone, and quietly told me to ignore them. I have to admit, I might have thrown Becca a triumphant glare or two after that happened, just because the look on her face was so epically incredulous. I’m beginning to think she has a serious crush on Grant.
And if I’m being honest with myself, she’s not the only one.
In seventh period, I catch myself tapping my left foot all through art class, every time someone says the word ‘and.’ I try to imagine what it would be like to have to do this, all the time, but I can’t. It must be so hard for him, I think, constantly fighting these urges. Especially when he knows what he’s doing is unnecessary, but he still can’t stop himself.
On some level, I realize I’m beginning to develop an unhealthy obsession of my own. Thinking about him that way is pointless, not to mention a little pathetic. But I can’t stop myself, either.
In detention, I pretend to listen raptly as he explains how polynomial functions relate to limits. But really, I’m watching his lips move and daydreaming about a magical world where limits really don’t exist, a world where I could kiss Grant and he’d actually want to kiss me back. Sadly, that world exists only in my imagination, and the closest I’ll ever get is watching his lips move as he says my name.
“Tash?”
“What, huh?” I snap out of it, trying to keep a guilty look from crossing my face. “I was totally listening. Seriously.”
“Okay, then,” he smiles, playing along. “What makes a function continuous?”
I make a face. “Obviously, a function is continuous because it can’t be stopped.”
Grant laughs. “I guess that’s partially—”
“Ai, Dios Mio!” Daniela, the second sluttiest girl in school—if rumors can be believed—yells, from her place next to Miguel across the room. I jump, as she then erupts into high-pitched laughter, followed by a stream of rapid-fire Spanish. I only took the requisite two years, and didn’t really pay all that much attention, to be honest, so the only words I recognize are ‘chica’ and ‘flaca.’ She’s pointing to something on her phone and showing it to Miguel.
Next to me, Grant sighs and stands up. “Sorry, but there’s a rule, no cell phones in detention.” He walks over to Daniela, slowly and calmly, and holds out his hand. “Dame tu telefono, por favor.”
Of course Grant would also speak fluent Spanish. I shake my head. Overachiever.
Pouting dramatically, Daniela forks over the phone. Grant glances down at it, then turns back my way. Then he stops. Looks at the phone again. His perfect eyebrows push together in a frown.
When he gets back to our table, he says, “Tash, isn’t this your friend? Margaret?”
“You mean Margot?” Something prickles in my gut. I reach for the phone, swiping it out of his hand before he can stop me.
The prickle turns to a sharp stab when my eyes make sense of the blurred shape on the screen. It’s a cell phone shot of Margot, from above. She’s in her underwear, looking over her shoulder, trying to undo the strap of her bra. The bones in her back seem to be trying to press through her skin. Even if her face wasn’t in the picture, I’d have no doubt it was her. It was taken in Margot’s favorite handicapped bathroom stall. She probably didn’t even realize it. Not if Becca was quiet, and quick enough.
I sit there holding the phone in shock, until my mind finally recovers enough to remember how to read. The caption below the picture is the worst part: 
TRY THE MARGOT RILEY DIET PLAN—IT WORKS! ALL YOU NEED IS A TOILET AND A STRONG GAG REFLEX!
“Tash.” Grant’s voice seems to swim toward me through a raging river. The blood is pounding through my ears, turning my anger into a dull roar. This is it. This is the final straw. Becca Foster is fucking dead. And Margot will never know this happened, not if I can help it.
When I look up at Grant, he’s holding his own cell phone, with a pained expression on his face.
“I got it, too,” he says. “I’m pretty sure someone sent it to the whole school.”
I knock over my chair in my haste to stand up. I feel like I’m going to throw up. But I can’t. There’s no time for that.
“I have to find Margot.”
Grant steps aside to let me pass. “Go ahead, I’ll cover for you.”
When I get to the parking lot, I break out into a dead run. I have no idea what I’m going to say when I find her, or how I’m going to make this hurt less. All I know is, I can’t let Margot be alone when she sees that picture of herself. Because I love her more than anyone else in the world, a lot more than she loves herself, and I’ve never once thought she looked ugly. But when I saw that picture, some part of me was secretly disgusted.
I can’t even imagine how Margot is going to like herself, ever again, after this.
 



 
CHAPTER TEN
 
I drive toward Lazy Acres like a bat out of hell.
Every time I shift gears, my piece of shit car grinds and complains, but I don’t care. I jerk the wheel and speed up, trying not to think about anything but my destination.
I’m so angry, so sick, so terrified, I can’t even think straight.
When I get to Margot’s house, I park lopsided and leap out of the car. Some tiny part of me thinks maybe I’m overreacting, maybe it’s not that big of a deal. Teenage drama. A harmless prank. Something we’ll laugh about later. I have no doubt that’s what my mom would say, or Principal Shoemaker:
‘What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.’
Wrong. What doesn’t kill you makes you harder. Angrier. Broken.
Like me. If there’s one thing I never want for Margot, it’s that. I don’t want her to turn into me.
With that thought spurring me on, I practically bust down the door of Margot’s house. Nana and Dottie are sitting in their usual chairs in front of the TV, vegging out to some soap opera. I don’t even stop to greet them, I just barge straight back to Margot’s room, calling her name.
But she’s not there. Her backpack is, but she isn’t. Her laptop sits open on the bed, like she disappeared into thin air in the middle of studying.
I hustle back out to the living room.
“Nana, where’s Margot?”
“Good afternoon to you too,” the old lady huffs, without tearing her eyes from the screen, “Little Miss ‘Barges in Without Saying Hello.’ Give us a kiss.”
I bend down to lay a peck on Nana’s cheek, but on the inside I’m choking down a scream of frustration. “Seriously, Nana, when was the last time you saw Margot?”
“She said something about going to the Mini Mart for a snack.”
Oh, thank God. She’s still eating. That must mean she doesn’t know.
I hover on the balls of my feet for a second, trying to decide if I should go find her or just wait for her to get back. But who knows how long she’s been gone already? Plus, the Mini Mart is only like half a mile away, and Margot doesn’t have a car. Maybe I’ll catch her walking and give her a ride, then carefully break the news to her that we have to murder Becca. 
It’s the only way. I’ve finally figured it out. She’ll never leave Margot alone otherwise. She has to be stopped.
But when I drive to find her, Margot’s not anywhere on the road. I park outside the Mini Mart and leave the keys in the ignition while I dash inside. The full-time cashier is this pimply redneck named Carl. I’m pretty sure he has a crush on Margot, because he always gives her a discount. He’ll know where she went, if she ever came here at all.
“Hey Carl, have you seen Margot?”
He nods at me from the other side of the cashier’s desk. “Yep, she just came in to get a few things for her grandma.”
“Great,” I feel slightly relieved. At least she’s not on her way to do something drastic. “How long ago did she leave?”
Carl rubs his chin. “About a half hour?”
“A half hour?” I frown. There’s no way it should’ve taken her that long. Hell, we stroll the mile at school once a month in aerobics, and even then we still make it in less than fifteen minutes.
Shit, maybe she went to my house. I didn’t even think of that. I take a step toward my car, but then I stop. The pristine display of blueberry muffins seems to wink at me from beside the cash register.
“You said she was getting some stuff for her grandma?”
“Yeah.”
“What did she buy?”
Carl rolls his eyes to the ceiling, visibly racking his brain. “Uh, let’s see. A liter of Diet Coke, a candy bar, some vitamins, a few bottles of aspirin….”
My heart stops.
Oh, holy mother of fuck.
Margot, no. Please, no.
I run out of the Mini Mart and jump in the car. Please let me be wrong. Please let me be wrong.
If Margot is about to do what I think she is, there’s only one place she’d want to go: our place.
I drive to the creek behind Lazy Acres as fast as I can. There’s an old frontage road back there that nobody uses, and a creepy old playground with a rusted out swing set and a broken merry go round. Margot and I used to play there when we were younger. Margot used to call it Wonderland. It’s a wonder we didn’t get tetanus.
When I pull up next to the playground, the sun is setting. I see Margot sitting on one of the swings, lazily moving back and forth, her feet on the ground. I turn off the engine and take a deep breath. 
Okay. Calm down Tash, she’s okay. For now, at least.
I get out of the car and walk over to her. Maybe if I act like it’s not that big of a deal, she’ll let me talk her into coming home. Then we can raid Nana’s liquor cabinet and start planning our revenge.
Quietly, trying not to make any sudden moves, I sit down on the second swing. The frame of the swing set groans loudly. I consider making a joke about my weight, but then I realize that’s the worst thing I could possibly say right now.
“Margot,” I swallow hard, trying to get rid of the hot, pulsing lump in my throat. “Are you okay?”
“There’s only so much you can do, you know,” she says, softly. “Everyone’s body is different. It’s genetics. My mom used to say I took after my father. She wouldn’t even own me.”
She pauses, just long enough to pull a bottle of Diet Coke out of her lap and take a long swig. She laughs, but the sound is hoarse and scraping, like a witch’s cackle. Not like Margot’s lively, infectious laugh.
“She was a dancer,” she says, still staring straight ahead, not looking at me. “Ballet. Jazz. Everything. I found a box of her costumes once, and we tried them on. Do you remember that? I do.” Another swig. “She didn’t like the way I looked.” And another.
The bottle is almost empty now. I look at the ground by Margot’s feet, wondering where she put the bag from the store. There’s a crumpled up candy bar wrapper, but no pills. Still, something is very wrong. She isn’t making any sense.
“I thought you didn’t remember your mom.”
“I don’t.” She shakes her head, then exhales, shivering. “But she talks to me sometimes. A lot of the time. She’s always there, telling me I’m not hers. Nobody owns me, Tash. Not even you. Not even Nana.  That’s the problem with Marilyn Monroe, she let too many people own her.”
“Okay….” 
I stand up and walk around, until I’m right in front of her. But she still won’t look at me. Her eyes are glazed over, like she’s looking right through me. She’s shaking, too. She’s completely out of it.
“Margot, what did you do?”
Leaning over her, I start going through the pockets of her trench coat. Margot loves this coat, it looks just like the one Ingrid Bergman wore in Casablanca. She’s told me that a thousand times. She wouldn’t want to die in it. Would she?
My right hand closes around a small, plastic bottle. Of course, they don’t sell the big bottles at the Mini Mart. That might end up being her only saving grace. I pull the bottle out and shake it. It doesn’t rattle.
Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.
I reach into my pocket for my cell phone, but it isn’t there. At that moment, it hits me that I left it in my backpack, and I left my backpack in detention with Grant.
“Margot, where’s your damn phone? Tell me you brought it with you!”
I keep going through her pockets, until I find a second bottle of aspirin. This one is only half-empty. How many pills is that? I’m trying to do the math, but my brain is being flash-frozen by panic. I’ve watched enough medical soaps to know that they’ll want to know, at the hospital. That’s always the first thing they ask, isn’t it? ‘What did she take?’ Then, ‘How many?’
There’s still no sign of Margot’s phone, so I shake her. 
“Margot, where the fuck is your fucking phone?”
But Margot won't tell me, or she can't. My blood chills. I realize this isn’t like one of her silent treatment episodes. She's not doing this for attention, or for dramatic effect. She did this to escape. She doesn't want to be saved.
Frantically, I pull open her coat and start going through the inner pockets. I’m being rougher with her than I should, crying and yelling at the same time. “God damn it, Margot! Why couldn’t you have worn something with less pockets!?”
My fingers brush something hard and plastic, but it’s just another bottle. Herbal diet pills, this time. Carl called them vitamins. They’re all gone, too. Knowing Margot, she probably took those first, trying to build up to something more lethal.
When I’ve searched the last pocket and come up empty, I fall back on my heels in front of her. A sob of frustration and helplessness finally escapes my chest. I use it, trying to appeal to her soft heartedness, if I can’t move her with my anger. 
“Margot, please. You can’t leave me here. I can’t make it without you.”
For the first time since she started the process of killing herself, Margot looks me in the eye. Her head droops forward, like she’s too tired to keep holding it up. Her lips bend upward in a sad smile.
“You’ll be fine, Tash,” she says. “You’re so strong.”
“Fuck you!” I spit back, through gritted teeth. “You’re all I’ve got! Damn it, Margot, I will not be fine!”
But then it dawns on me: I’m strong. I can pick her skinny ass up and carry her. I can save her.
Kneeling in front of her, I wrap my arms around her waist and pull. She tries to fight me, but the pills have already started to kick in. She’s too weak.
I lift her far too easily, but even then, carrying her is a struggle. I drag her to the car and clumsily push her into the back seat. I’m crying so hard now I can barely see, but somehow I manage to start the car.
“Don’t you die yet, Margot,” I yell at her, through gritted teeth, the entire way to the hospital. “Don’t you dare fucking die! Do you hear me? I will have them put the wrong name on your grave stone, I swear to God!”
When I get to the Emergency Room, it’s like everything starts moving in slow motion. I burst through the doors like some kind of psychopath, screaming for someone to help me. People are staring, but I don’t care. I grab the nearest person who looks like they work there and pull them toward my car. I’m babbling incoherently, sobbing. I keep trying to tell them what she took, and how many. But no one seems to care. They just shove me out of the way and take Margot. I watch her disappear behind a set of double doors, and someone tells me to sit in a chair and hands me a glass of water. I don’t drink it, though. I just sit there, staring at the floor, wondering if now is a good time to throw up.
Eventually, someone comes up to me and asks me if I’m the one who brought Margot in. My eyes snap to attention. “Is she dead?”
“Are you family?” The blonde girl in scrubs looks barely older than Margot and me, and yet she’s copping an attitude like she’s the Angel of Death herself.
I stand up, until I’m towering over her, even though my legs feel like they’re about to give out. I give her my best ‘do not fuck with me’ glare. “Is she dead?”
“No,” she says, her voice gentler this time. “But we need to contact her family, for paperwork. Can you give me her parents’ phone number?”
My mouth opens to tell her about Nana, but then I think of the look on her face. She doesn’t drive. She’ll be so scared. She could call a taxi, but then she’d show up here in her curlers and slippers, probably on the verge of a heart attack. She’s so old. What if it killed her? No, until I know for sure that Margot is going to be okay, I can’t let Nana know what happened. How it happened. It would break her fucking heart.
“I’m her family,” I say. “I’m eighteen. I’ll sign whatever you want.”
After that, the girl leaves me alone again. I sit in the waiting room for what seems like days. I stare at the linoleum until I start to see shapes. Then a pair of shoes stops in front of me. I look up.
“Grant?” My eyesight is still blurry from crying. I can already feel my eyelids starting to swell.
The man in the white coat smiles down at me. “No, I’m Dr. Blue. You must know my son.”
Suddenly, the niceness of Grant’s car makes sense. Also, his savior complex. All of it, he must have inherited those. His dad is a doctor. I was so stupid to think that he cared because of me. Because I was special. But no, caring just runs in the family.
I hate myself for thinking about Grant, even now, when my best friend could be dying in the next room. But teenagers are selfish assholes, after all. And I told you from the beginning, I’m a horrible person.
Dr. Blue turns out to be every bit as nice as Grant. He explains to me that Margot’s stomach is being pumped, but she’s going to be okay. At least physically—at least when it comes to the bottles of medicine she took. Then he starts talking about potential ‘long term’ side-effects. When I ask him what that means, he pauses.
“Are there any adults I can speak with, or are you Margot’s legal guardian?”
The word catches me off guard. It's almost like I can see it shooting out of his mouth in slow motion, jutting toward my chest like a CGI spear in one of those shitty made for 3D movies. Guardian. It thuds into my heart.
I'm stronger than her. Bigger. Taller. Tougher. I should have protected her from this.
“Her parents...” I clear my throat, covering the fault in my lie. “Our parents are out of the picture.” 
I don't feel bad saying it, because it's true. 
“I can call our Nana, but she's like, really old. I'm not sure if she could handle this right now. Not until we know for sure that Margot is going to be okay.”
That much is also true.
With a sigh, Dr. Blue sits down next to me. I'm surprised by the way he looks at me. It's like he's treating me as an adult. I sit a little bit straighter, wanting to earn his approval for some reason. I can't fathom why. His eyes are identical to Grant’s, though, and it is freaking me the fuck out.
He explains the rules about a mandatory psychiatric hold, which means the hospital has to keep her under observation until a psychiatrist can determine whether she’s still a danger to herself. Also, they have to notify child and family services, because Margot is still legally a minor.
“But her birthday is in two weeks.”
“Be that as it may,” he says, “she's still not legally an adult. Which means her health is a huge concern. She's in an advanced state of malnutrition. Now, I'm sure you do the best you can, but I don't know if the social services people will see it that way. They'll want to do an investigation into her home environment, see why it was able to progress this far.”
No. That can’t happen. I think of Nana's pot supply. If they find it, they'll take Margot away for sure. She'll never survive in foster care. Hell, I only spent a week in it and I almost didn't. 
“It's not the environment,” I tell him. “It's not Nana's fault. She doesn't know.” 
I can't believe I'm doing this, even as I blurt out the words. It's her greatest secret. And it's not mine to tell.
“She does it to herself, because she thinks she's fat. She wears baggy clothes, so no one will notice. But she barely eats. And sometimes....” I stutter, knowing she'll never forgive me, if she finds out what I’ve done. “Sometimes, she throws up right after she eats.”
 Dr. Blue nods, like he already knew. And I guess he probably did, since he's a fucking doctor. But he probably needed me to say it. 
“Don’t worry, the psychiatrists will try to work with her on that. Anorexia is a disease, just like anything else. It takes work, but it can be cured. Worst case scenario, she might have to do a program. There’s an inpatient rehabilitation clinic in Gresham.” 
That’s like, three hours away from here. “What, like AA?”
He does that pained Grant smile. “Sort of. That would be an extreme measure, though, and I’m hoping it won’t come to that. I can have her admitted here for a few days, and recommend some on-site counseling.” He pauses again, and I can tell he’s trying to find a more delicate way to put something. Just like Grant, when he’s trying to explain a math problem I don’t understand. “I’m guessing you don’t have health insurance?”
I shake my head. What gave it away, my torn leggings or my graffiti-covered shoes?
“That’s okay,” he says. “I’ll work something out with the financial aid office. We do write-offs for things like this sometimes. I’ll try to make sure Margot’s case goes to the top of the pile.”
“Why?”
He raises his eyebrows at me, the same way his damn son does. “I'm not sure what you're asking.”
I open my mouth, wanting to ask all kinds of inappropriate questions. ‘Why are you helping her, when she means nothing to you?’ Or, ‘What's in it for you?’ Or, ‘Why is everyone in your family so goddamn nice?’ But I don't.
Instead, for quite possibly the first time in my life, I just say, “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” he says. “You can go see her now if you’d like, for just a few minutes.”
Before she gets admitted to a psychiatric ward, he means.
I must look concerned about that, because he says, “Don’t worry, it’s not as scary as it sounds.”
Then he stands up and leads me down the hall. 
When I see Margot, I can't help but gasp. She's skinny, so tiny underneath those sheets.
“Hey, it’s about time,” Margot rasps, and my heart breaks all over again. “Where’s my muffin?”
Even now, even hooked up to all these scary looking tubes, she's trying to pretend like everything is fine. But nothing is fine. It never was.
“I’m guessing you saw the picture.”
Margot closes her eyes. “Leave it alone, Tash.”
“No. Sorry, I can’t do that.” Now that my best friend is going to live, my tears are drying up. Now, there’s nothing left but stomach acid and hate. “That horrible fucking bitch is going to pay.”
I start storming around the room. I'm so angry, my vision is blurring. I feel like every cell of my body is shaking.
“Tash.” The voice from the bed is surprisingly strong, just like the other day in the locker room. I turn around. Behind her thin, almost skeletal face, Margot's eyes are burning.
“Tash. You have to promise me. You can't go after Becca. It's your last strike. You'll....” She stops for a second, wheezes. “You'll get expelled. Promise me. You won't touch her.”
I go over to her bed and grab her hand. Her grip is also surprisingly strong. “Margot, look what she did to you. I can't just let this go.”
“You will,” she whispers. “You have to. I won't let you go down because I was...too weak...to take it, like you.”
My jaw clenches. “You are not weak. You are the strongest person I know. You're going to go to college and become an actress. You're going to get through this, and someday, we'll laugh at how stupid it was that we actually gave a shit what Becca Foster and her army of bitches thought of us.”
Margot shakes her head again, and in a perfect impression of Aragorn from Lord of the Rings, she says, “But it is not this day.”
I laugh until the tears return to my eyes. “Oh my God, even on your death bed, you're such a fucking dork.”
She smiles, but she doesn’t let it drop. “Promise me, Tash.”
“Be honest.” I try to change the subject. “Secretly, you’ve always wanted to do a death bed scene. This whole thing has just been one elaborate soap opera audition.”
Margot stares me down, refusing to break.
Finally, I give up, but I’m acting now too. “Okay, I promise.”
She raises an eyebrow. “What?”
“I promise I won't get expelled trying to take down Becca.”
“Good.” Margot nods and her head falls back on the pillow. It's obvious she's exhausted. 
Almost dying will do that to a person, I guess.
But then she rallies, and her eyes fly open. “Will you tell Nana that I'm sorry? Make sure she knows...this isn't her fault.”
God, she’s such a better person than me. I squeeze her hand. “I will.”
After Margot falls asleep, I stand up slowly. I gently disengage my hand. I wipe the tears from around the corners of my eyes. I need to be strong now. I need to tell Nana, and somehow I need to convince her that it's not her fault. That it’s no one’s fault. That none of us could've seen this coming. 
Even if I don't believe my own lies.
Because deep down, I know whose fault it is.
 



 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Two days after Margot almost died, I somehow manage to get out of bed.
My mom has already left for work, and I doubt she has any idea that I came home last night for the first time in 48 hours. I make myself some coffee with her French press, and choke it down, hoping it will make me feel human. But it doesn’t. I don’t know how I manage it, or what drives me, but I end up fully dressed and in the car without even really thinking about it. Numbly, I start the engine and put the car into drive. 
It’s not until I’ve been sitting in front of Margot’s trailer for a good five minutes that I remember she’s not coming out. Not for a long time. Maybe not even before school is over.
It hits me then that Margot and I might never drive to school together again. But no, it’s worse than that, isn’t it? Forget about high school. What about college? What about her scholarship? Will she lose it, if she doesn’t graduate? Of course she will.
Unless they let her do all of her homework from the psych ward—which I seriously doubt, given Principal Shoemaker’s penchant for screwing over trailer park kids like us—she’s toast, from an academic standpoint. And therefore, from a financial one.
Let’s not even talk about what this is going to do for her socially. When it comes to acting, dating, making new friends? Will she ever be able to stop seeing herself the way she looked in that picture? I know I won’t.
The rage this thought causes me is enough to energize me in a way no amount of coffee ever could.
I drive to school, gritting my teeth the entire way. I shuffle into the locker room, slowly, like I’m afraid I might break. I am a ticking time bomb, a catastrophic event waiting to happen. I get dressed, like everything is normal. But inside, I’m a seething mass of hatred.
All through aerobics class, I watch Becca from afar, watching her roll her eyes and laugh with her friends. She has no idea of the damage she’s caused. Or maybe she does, and that’s what she’s so goddamn happy about.
I try to imagine how someone like her, someone with so much going for her, could become so evil, so cruel. But I can’t.
The first time Becca Foster openly targeted Margot, we were in fifth grade. Margot was so confident back then. She tried out for the elementary school production of ‘The Three Little Pigs,’ which was considered avant-garde at the time, because the whole thing was in Spanish—Los Tres Cochinitos, or something. 
Becca tried out, too. But she ended up being the first pig. The stupid one, who built the house out of straw. She only had three lines. Two of which were something lame, like, ‘No!’ and ‘Ayudeme!’ 
Margot got the part of the third pig, the smart one who built her house out of bricks. I can still remember how hard everyone in the audience was laughing as Margot stood on top of that fake brick house, taunting the wolf in Spanish in that squeaky little voice of hers. Hell, she even adlibbed some stuff. Margot was such a ham—pun intended—that night, she almost literally brought down the house she was standing on—because in reality, it was made out of cardboard and red paint.
Margot would never believe me, though, when I told her that Becca was jealous of her, because she was so good. Because the day after the play, Becca had all the kids calling her ‘Little Piggy,’ asking her if she was headed to the market, if she was going to ‘wee herself’ on the way home. 
Third graders are fucking brilliant when it comes to turning nursery rhymes into insults, as it turns out. And for some ridiculous reason, the name ‘Piggy’ stuck. Over time, it evolved from ‘Piggy,’ to ‘Pig’...to ‘Fatty’...and then the latest derivation, ‘Large Marge.’
I stare at Becca from across the upper tier of the gym where we have aerobics, hating her with every fiber of my being. 
What is she, really, but a bunch of favorable titles she's created for herself? Popular. Hot. In body, at least, if not in face. Desirable. She talks about how many guys want to date her, and people believe it.
Even if the only guy who's ever publicly admitted to getting in her pants is her ex-boyfriend, Rick, who graduated last year. And yeah, so Rick used to be popular, too. And a lot of guys liked him. And he was marginally good looking. And of course, Becca and all her stupid friends have money, which means they can afford the latest brand name clothes. Unlike Margot and I—we were raised to stretch what we’ve got for as long as we can. 
But other than that, what does Becca Foster have?
People know who she is. People talk about her. People are afraid of her.
I could do that.
Except there's one thing I definitely don't have, and that's a rich dad who can afford to buy her a nice car and give out fucking two-thousand dollar scholarships for Prom Court. Like Brittany said, as things stand, it'll be no contest. So he probably thinks it's a good investment. Pay for your daughter's education, which you were going to do anyway, and get a huge tax write-off in the process.
I watch Becca doing her stupid high kicks, trying to get ‘prom ready.’ I want to smash her ugly face in, and break both of her stupid legs. See if she wins Prom Queen then.
But I can't do that, because I promised Margot.
I glare at Becca for a few more seconds, before I finally have to turn away. My unfulfilled desire for revenge is making me sick. I pretend I’m going to the water fountain and sneak around to the other side of the bleachers, to the balcony, where I can look down at the boys’ first period basketball class.
Technically it's co-ed basketball, but only Leslie Glough was man enough to sign up for it. Two guesses what nickname Becca gave her. (Here’s a hint: it rhymes with Bes-bo.) God, she’s such an evil cunt. I wish I had a tractor, like one of those 4H kids, so I could run over Becca Foster with it.
As I stand there seething, my eyes fall across Grant. He smiles up at me, and then he actually waves. I fight the urge to turn around and see if there's someone else he could be waving at. There’s no one else up here but me. Then I realize: his dad must have told him about what happened with Margot, at the hospital.
So much for doctor-patient confidentiality. 
My heart sinks as I remember my epiphany from the other night: Grant is a second-generation bleeding heart savior type. That's all this will ever be, him feeling sorry for me. The rich doctor's son getting his philanthropy hours in by helping the poor, trailer trash girl. I smirk, as he turns away to run down the court after the ball, with his popular dude friends. I wonder if he'll feel sorry enough to just give me the answers to the test, instead of making me work for them.
There’s a shuffling sound below me, and my eyes are drawn to a cluster of other guys, standing on the sideline. They're looking at Grant, as he's looking at me. They're talking, whispering. I can almost hear them speculating, as they look up at me in that horribly un-subtle way high school guys have. Still, these aren’t the kind of stares I’m used to getting. 
They're wondering what he sees in me. If Grant Blue can wave at me in public, maybe I’m somebody.
Suddenly, it hits me, like a bolt of lightning:
A way to take Becca Foster down royally, without getting expelled. A way to show those uppity bastards once and for all that they haven't beaten me. That I can fuck up their world as much as they've fucked with mine.
I'm going to run against Becca for Prom Queen. And no matter what it takes, even if it kills me, I'm going to fucking beat her. And I'm going to use Grant Blue’s savior complex to do it.
 



 
Part III: “Slutty”
 
Shakespeare once wrote, ‘a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.’  But what about those words which aren’t so sweet? What makes one word seem so much nastier, and cut so much deeper, than another? For instance, what's the difference between a ‘skank’ and a ‘slut?’ 
Apparently, quite a lot. 
According to UrbanDictionary.com (which is basically the Webster’s of my generation,) a ‘skank’ is defined as the following: 
‘Derogatory term for a (usually younger) female, implying trashiness or tackiness, lower-class status, poor hygiene, flakiness, and a scrawny, pockmarked sort of ugliness. May also imply promiscuity, but not necessarily. Can apply to any race, but most commonly used to describe white trash.’
Well, shit. That’s a pretty spot-on description of me, up to this point. Wouldn’t you say?
 On the other hand, ‘slut’ is defined by UrbanDictionary.com as: ‘A woman with the morals of a man.’ 
You thought it was going to be worse, didn’t you? I know I did. Seriously, the word ‘slut’ just sounds so much worse. It sounds like there should be a minimum number in there, right? Almost like a legal definition; ‘You can only be counted as a ‘slut’ if you have sucked off at least half a dozen dudes, per fiscal year, and/or had  ten or more hookups with nameless strangers behind various fast food establishments.’ But no, as it turns out, a slut by any other name…is just a dude, apparently.
So, there you have it, I guess.
Proof that nobody gives a damn what a word really means, or whether or not it's true. People love labels, and as we mentioned before, they hate the complex messiness of the truth. That's why they'll continue to throw those words around, regardless of how much damage they cause, and believe whatever the hell they want.
 



 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Two weeks until prom….
 
On Saturday, I start making an official list of Becca Foster’s weaknesses.
Obviously, her face is one. She’s hideous on the inside too, not to mention stupid, so you’d think a lot of people would hate her. But then again, most people at Guthrie High think I’m the Whore of Babylon, so we’re pretty much even there. Plus, Becca hasn’t physically assaulted any wrestlers in the last few weeks—at least not that I know of.
So, okay. Likeability. That’s an issue. I can maybe work on that. I’ll have to try and watch my temper, which won’t be easy. Though, admittedly, I’ve never really tried all that hard to do so before now.
Next, I start to go through Becca’s assets. What does she have that I don't? 
Plenty. 
She's got a really nice car, while I just have...a car. She's got a squadron of like-minded bitches. I don't even have Margot anymore. She's got a history of popular boyfriends, and is even now hunting for her next popular man-popsicle. I've got a super senior who's out to nail my ass. Sure, Trent is popular-ish, but I’d rather chew off both of my arms and roll around in Tabasco sauce than go anywhere near that road.
 Aside from a stalker and the world’s hottest math tutor, what else do I have that she doesn't? 
I'm taller. My boobs are bigger. My hair is probably a little better, except for now I've got these damn streaks. I'm going to have to step it up a notch in the personal grooming department, I realize.
Also, there's the clothes thing. Guthrie might not be the center of fashion, but this is America—and in America, high school kids respect capitalism. That is going to be a serious problem. But hell, this is for Margot. Even if I decide to blow every cent of my savings on a makeover that will help me take down Becca—avenging Margot is worth everything I have, and more. 
But then, thinking of Margot, I realize: maybe I don't have to spend that much money on my clothes.
They just have to look expensive.
Margot has this trendy little thrift store she likes in the next town over, so I figure I'll start there. I drive over in the afternoon. After looting my mattress of almost every penny I’ve saved.
“Hey there, you.” Keely, the girl who owns the place, looks at me in confusion. She’s always dressed weird, at least to my eyes, but today she’s especially out there, rocking an eighties-style blazer belted over a big tutu skirt and red tights. Margot said once that Keely reminded her of Annie Potts from Pretty in Pink, and now that I think about it, I have to admit she was pretty spot-on. No wonder Margot loves coming here.
"Where's your friend?" 
“Uh…” I understand why she finds it hard to believe I'd come by myself, since I'm usually there under protest, sulking in a corner with a book while Margot spends hours happily digging through piles of clothes that smell like old people and cat piss.
“She's...” I can't think of anything to say that won't come off as either too blunt or insensitive, so I change the subject. I try to be nice.
“Actually, I was wondering if you could help me with something. I'm doing this project for school where I have to study...um, fashion. And I was wondering if you could tell me... what makes certain clothes seem... cooler than others?”
Keely laughs. “You mean, how do trends get started?”
“Yeah, basically.” I shrug, feeling out of my element. “I guess.”
The eccentric thrift store owner laughs, and then launches into a description of the history of fashion that blows my mind. It’s like art history, kind of. Only in fashion, the Dark Ages were during the 1970s, during the reign of polyester.
Unlike Margot, I've never really cared about this stuff before. Other than knowing what I can pull off without looking like a freakish giant, what Margot likes to call my ‘angsty camouflage’—dark colors and materials that blend my boobs so they don't stand out as much. Denim skirts with polka dot or skull pattern leggings underneath, because they make me look younger—otherwise, the 40-something creepers tend to come out of the woodwork. 
But I can’t afford to worry about camouflaging myself anymore. If I’m going to do this, I have to let myself get noticed for the right reasons. Talked about in a good way, or at least a less hateful way. For Margot. Because becoming hotter and more popular than Becca Foster is how I will begin to destroy her.
After about an hour, I think I've finally got a handle on the basic concept. In order to be a trend starter, you have to wear something different. Something that makes you look good, but in an unexpected way. It can't seem like you're trying. It has to look effortless. Provocative, but not slutty. Sexy, but only by accident. Keely and I settle on what she calls a ‘style concept.’ I'm going to bring back the Marilyn Monroe look, she says, but in a more badass, punk rock way.
Basically, I have to wear bright red lipstick. Every day. I also have to wear these things called kitten heels, which look exactly like flats, but are hard as fuck to walk in without teetering over. I buy a pair of fitted black pants that stop at my ankles. I'm only allowed to wear these with a super girly top. Nothing too low cut, though. And of course, the goddamn kitten heels. My red Converse sneakers are no longer allowed. (I promise myself to keep them updated with any new nicknames though, for posterity.) I also get three new skirts—one short and frilly, one mid-length and frilly, and one that is super tight and stops at the knee. Apparently, this is called a ‘pencil skirt.’ I am forbidden to wear this with sandals of any kind. I get six tank tops, in all different colors—except pink. I used to hate that color, but only enough to dye my hair pink ironically. Now that I know it’s Becca’s favorite color, I loathe it.
Finally, because she’s awesome, Keely throws in this tiny leather jacket that stops at my elbows, for free. Somehow, it actually looks kind of cool with the skirts and stuff. Effortless. Also, a little badass.
“You can wear this with everything,” she tells me. “But wash the stripes out of your hair. Or make them brown. And don't forget the lipstick.”
By the time I get home, I feel like a completely different person. When I kick in the door hauling two giant armfuls of brown paper bags, my mom yells at me from the kitchen.
“Where the hell have you been all morning? You forgot to do the dish—” She gasps, freezing in mid-nag. “Oh, Natty! You look... you look so feminine.”
I roll my eyes. “Yeah, I've got a vagina and everything. Listen, can you help me take the pink streaks out of my hair?”
For a second, I think she might actually cry from sheer joy.
“Of course.” As she stands there, beaming at me, I realize this is the first time I’ve talked to her—not to mention the first time she’s smiled at me—in weeks. But then, as usual, she can’t just let progress stand on its own two feet. She always has to push it over the line. “You know what would be really great? If we did some low lights. And maybe plucked your eyebrows, a little bit.”
Normally, I’d tell her to fuck off and storm out, but I’ve been through too much in the last three days to let anything she says hurt my feelings. “Sure, Mom. Whatever.”
She squeals with happiness, and I grit my teeth and force myself to bear it. Over the next couple of hours, I just keep repeating the same thing over and over, in my head:
You're going down, Butterface Foster.
 
###
 
As I’ve mentioned before, Monday is always a shitty day. But this Monday is the one I dread more than most. It's time to see if my transformation has any effect on the student body’s hive mentality perceptions. I've got exactly two weeks to make people talk about me. To make people like me.
And if that fails, I need to make them fear me, more than they fear Becca.
After parking my car, I just sit there for a few minutes, white-knuckling the steering wheel, watching my fellow students walk by through my icy, mud-streaked windshield. As long as I’m in this car, I seem to be invisible.
But once I get out of the car, there’s no going back.
Tilting my rear-view mirror, I take one last look at my new façade. Fire hydrant red lipstick, check. Hair perfectly blow dried and curled, check. Eye makeup, flawless.
I barely recognize myself, and in a way, that’s actually empowering. It makes this all seem less crucial, somehow. More like a game. Whoever this girl in the mirror is, she sure as hell isn’t me. So whatever happens to her, maybe it will be like it’s happening to someone else.
With one last deep breath to calm the raging orgy of nervous butterflies in my stomach, I wrench open the car door and step into the sunlight. For a few seconds, I just stand there, blinking. Blinded.
But as my eyes adjust, I realize I’ve stepped into a whole new world.
My fellow students pass by, glancing curiously in my direction, but no one whispers. No one sneers. Some of them even smile, instead of accidentally catching my gaze and automatically looking away, as usual. I grab my new shoulder-bag—which I stole from my mom—off the front seat, swinging it over my shoulder like this is just another day. Like I’ve always been this cool, effortlessly fashionable person.
I look awesome, and I know it.
As I make my way through the parking lot, it’s a struggle to keep my totally aloof, ‘too classy to give a fuck’ composure. Not because people are staring, but because I’m wearing the damn kitten heels and the pavement is really fucking uneven. I stop for a second next to a wood-paneled Dodge minivan circa 1995, pushing up the sleeves of my leather jacket and feeling sorry for the poor kid who has to drive it to this hell hole and put up with all the soccer mom jokes.
“Wow.” I stop breathing for a second, as a familiar smell wafts around me. “I almost didn’t recognize you, Tasha.”
A hand falls heavily onto my shoulder, upsetting my already wobbly balance on the pothole-ridden ground. I put a hand out, bracing myself against the minivan, so I can turn and stare up at Trent with all the icy disdain I can muster.
“I’m sorry, do I know you?”
He laughs, reaching his hand up to tug on a chunk of my hair. “You don’t have to play hard to get, Skangly. I’m already hard.”
Ugh, gross. I shrug out from under his hand, readjusting the strap of my bag so I can cross my arms in front of me. Trent’s eyes rake up and down my body, taking me in. The shirt I’m wearing is white, with tiny black polka dots. It’s tucked into the mid-length skirt, with a red belt on top. I wish I’d worn the pants instead. And some steel-toed army boots, so I could kick him in the shins.
Hooking his thumbs into his belt, he makes a disgusting hissing sound through his teeth. “Very nice. If you were trying to get my attention, it worked. Aw-oo-ga.”
My skin crawls, and I turn to leave. I will not smash his face into the side of this van. I will not—
He grabs my arm. I try to pull away from him, widening my stance to give myself the illusion of balance.
“Let go, or so help me, I will jam your nuts up into your throat.”
He laughs, widening his smile to show off his tobacco-stained teeth. “In that skirt? I don’t think so.”
Then he takes it a step further. Jerking me closer to him, he reaches around and grabs my ass.
The icy façade cracks, and the murderous rage threatens to return. There’s all kinds of other students in the parking lot, but no one bothers to interfere, or even really looks in our direction. Though, I have zero doubt that they’ll turn on me and offer witness to Principal Shoemaker if I so much as bruise Trent’s stupid, leering face. Panic begins to take hold. My plan is backfiring, to a major degree.
“Hey, Tash. Everything okay?”
I turn my head, trying to elbow my way free. Grant is standing a few feet away from us, with a polite, yet concerned look on his face. Like the prince in a damn fairy tale. Except, standing here with Trent’s grubby paws all over me, I couldn’t feel less like a princess. 
Fuck, why can’t I ever catch a break? 
“It’s fine, Grant,” I say, over my shoulder. “I was just telling Trent here about Our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.”
 “Is that the problem?” Trent whispers, so only I can hear. “Blue, is he your new fuck buddy?” 
I don't punch him in the balls, because he’d probably like it. But I want to. So, so bad.
“Fuck off and die, Trent,” I mutter.
Trent laughs at me derisively, but then he finally lets me go. 
With one last scathing glare in his direction, I turn and walk toward the gym, away from both of them. I’m so focused on not falling down that it's a few seconds before I realize Grant is following me.
“What's going on, Tash?”
I keep my gaze straight ahead, pasting on a blank expression. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, with you.” He grabs my arm, but gently. Asking more than demanding that I slow down to look at him. I stop and let out a sigh, pretending to be bored while my eyes flutter around self-consciously. Is he seriously going to give me another lecture, in front of everybody? I look around, but no one is pointing or staring. In fact, my new transformation seems to have done the impossible—it's made me blend in. My fellow students smile vaguely at me as they pass, not seeming to recognize me for the social pariah I am.
Grant just stands there, patiently waiting for me to explain.
“I'm just trying to turn over a new leaf,” I tell him. “It's part of a promise I made, to my friend. Margot.”
“Oh.” His face clouds over, and his consternation morphs into contrition. Sympathy. Again. “My dad said he saw you in the ER. I was wondering why you didn’t come to leadership on Friday. I was going to call over the weekend, but….” 
He shakes his head, like the thought doesn’t really count. But it counts. It so counts. 
“I'm sorry,” he says, instead of completing the thought. Damn him. “Is she okay? Are you?”
My eyes follow Trent as he and his gorilla-like friends saunter across the parking lot, toward the south building—the 4H department. I’m so distracted by my hatred that I answer Grant’s question a little too honestly.
“We’ll be fine once we both get out of this place.”
Grant wrinkles his forehead, like I’ve said something offensive. “You really think high school is that bad?”
His ignorance makes me want to slap him. But then, across the quad, I spy Becca. She's squinting at me in confusion, probably trying to figure out where she knows me from. 
That reminds me. I'm supposed to be moving on to Phase Two of my plan. 
So, instead of mocking Grant for being totally oblivious to the constant shit show that is the world I live in—which is what I would’ve done a week ago—I sidle up to him, sliding my hand into the crook of his arm. He's taller than me still, even with the damn kitten heels. As I look up into his eyes, I smile crookedly with my crimson lips, the way I practiced in the mirror all day yesterday.
"You know, lately it's been getting a little better."
He smiles, tentatively, and opens the door for me. "Well then, after you."
As I pass by him to go through the door, I'm intensely aware of the slight brush of his fingertips against my back. For the first time I can remember, the unsolicited touching doesn’t set off any alarm bells. In fact, I kind of want it to last. Okay, more than kind of.
Because my new goal, I've decided, is to break my original rule. From now on, I want to be seen with Grant Blue, as often and as closely as possible. I want people to talk about us, and wonder about us. I want people to think we’re together—even if they think it’s in that way.
Scratch that, especially if it’s in that way.
Before now, I was worried about ruining his reputation, or making him hate me. But I’d never really thought about it the other way around. What if, instead of wrecking Grant’s popularity, he can boost mine? 
Hell, it seems to work for celebrities. Just look at that gross-looking Jesse James guy and Sandra Bullock, or better yet, Kate Middleton and Prince What’s His Name. I’ll bet the bitches at Kate’s old high school are jealous as fuck, now that she’s married to the Prince.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
By the time third period rolls around, I’m pretty sure Becca is on the verge of an aneurism.
And it’s fantastic.
Halfway through second period, Grant leaned forward to say something to me—to be honest, I can’t even remember what it was, I was too busy fighting off a massive case of the full-body tingles—and I laughed out loud. Becca turned around in her seat, and I think that was the moment when it hit her who I was. Honestly, if it hadn’t been for assigned seating, she still might not have picked up on it. Like I said, she’s pretty painfully stupid. She didn’t look at me once, all through aerobics. But after she saw me talking to Grant, and realized it was I—Tash Bohner, the ‘fugly skank’ she’s hated since way back when we were both in training bras—Becca couldn’t seem to tear her eyes away from me.
Not when I pretended to drop my pen and made Grant pick it up for me. Not when I found any reason I could think of to touch him on our way to Leadership class. And especially not when I waltzed into Leadership just now and blew her a kiss, right in front of everybody.
Although, to be honest, Mr. Dodge actually looks more taken aback by my gesture than Becca does. After he finishes taking attendance, he casually strolls over to the table where Grant and I sit, pushing up his glasses in classic nerd disbelief as he takes in my drastic change in appearance. After a few seconds, he makes that ‘trout mouth’ expression—you know, the universal ‘meh, not bad’ face?—and nods.
“Can’t say I miss the shoes,” he says.
I smile at him, wider than I ever have before. “Don’t worry, I still have them.”
Once Mr. Dodge goes back to his desk, things in our corner of the classroom become a lot more awkward. At least in physics, when I was awkwardly flirting with Grant, he was in the desk behind me. I couldn’t really look into his eyes, or fall into his stare, the way I’m in danger of doing now that he’s right next to me. Sharing the same leg space and everything.
Cheese-less crust, even just the thought of accidentally brushing knees with him again sends goose bumps running up and down my bare legs. Keely was right, it’s still too damn cold—I should’ve worn tights. But I wasn’t in the mood to struggle into them and possibly fall down in the process, so I skipped them.
As Carrie, the student body president, gets up to give us all a lecture about how prom court nominations are going to work, I try to pay attention. I know that getting nominated won’t be easy, but it’s integral to my plan. Yet, I find myself spacing out every couple of seconds, distracted by my attempts to regulate my own breathing as I carefully uncross my legs under the table. I can feel the warmth of Grant’s leg on my right side, and if I can just switch my left leg to the top of the cross without him noticing, I might be able to accidentally brush against him, all subtle-like….
Just breathe Tash, you can do this. It’s not that ha—and I just kicked him. Wonderful. Fucking great.
“Sorry,” I whisper, feeling my face burn. I chance a look at him, and he’s biting his lower lip, trying not to laugh. My brain stalls. I don’t think I’ve ever been jealous of a lip before.
Meanwhile, Carrie prattles on at the front of the class about anonymous nominations—try saying that five times fast, why don’t you—and some tallying system that’s based on the electoral college or some bullshit.
But all I can do is stare at Grant’s mouth. I have the strongest urge to run my tongue across my bottom lip, but I’m pretty sure that would not be subtle, so I restrain myself. I tear my eyes away and chuckle quietly, shaking my head at how seriously out of my depth I am.
I’ve never tried anything remotely like this before. Which is hilarious, when you consider the fact that half the school thinks I’m some kind of foul seductress. But in reality, I don’t have the first idea of how to get a guy to ask me out.
Manhandle me in the parking lot, sure, says Jiminy Fucking Cricket. But not ask me out.
I’m beginning to think that smarmy, six-legged douche bag is more like the voice of my self-hatred than my conscience. The school counselor would probably have plenty to say about that. Undoubtedly, she’d also have something to say about my attitude, and how life is what you make of it, or some such liberal arts bullshit.
Well, right now I’m trying to make life a living hell for Becca Foster. I really don’t think it’s too much to ask, everything considered. If Mr. Hamburg is right, and there’s an equal and opposite reaction for every action, then really it’s simple physics—the bitch has it coming. So help me out here universe, will you? Help me, help you. Help me, help you.
“What’s so funny?”
I cover my mouth with one hand, hiding my smile so Grant can’t see what a spaz I am. I can’t tell him I was just imagining Margot doing her best Jerry McGuire impression, because he’ll feel sorry for me all over again, and that might make me cry like I did the other day, in front of his dad. Oh, Sweet Honeydew Melons, I’d forgotten about that. I hope he didn’t tell Grant that part.
“It’s stupid,” I tell him, shaking my head.
He slides his arm forward on the table, leaning into it until his face is level with mine. He never has bad breath, ever. It’s not natural. 
Why, why does he have to smell like sunshine and minty snow? 
His smile is like a secret, just for me. “Now I really want to know what it is.”
I glance toward the front of the class, to see Carrie holding up a prom ballot. Becca is sitting sideways, pretending not to watch us, but I know she is. Somehow, that gives me the strength to flirt with Grant Blue—for real.
“Don’t tell anyone this, but…” I lean in, shielding my face like we’re having a conspiracy. “Is it weird that I’m actually starting to get excited about this whole prom thing?”
I try to look embarrassed, shy even. I flick my eyes down, then up again, looking at him through my mascara-fortified eyelashes. “Guess I’ve been drinking the Kool-Aid, after all.”
He laughs, a quiet puff of wintery fresh air. “Don't tell me you're actually thinking of going now.”
“I might be.” I pause, forcing myself to count to three. My stomach is in my throat. I lick my lips, forgetting about my lipstick. “What about you?”
Grant looks suddenly uncomfortable again, and I kick myself. 
Shit, that was too much. I went for it too soon. Shit!
“Oh, I don't know. I mean, I think the president and vice president have to be there anyway, to sit at the table and sell tickets for the first hour.”
I'm alarmed. I can’t think of anything else to say, so I just start asking stupid questions.
“Oh, they let people buy tickets at the door?”
He gives me this look, like that should’ve been obvious. “Yep.”
 How the hell should I know? I've never been to a dance before. All I know of prom is what I've seen in movies. And we all know how much those Hollywood bastards lie.
I smile, trying desperately to salvage the moment. Can I get any more desperate right now? I submit that I cannot.
“Well, let me know if you want some company. I probably won't have a date.”
God, Tash. Be more obvious. Why not tell him you’re willing to trade sexual favors for an invitation?
Grant quirks his eyebrows. “What about that guy from this morning?”
I’m so taken aback, I can’t even begin to control the look of sheer horror that crosses my face. For a moment, my agreeable, pleasant new persona slips. 
“Are you fucking kidding me?” I glare at him, incredulous. “You seriously haven't heard about what happened in Mr. Bogart’s class?”
He shrugs, keeping his eyes on the front of the room. Cool as a cucumber. Cooler and more collected than I will ever be. 
“I heard there was a thing, but I didn't know any details. After this morning, though...I thought maybe,” he shrugs again. “Lovers’ quarrel?”
The way he says those last two words, almost exactly the way Margot would...it alternately makes me want to strangle him and break down crying. Maybe even try to strangle him, then break down crying and try to hug him instead, I don’t know. But I do none of those things. Because I have a plan, goddamn it.
I clear my throat—as daintily as possible—and lower my voice, keeping my eyes demurely locked on the table in front of me. 
“Would you care if it was?”
Suddenly, the room falls quiet. I realize that Carrie is finished talking. I hold my breath until I’m afraid I might pass out. Then Mr. Dodge stands up and starts talking about proper delegation. I exhale, and then inhale, as quietly as possible. 
Grant doesn't move. He doesn't answer me for so long that I'm sure he's trying to plot an escape route. Mr. Dodge is next to the door though, so he'd have to go through the window. Or maybe he could just—
“I care,” he says, finally. My heart drops into my feet. “Probably more than I should. I know you're not interested in being friends. But...you just...you seem like you deserve…better.”
Better.
The word drums in my ears, over and over again. I can't look at him. The tone of his voice is so sincere. Not pitying, just matter of fact, like he genuinely believes it. 
That I am deserving...of better.
No one in my life has ever said that to me before. Not my mom, not Ms. McKibbon, not the police officer with the moustache, not even Margot.
Loser…skank…white trash…stubborn brat…troublemaker…delinquent…. 
SLUT.
The words multiply in my head until I can't stand it anymore. I need to get out of there, before I do something that will blow the entire plan. Like laugh hysterically in Grant's face, or Christ forbid, cry in front of Becca Foster and the entire student council.
I stand up quickly, and Mr. Dodge cuts off in mid-sentence, watching me in confusion as I head for the door. I mouth the word ‘bathroom’ in his direction, hoping he won't press the issue. Sky spaghetti monster love him, he doesn't. I make my escape, clean as it isn't. 
Kitten heels clacking on the ancient orange tile, I beeline for the door at the end of the hallway, bursting out into the empty quad just as the first sob escapes my lips.
I seem like I deserve better. 
It’s just too fucking much to wrap my brain around, so I just let it rattle around in there, unwrapped, as I silently laugh and cry at the same time. 
The truth is, I'm not even sure I can imagine what better would look like. And even if I could, I'd have to be some kind of idiot to hope for it. Especially now. Especially when my dreams of escaping this town, of becoming someone different, of fixing Margot, are slipping away from me.
The door opens behind me. I brace myself, expecting a stern reprimand for being out of class.
"Tash?"
I turn, and Grant is standing there, looking like someone just ran over his dog.
Ugh. “Why can’t you just stay in class, like the well-behaved little valedictorian you are?” I swear to God, if I have to look at his goddamn wonderful face for one more second….
"I did it again, didn't I?” 
He takes a step toward me. I’m going to haul off and hit him. I know it. 
“Somehow, I always seem to say the wrong thing around you. I really didn't mean to upset you, I just wanted you to know that I...like you, I guess."
He likes me? My brain is like a broken record player. He likes me. He likes me, he likes me. Grant Blue likes me….
My breath is stuck in my chest. I feel like I'm going to explode. For the first time in as long as I can remember, I'm too upset to form actual words. Even curse words.
He sighs, puts his hands in his pockets, and shrugs. It’s so fucking adorable, I can’t even stand it.
"And now, you're probably going to tell me to ‘fuck off,’ right?" 
The F-word sounds so strange coming from his perfect vocal cords, I let out a short puff of air. Not a laugh, but a puff. I look down at my stupid new shoes, cross my arms tightly over my stomach, close my eyes, even bite my lips together to keep my feelings in check.
But he's not done. "Because you ‘don't need to hear how great you are from some stupid goody-goody,’ and I ‘don’t know anything about you,’ and I ‘have no idea how big a mistake I’m making’…."
Oh, fuck it.
Without planning it, I start moving in his direction. Grant trails off, and I can see him visibly bracing himself for some kind of attack. He doesn't raise his hands, though. Just sets his shoulders and prepares himself to take whatever I'm willing to dish out.
When I'm one step away, I reach up and grasp his way too perfect face between my hands. I want to throttle him, or maybe bounce his head against the wall. But I don't.
Instead, I kiss him. Hard.
I've never kissed a boy before this moment, not really. I'm not even sure I'm doing it right. If I told anyone, they'd probably laugh and call me a liar. Or a lying slut, probably.
But Grant Blue just stands still and lets me kiss him, clumsily and awkwardly, for about five seconds. Then, he slowly raises his hands, gently puts them on my shoulders, and pulls back. 
The panic rises again, as I prepare for him to push me away. To reject me. To tell me that I'm nothing to him. That I'm a slut for throwing myself at him. That I'm dirty. That he doesn't want me.
But instead, he backs up a couple of inches and just...looks at me. For what seems like forever.
And then, his hand comes up and brushes my face. Gently. So gently, I'm not even sure if it's really happening.
“Tash,” he says. “Do you want to go to prom with me?”
 



 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
At exactly 4:45 PM, I pull up to the hospital and jump out of the car. There’s only fifteen minutes until my shift starts at Baskin Robbins, and I’m probably going to be late, but I can’t help it. I have to show Margot. I have to tell her what I’ve done.
It won’t seem real until I see the look on her face. Until I hear it from her mouth, the one person in my life who has never lied to me, that I’ve actually changed. That this is really happening.
Visiting hours don’t start until five, but I use my new clean-cut and polite persona to sweet talk my way past the old lady at the desk. Then again, old ladies have always kind of loved me. At least the raunchy ones do, like Nana and Dottie—probably because I remind them of themselves back during their promiscuous days.
When I burst into Margot’s room, she’s sitting on her bed making a collage from a bunch of magazines.
“Hey there’s this thing called privacy, you kno—holy shit!” When she looks up and realizes it’s me, her eyes go wide and she drops her little plastic safety scissors. “Holy shit! Tash, what happened to you?”
Smiling nervously, I pose in the doorway. “Surprise!”
I even do like these half-assed jazz hands, because I want her to laugh, and stop looking at me like I’m a total stranger. Instead, she bursts into tears, covering her face with her tiny, skeletal hands.
My heart shatters all over again.
I run to her side, plopping down on the bed to wrap my arms around her. “No, Margot, don’t cry. Please, please don’t cry.”
“I knew it,” she sobs through her fingers. “I was holding you back.”
Holding me back? “Margot, what the hell are you talking about?”
“Look at you!” She drops her hands, gesturing to me dramatically. “You’re so pretty! You look so…so…c-c-cool.”
Halfway through the word ‘cool,’ Margot’s face crumples and she starts to bawl, blubbering incoherent accusations at me, or maybe at herself.
“All this time, trying to get you to dress better, but you wouldn’t listen. Now that I’m not around…you don’t have to take care of me anymore. And you have more time to wash your hair and put on makeup, and get cool clothes. Instead of wasting your money trying to cheer me up all the time.”
“Margot, you’re wrong.” I shake my head, then I reach out and shake her. I’m so sick of listening to her talk about herself like she’s a human stain. 
“You’ve always been the smart one, the funny one. The fashionable one. I didn’t want to be a poser and try to copy you.” My eyes burn as I try to explain it in a way that doesn’t sound like I’m just blowing smoke up her ass. “Don’t ever say you were holding me back, Margot. You’re the only reason I’ve survived as long as I have. I mean it. You’re the only reason I’m doing any of this.”
Her eyes narrow, and she sniffles to clear her nose. “Wait, doing any of what?”
Busted. Of course Margot would pick up on the one thing I’m trying not to tell her. But she can’t know about The Plan. Not until after I’ve gotten away with it. Then, I’ll tell her everything. And her eyes will sparkle with mischievous, vengeful glee, and we’ll laugh and laugh until we can’t sit up anymore.
After she’s better. But until then, I need to find a way to distract her.
I can only think of one thing that will definitely work.
I let out a deep breath, like this is the big secret I’ve been holding in. “This is going to sound crazy. And honestly, I have no idea how it happened, but…. There’s a slight chance…that I might…kind of, be going to prom with Grant Blue.”
Margot’s reaction to my announcement is ear-splitting. If we weren’t already sitting in a psych ward, I’m pretty sure people would’ve come running. But spontaneous, blood-curdling screams are probably par for the course here.
“Oh my God! Oh. My. God! Ohmygod!” She flails her arms, scattering collage pieces to the floor like glossy, overly-Photoshopped leaves. “How did this happen? How in the hell did this happen? Was it magical? How did he ask you? Or, did you ask him? Oh, my God, you have to tell me everything. Like, yesterday!”
I don’t even need to look at the clock to know I’m going to be very, very late for my shift at BR. But I can’t help grinning, because this is the first time in as long as I can remember that she doesn’t seem to be thinking about her weight, or worrying about Becca Foster’s latest attempt to crush her soul. In this moment, we’re just two excited teenage girls, sitting in a psych ward and talking about boys. In this moment, I can deny her nothing. 
For the first time, she’s the one living vicariously through me.
So I tell her what happened with Grant, starting with the part where he saw me talking to Trent in the parking lot—but once again, I leave out the really gruesome stuff—and skipping over just a few details in the middle, like why I was suddenly so motivated to flirt with a guy who, just a couple of hours ago, was so out of my league that I couldn’t fathom him wanting to sit with me at lunch—let alone kiss me. 
Actually, scratch that. Grant Blue is still ridiculously out of my league, and I’m still spinning over why in all seven circles of hell he would even look at me, but that’s why I leave the ugly parts out. Because Margot deserves the fairy tale version. Especially since I have a feeling she’s going to be obsessing over every little detail, using my supposedly miraculous turnaround to distract herself over the next few weeks until she gets released from this place.
So I let her believe I’ve somehow solved the impossible equation—that I’m walking, breathing, lipstick-wearing proof that people’s shitty lives really can change overnight, like magic. I let her gush over Keely’s wardrobe suggestions, like they’re somehow new and brilliant, even though deep down, we both know that becoming popular shouldn’t be as simple as putting on a new outfit. 
Because that’s not how the world works, and it’s definitely not how high school works. Sure, you might be able to fool people for a while. They might even pretend to like you, or say they misjudged you before, and that’s why they said all those horrible things. If you’re a little bit naïve, like Margot, you might even start to let yourself feel accepted, safe. You might even let your guard down, so they can break you all over again.
But that’s where we’ll always be different, I hope. My damage has taught me caution. People like Margot might make the world a more beautiful place, but it’s hard for them to survive. They need people like me to keep them from getting rolled over, to question everything and trust nothing. Otherwise, the assholes of the world, the ones who survive and deal with their issues by preying on the weaknesses of others—people like Becca Foster, Trent Gibson and Gretchen Fucking Cader—they would probably win.
“Stars on the Red Carpet is a horrible theme,” Margot nods, agreeing with my latest smoke screen. “But hey, at least Becca’s hideous pink dress will clash with the decorations. I’ll bet she hasn’t thought of that.”
I laugh, feeling proud of her for uttering Becca’s name without her usual terrified reverence. “Yeah, she’s probably too busy making big, sparkly pink posters that say ‘Vote 4 Becca, the Shimmering Glowing Star in the Cinema Firmament.’” I do that last part in my best Lena Lamont impression, but it’s not as good as Margot’s. She laughs anyway, and I add, “What do you want to bet she spells her own name wrong on at least one poster?”
“Ugh, who cares?” Margot waves a hand dismissively, and my chest swells with pride. “You’re actually going to our senior prom. With Grant Freaking Blue. What I want to know is, what are you going to wear?”
Right, of course. The dress. It wouldn’t really be a fairy tale without a dress, would it?
“I stopped at home to grab my work clothes on the way over,” I tell her. “I told my mom I was going to prom, and I actually had a date, and she went into hyper Jackie O mode. She says she’s going to ask Mrs. Jimenez to sew me a dress.”
That part admittedly sounds made up, even to me. But it isn’t. Shockingly.
Margot looks surprised, but also impressed. “Mrs. Jimenez—isn’t she the lady in 13B who runs a sweat shop out of her trailer?”
“Yep. My mom thinks she can get her to do it for cheap, but either way, she said she’d pay for it.”
I meet Margot’s ‘WTF face’ with one of my own. “I know, it’s bizarre. I think she’s finally realizing that after June, she’s probably never going to see me again.”
Margot looks sad for a moment. “About that…I don’t know what’s going to happen with UCLA. Dr. Thorn, my psychologist, said she’d write me a letter—she’s really nice like that—but I don’t…I’m not really sure how I feel about the whole acting thing, now.”
Probably because of the picture, I realize. She probably thinks she’s going to be typecast in anorexia documentaries and horror movies. I hit her on the knee, dismissing the fears she won’t say out loud.
“Screw acting, then. You can go into fashion design, like Ms. Greenwich said. You’ll be great.”
“Yeah, but my scholarship was for performance arts.”
“Don’t worry about it,” I tell her, even though I worry about it pretty much constantly these days. “We’ll figure something out. If nothing else, you can work as a bartender at my strip club, or something.”
She smiles at that. “Or, we could do like a sister act.” Putting her fist up to her mouth like a microphone, she intones in a deep, creepy man voice, “Introducing, Skinny and the Bitch. Get those singles ready, gentlemen!”
I laugh at the mental image that invokes, disgusting as it is. I think that was kind of her intention. But it’s also kind of depressing, because I know she thinks I’m joking, but stripping is looking more and more like a serious career option, at least for me.
I don’t want to talk about that right now, though, because it’s still fairy tale time. And there’s one more thing I’ve realized I need to do, before I go. One last present to help my best friend forget she’s still living in teenage hell.
“So.” I clear my throat. “Since Mrs. Jimenez can make pretty much anything, as long as it’s dress shaped…I was wondering. Could you maybe design something for me?”
Margot’s eyes light up. Pretty in Pink has always been one of her favorite movies, and she especially loves the part where Andie defies convention by sewing her own totally kick ass prom dress. Now that I think about it, that movie is probably why Margot started taking a sewing class in the first place.
“Get me some paper,” she says, and I scramble to run to the nurse’s desk to beg for a few sheets of copy paper and one of those little, stab-proof golf pencils. 
For the next half hour or so, we sit on her bed and giggle like the teenagers we actually are, while Margot makes a bunch of eighties movie references and I pretend to be annoyed by them. Like the old days, but better. Because this time, we’re actually planning for something real. Something we didn’t make up to distract ourselves from the harsh reality of being seventeen—or eighteen now, in my case—and carrying secrets that would make most forty-year-olds shudder.
In that moment, even as I realize I’ve pretty much blatantly skipped work, my mind starts spinning a new lie. This lie, though, this is one I’m creating only for myself. I start to wonder if, maybe Grant was right about me. Maybe I do deserve to be happy—or at least less afraid all the time. 
Maybe I really can imagine a world where things are actually kind of…better.
 
###
 
The next few days pass in an uncharacteristically happy blur.
I’m so busy planning for prom, running across the street for dress fittings, sneaking to the hospital to visit Margot every morning and afternoon, and studying Pre-Calculus with Grant that I barely have time to sneak my fake, ‘electoral college style’ nomination forms into the ballot box in Mr. Dodge’s office, after the rest of the student body has cast their nominations. I put just enough of them in to ensure I at least make the final prom court ballot, but not so many that it will raise any red flags when Mr. Dodge counts them.
Fixing the final voting—which will take place at prom—is going to be a little more difficult, but I’m confident that sometime before next Saturday, I’ll figure out a way.
In the meantime, I’m doing my best to spend as much time with Grant as possible. Unfortunately, most of our quality time happens at the library, or in class, and since my detention is now officially over, there’s less of that time to go around. I keep hinting that we should hang out more often—or at all—outside of school, but I don’t have the balls to straight up come out and say it.
We haven’t kissed again, either. Not since I attacked him in the quad last Monday.
Grant, being subtle, keeps dropping these hints. Like ‘I like being able to take things slow with someone,’ and ‘I’m glad you know my secret. It makes things so much easier.’ But really, I don’t have the slightest fucking clue what that’s supposed to mean. All I know is, I would really like for him to kiss me again. I would gladly subject myself to an eternity of Pre-Calculus, if he would just please kiss me again.
You’re probably thinking that’s super ironic, right? After everything I’ve been through, and considering the fact that he’s the closest I’ve ever come to having anything remotely like a boyfriend… you’d think I’d be content to take things painfully, excruciatingly slowly in the physical department. But I’m not content. I’m dying of impatience, and I want more.
I never thought I’d be this hard up for a guy to look at me, let alone touch me. The other day, we had a freak cold front and my car wouldn’t start. So Grant picked me up from school and then dropped me off after studying. As I went to get out of the car, I very optimistically leaned in, and he kissed me on the forehead.
When I went inside, I had to run straight to the bathroom mirror to check my face, because I was convinced there would be a burn mark.
That is just a random example of how hot I am for Grant Blue.
And it just keeps getting worse. The more I find out about him, the more I like him. His dad is an emergency physician, and he wants Grant to go to med school and become a surgeon. But Grant’s already been accepted to go to Stanford, and he wants to declare pre-law and focus on becoming a human rights lawyer—or maybe a legislator, he's not sure yet. He believes in helping people, just like his dad. But he says it's just as important to talk through issues as it is to cut out tumors. 
Yesterday, I asked him why he doesn't want to be a therapist or something, and he shrugged and said, "Talking about problems is only the first step. I think it’s important to focus on finding solutions. Like math, but for more people-centered issues."
 The more time I spend around Grant, the more I realize how directionless I am in my own life. With the exception of getting revenge on Becca Foster, of course. Which, Grant still knows nothing about. And if I play my cards right, he never will.
Lately, I've started to get pretty intimate with some strange new emotions—and the strangest and least familiar to me is hope. 
Hope that maybe I can get out of this hell hole and make something of myself. Something better. Hope that maybe, by some crazy twist of fate, I really can have it all—Grant, the title of Prom Queen and the coveted Kent Foster Ford Dealership Scholarship that comes with it, even my ‘fresh start,’ trailer-park-free life with Margot in California. 
Last night, in a rare moment of fancy, I even googled the distance between Stanford and Los Angeles. They really aren’t that far away from each other. Who knows what could happen over the summer between me and Grant, before he goes off to school? I sure as hell don't. 
All I know is that I'm done being angry all the time, just for the sake of being angry. I figure it's time to try being happy for a while. See where that gets me.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
One week until prom….
 
I’ve been smiling so hard over the past week, my face hurts. Learning people’s names. Trying to be approachable and nice, like Grant. It’s easier when he’s standing next to me, holding my hand, almost like he’s surrounding me in his popular, likeable glow. It must be like a superpower he has or something, because by Friday, people were starting to say ‘Hi’ to me, even when I wasn’t standing next to him. Some even smiled and knew my name. My real name, instead of ‘Tasha’ or ‘Skangly.’
And Trent, thank God, finally seems to be keeping his distance.
It’s kind of unbelievable how quickly I’ve managed to pull this off. Now, maybe it won’t be such a shock when my name is announced on Monday, along with the other prom court nominees. Then, we’ll have a week to campaign or whatever, before Saturday. ‘P Day.’ The grand finale of my plan: Prom.
On Saturday morning, I have my final dress fitting. Mrs. Jimenez says the dress will be done by Wednesday at the latest, in case we have to fix anything. It’s red, of course. I can’t wait to show it to Margot. Then, the other day, I had this idea that I should probably show it to Ms. Greenwich, the Home Economics Hag. I’ll tell her Margot designed it, and maybe that will help her get a better grade in sewing.
Even though Margot’s psychiatrist told Nana she’s doing much better, I still worry about whether or not she’s going to be able to finish school on time. Though, now that I think about it, summer school wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. Not with Grant sticking around to intern for the mayor’s office, and the recent ceasefire between me and my mom. And hey, if sticking around town for a few more months gives me and Margot the opportunity to bask in Becca’s failure and humiliation, I think we could survive that. 
I’ve been bringing Margot her homework, and the other day Grant offered to tutor her in Trigonometry if she needs it. I almost kissed him right then and there, except I’ve made a promise to myself that the next time we kiss, I won’t be the one to initiate it. It’s bad enough that he has more money, a nicer car, and better grades than me. If I have to keep throwing myself at him just to get a little bit of action, people will probably start spreading rumors about me again.
Then again, if my efforts to seduce Grant Blue proved to be successful, I can’t help feeling like it might be worth it.
On Saturday afternoon, I decide to swing by his house on my way to work, just to say hi. Maybe invite him to come visit me and grab an ice cream cone. Maybe a little make-out session in the freezer. Who knows? It’s been getting warmer lately, and business has started to pick up again at the ice cream shop. It might be nice to break up the monotony of scooping and blending with a little bit of attempted seduction.
But before I can get both feet out the door, my mom yells at me from her bedroom. 
“Natty!” 
Ugh, there’s that name again. I roll my eyes. She’s been staying out late again, and sleeping in until early in the afternoon on weekends. If I didn’t already know about her new boyfriend, I’d probably suspect her of being a drug dealer.
“What, Mom?” I hold the screen door open with my foot, teetering on one kitten heel as I lean back inside. I’m really getting good at this whole balance thing. “I’m going to be late for work!”
“I need you to swing by and pay the electric bill! I forgot to deposit my check, so I need you to take them cash before they close. I’d do it, but I need to get some sleep before my thing tonight.”
I groan, but because I lied about being late for work, and because I know I won’t be able to take hot showers or curl my hair without electricity, I cave.
“Fine!” So much for stopping by to see Grant.
I sulk into my mom’s darkened bedroom to grab a wad of cash from on top of her dresser, then sulk my way back out through the house and get in my car.
By the time I’ve finished paying the electric bill and putting gas in my car, it really is time for me to go to work. I sigh, thinking of all the effort I put into wearing my cute shoes and doing my hair and makeup, and now Grant won’t even see it. Plus, I’m probably going to get ice cream all over my nice black skinny pants.
When I pull into the parking lot at work, though, I have an idea. I text Grant from my car, something along the lines of:
Hey, I’m working 5-9 at the Baskin Robbins on 3rd. Show this text message at the cashier for a FREE double scoop cone with an extra side of Tash.
I giggle at my rather clever boldness, and hit ‘send’ before I have a chance to talk myself out of it.
Then, chewing my lip and glancing at the clock, I have another, even bolder idea.
Or, if you don’t feel like ice cream, you can always swing by my house after work. My mom will be out until late with some guy. We could study….
I consider putting quotes around the word ‘study,’ but then I decide that’s probably overkill. Send.
It doesn’t hit me until I’m washing my hands, that I may have just made a huge mistake.
Shit, am I coming on too strong again?

I was going for casual, non-committal even, but once I’ve re-played the one-sided text conversation in my head about three-hundred times, I’m pretty sure Grant thinks I’m a desperate stalker. He’s going to politely ignore me all weekend, then at school on Monday, he’ll say something along the lines of, ‘Hey, so…about this whole prom thing? A few months ago, I asked someone else to go with me and I totally forgot about it.’ Then, I’ll freak out and punch him in the balls, and my shiny new life will officially be over.
Shit, I realize. Things are about to go all Pretty in Pink, fast. What do I do? How can I fix this? Shit!
I rack my brains, but I can’t think of anything to say that won’t make it worse.
An hour into my shift, I get a text message from Grant: I’ll try to make it.
Okay. I calm down a little bit. But then another flare-up of girl craziness hits. Make it where? Is he coming to visit me at work? Is he going to come to my house later? And if the answer to either one of those questions is yes, what time will he be coming? I’m going to need time to primp and prepare, damn it! I’m not used to being good looking on a full-time basis.
God, having a boyfriend is a lot of work. If he’s even my boyfriend. I don’t know if you can call someone you’ve only kissed once your boyfriend.
I try to focus on being calm for the rest of the shift, on smiling, on only sneaking to the bathroom to touch up my lipstick once. …Every half hour, or so. Finally, at around 8:30 PM, the door jingles, and I hear Ramona loudly clear her throat—which is the top-secret signal we agreed upon if any high school age guys happen to walk in while I’m decorating cakes in the back.
The horde of horny little butterflies in my stomach work themselves into a frenzy as I skid toward the door that leads into the main ice cream shop, pausing at the smudged mirror above the employee sink just long enough to make sure my lipstick is okay and adjust my BR baseball cap so it’s not too low over my eyes.
But when I step out behind the counter, grinning like the lovesick idiot I am, my stomach hits the floor.
It’s not Grant standing there, smiling back at me.
It’s Trent.
He's with his dumb friend, Alan. The one from Pre-Calculus, who laughed at his joke about duct tape and lube.
“So, this is where you work,” Trent says, gesturing around to the grubby floors and empty tables. They were full of people, earlier, but we’re closing soon. I try to let that fact comfort me. “Sweet.”
Alan laughs, and Ramona just looks confused.
“Ramona,” I say, trying to communicate with my eyes how terribly disappointed I am in her ability to tell a ‘drop-dead gorgeous Captain America type’ from the skuzzy, funk-breathing dickhead that is Trent. “Could you finish decorating that Harry Potter cake for me?”
“Sure,” she shrugs, telling me with her body language that she could care less about the intricacies of my teenage drama. “Whatever.”
When Ramona is gone, I draw myself up to my utmost height. Then, I reach down and pick up a steel ice cream scoop. I’m determined to keep my cool, freeze him out, ice him off...whatever ice cream puns mean showing Trent that he has zero power over me. Sub-zero power, less than zero.
“What can I get for you and your life-partner today, sir?”
That wipes the stupid smile right off Alan’s Cro-Magnon face. “Did you just call us gay?”
I raise an eyebrow, waiting to see if Trent will keep it together, or if I’m finally going to have a chance to use the silent alarm button underneath the cash register. I’ve always secretly wondered how long it would take the five-oh to show up and rescue us ice cream maidens, should we ever be in distress. My guess is at least twenty minutes, if not more. That should be plenty of time for me to brain Trent with the industrial blender, and claim it was in self-defense. 
Ramona would back me up, I’m pretty sure.
But after about five seconds of just staring at me with that lascivious, yellow-toothed smile of his, Trent just orders two mint chocolate chip shakes. I nod, then keep at least one eye fixed on the two beef wads as I bustle around making the fastest and sloppiest milkshakes of my life. I hand them over, and Trent pays in cash. I fold my arms and watch coldly, dispassionately, as they leave the shop and climb into Trent’s pickup truck. I don’t stop watching until I’m sure they’ve driven away.
Then I finally let out the breath I’ve been holding for what seems like the last twenty minutes.
 
###
 
The whole drive home, I’m cursing myself for being such a damn girl about this whole thing. 
Not about Trent, because in retrospect I’m actually kind of shocked about how well I handled that. I didn’t lose my temper once, or say anything that Trent could’ve even remotely construed as a challenge. Except for the part where I might have insinuated that he was butt-buddies with Alan. But other than that, my behavior was totally above board. Classy, almost. In fact, I can’t help feeling like my beef with Trent might have finally died down.
Now that that’s over, though, I’m back to worrying about Grant. Which only makes me more upset, because I shouldn’t be worrying about Grant. At least not like that. I shouldn’t care if he’s interested in me that way or not, because at the end of the day, my plan only relies on him taking me to prom.
I can’t believe I let myself get my hopes up, especially when I’ve got eighteen years of experience telling me that hope is like a donut. It fills you up for a few seconds, and gives you a momentary sugar high, but then you crash. Hard.
On top of that, I let myself get sidetracked from my ultimate goal. I was supposed to be doing this to get back at Becca. But I haven’t been rubbing Grant in her face. I’ve been sneaking around, meeting with him in libraries, falling for him on my own time.
And worst of all, I’ve been enjoying it. I’ve been basking in the fake glow of legitimacy, telling myself it’s all going so well, but really I’m not much better off than I was a few weeks ago. I’m still broke, and driving a shitty ass car, with little or no idea of where I’ll be or what I’ll be doing six months from now.
By the time I get home, I’ve worked myself up into a frenzy of self-hatred the likes of which I haven’t experienced since Margot tried to off herself. I’m angry all over again, and not just at myself. I’m angry at Grant for standing me up, at Margot for getting herself locked up in a psych ward and missing our first and last school dance, at my dad for dying, at Becca for being her foul, nasty self….
And I’m mad at my mom, for once again staying out all night with some dude I’ve never met, and forgetting to turn the damn porch light on.
I growl a string of murderous, but impotent curses at my mom and my life in general. Then I get out of the car and trudge up the driveway, fumbling in the abyss-like recesses of my bag for my keys. Man, shit was so much easier to find when I still had my backpack, with all those lovely pockets.
I stop in my tracks, because it’s too much effort to walk and search at the same time. My trailer is totally dark inside, and probably cold, and I try not to imagine what it might have been like if Grant had come over. What might have happened. Maybe we’d hold hands, or even kiss. Wasn’t that what I’ve been hoping for? What the hell was I thinking? What kind of guy would want to make out with anyone in such a dump?
For a few seconds, I consider turning around and getting back into the car. Driving across Lazy Acres to stay at Margot’s house. Nana is probably still awake, watching Leno or something. I could crash in Margot’s bed. Maybe it will help remind me why I’m doing all of this. But then, I shake my head. It’s not that late, but I’m tired. Maybe if I just go straight to bed, things won’t seem so hopeless in the morning.
Finally locating my keys, I dig them out of my bag and start to climb up the steps to my front porch. Something rustles behind me, in the bushes. I turn, but there’s nothing there. 
Probably just my next door neighbor’s one-eyed cat, Patches. 
Patches is always trying to keep from being brought inside at night. Margot and I have this theory it’s because he’s sick of Mr. Ellison feeding him old sea rations from when he was in the Navy. But then, the half-blind old veteran probably can’t afford to buy real cat food with his shitty pension, so maybe the damn cat should just be grateful for what he—
Before I can fit my key into the lock, something grabs me by the hair. My head is whipped back, then forward again, as I’m slammed face-first into the door. Something heavy crushes against my back.
All the air leaves my lungs in a loud gush, and I drop my keys. They hit the porch with a clang. I open my mouth, dragging in air, planning to let it go again in a blood-curdling shriek. But any sound I might have made is cut off when a hand mashes against my face.
“Don't scream.” Trent's voice growls thickly into my ear. So I don't. Instead, I focus all my energy on trying to bite his hand. I kick as hard as I can away from the still locked door, pushing him back a few precious inches, until I can move my arms again.
Terror clutches at my brain, but I push it back, letting pure hatred rush through me instead. It solidifies in my veins, taking the form of a single word.
No!
I clamp down on his fingers with my teeth, as hard as I can. When he lets go, I scream it, as loud as I can.
“NO!”
No, I don't want this.
“Let go of me!”
This is not my fault.
“Get your fucking hands off me!”
This can't happen. Not again.
“Somebody, help me!”
I do not deserve this.
“Help m—”
Trent’s hand closes around my throat. He spins me around, and the back of my head connects violently with the aluminum siding of the trailer. It’s the worst kind of déjà vu. I see stars, and behind them, Trent's face. His lips are pulled back in a smile of anger, as he shoves his arm sideways into my mouth. His letterman jacket is too thick for me to bite through, and I struggle against him, as the taste of leather fills my mouth, making me want to vomit.
“I said don't scream,” he repeats. “There will be plenty of time for that later, you filthy little slut.”
Closing my eyes, I bring my knee up toward his crotch as hard as I can. But he blocks it, again, and my head gets slammed even harder against the wall for my trouble. 
I blink, and I'm down on the ground. 
I blink again, and he's on top of me. 
I'm losing time, and even though my brain seems to be moving in slow motion, I know what's about to happen. 
I try to raise my arm, but the muscles only twitch. 
I try to scream, but only air comes out.
Suddenly, I'm blinded by yellow light, and Trent's weight is no longer crushing me. I struggle into a sitting position, pulling myself up against the wall, eyes wildly searching for my attacker. But all I see is the porch light from next door, and a pair of old, brown slippers a couple of feet away. 
In that moment, I condemn Rule #1 to the deepest circle of hell.
“Don't worry girl,” Mr. Ellison, my next-door neighbor, says gruffly. “I scared him off. You want me to call the cops?”
For a few long seconds, I think about it. I really do. 
But as much as I'd like to see Trent's ass get fried for what he just tried to do to me, not even my dizzy, possibly concussed brain can imagine a scenario where he doesn't take me down with him. I attacked him first. It's on record. There were witnesses. 
No one in their right mind would believe me if I said he's threatened me before. And earlier, at the ice cream shop, I was actually polite to him. I’ve gotten too good at pretending. Ramona didn't even suspect a thing.
“No, I'm okay,” I tell him. 
And because he's not only a war vet, but also a veteran trailer park dweller, he nods and turns to go back inside his house. No questions asked.
“Hey, Mr. Ellison?” Slowly, gingerly, I pull myself to my feet.
“Yeah?”
“Thanks, for not minding your own business.”
He grunts at me, which I think is kind of like a ‘you’re welcome.’ Then he goes back inside, and slams the door behind him. I can still hear him calling for Patches as I bend over to pick up my keys. I keep my back to the door as I unlock it, searching the dark for any sign of movement. When I’m inside, I lock every conceivable lock, on every conceivable point of entry. 
But it's still not enough.
 



 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
My brain feels fuzzy, and somewhere in the back of my mind, I know I'm not supposed to go to sleep. We learned that in health class. No sleeping after a head injury—you might have a concussion.
But here's the thing: I don't know if I have the ability to control whether I fall asleep or not. 
Fuzzily, I sit down on the couch and examine my options. My mom won't be home for hours, even if she doesn't end up shacking up with What's His Name for the night. I could go over to Margot's, but then I'd have to tell Nana what happened, and she would FTFO. I can't call Margot to come and sit with me, because she's still in loony bin lockup.
That only leaves one person. 
And considering what just happened, I do not want to call him. 
However, my rapidly failing Jiminy Cricket voice reasons, if it's between calling him and slipping into a coma, I guess that's not much of a contest.
Slowly, with numb fingers, I dig through my bag for my phone. Then, I call him from the kitchen, while standing—or, more accurately, leaning against the counter—so I don't fall asleep.
I don’t remember much of the phone conversation, but I do remember that I made him memorize a password, so I would know it was him. Then, I must have blacked out for a little while, because it seems like only seconds before he's here. Banging. Loudly. 
Ouch, my head.
I pull myself up off the kitchen floor and lurch over to the door, like a zombie. Then, I wait until I can hear his voice before I do anything else. It takes me a second, but I figure out how to unlock everything. My fingers feel funny. When he sees me, his eyes go wide.
I must look pretty bad, right?
“Tash, what happened?”
“Oh, just some guy. He attacked me. Hit my head on the wall a couple times.” I sway slightly to the side, as his face turns into a very un-Grant-like frown. Angry Grant. Grant smash things. I wave a hand at him, feebly. “It's cool. I just need you to sit with me for a few hours so I don't die.”
He grabs me by the shoulders.
“Tash, your lip is bleeding. I think you might be in shock. I'm going to take you to the hospital, okay?”
Hospital, yeah that sounds okay. No. Wait.
Hospital means questions. Questions mean cops. I can't go down with Trent for this. Not when I'm so close.
“No.” I shake my head, and it makes me feel like I'm going to throw up. “No hospital. I can't. They'll want to know things. No dice.”
I head for the couch, and he jerks me back. It's déjà vu, the bad kind. But instead of hurting me, he cups my chin in his hand.
“Tash, please. At least let me call my dad.”
“And let him see my house? No, I don't think so.”
Grant’s eyebrows push together again. Whoops, I might have said that part out loud.
I feel drunk. Like that time Margot and I got into Nana's not so secret stash of peppermint schnapps.
“Don't worry, I won't tell Nana. I'm taking you back to my house though, okay?”
Is anything in my brain private anymore? Whatever, at this point I'm too blitzed to care. 
I follow Grant out the door on wobbly legs. He puts his arm around me, helps me down the stairs.
When I get into his car, he closes the door and runs to the other side. It's warm here. Smells nice. Feels safe.
“No, Tash, stay awake.” He's suddenly there next to me, shaking me. We're moving.
“Don't fall asleep yet, okay?”
“Okay, I won't.” But after a few more seconds, it feels next to impossible.
“Grant, tell me a story.”
“And put you to sleep?” He laughs, a short nervous laugh. “No, I don't think so. How about you tell me one?”
“Okay.” I think about it for what seems like a few seconds. But he shakes me again, so it was probably longer. The scenery outside the car changes, every time I blink.
“Once upon a time, there was this girl named Gretchen Cader. She was an evil bitch. And that's why I hate eggs. The end.”
Grant is looking at me funny, but the car is stopped. “Can I go to sleep now?”
“No.” He gets out of the car and pulls me to my feet, toward the porch of the biggest, most beautiful house I've ever seen.
“Jesus Fuck...you actually live here?”
He doesn't answer. He seems embarrassed. I blearily follow his eyes to where he's looking. To where an older version of him is standing in the doorway, illuminated by light.
“Hey Dad, this is…my friend. Natasha.”
He smiles down at me, like an older and more commanding version of Grant. God, is that you?

“I think we've met.” Dr. Blue steps to the side and grabs my arm as Grant pulls me up the stairs and into the front room…entryway? More like fucking Grand Foyer. 
Where did I learn that term? Oh, right. Gone with the Wind.
Grant makes me sit down at the table and take my coat off. He makes a sound when he sees me. I look down. My shirt is ripped a little in the front. I didn't notice that before.
“You want to tell me what happened?”
Nope. “Fell. Down the stairs. Lot of stairs.”
Grant stands up and pulls his dad aside. His face is angry again. Even in my fog, I can hear him whispering. 
“She won't tell me what happened, but I think someone attacked her.”
“ Does she know who it was?”
“I don't think so. She lives in...kind of a bad part of town.”
“Okay, well we'll worry about the details later. How long ago did this happen?”
“I don't know. She got off work at around nine, I think.”
“Okay, son.”
As they're having a heart to heart, I'm staring at the chandelier above the table. It's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. Like diamonds, only the size of eggs. They keep winking at me.
Fuck you, smarmy diamond eggs.
Dr. Blue comes over and starts poking and prodding at me. He shines a light in my eyes and asks me a lot of really stupid questions. Name. Date. Who is the president? I tell him his questions are dumb, and he actually laughs. 
Grant chimes in, adding a few. Like, ‘Name all 31 flavors.’ I start to do just that, but I get distracted when Dr. Blue starts prodding my neck. 
“Do you feel any tingling or pain?” 
“No. My fingers felt a little weird earlier, but now they're okay.”
He holds a bottle up to my nose. 
“Can you smell this?” It's acrid, like floor cleaner. I wrinkle my nose. 
“It smells like ammonia.”
“Good.”
Dr. Blue stands up, turns to Grant. “Okay, I think she'll live. But let's go ahead and keep an eye on her tonight, just in case. Will you go ask your sister to make up the guest room?” 
Grant nods, and leaves the kitchen.
I look at Dr. Blue, suddenly full of fear, again.
“But...I'm not supposed to sleep. Won't I like...die, or something?”
Dr. Blue smiles kindly. “No, I don't think you have a concussion. But even if you did, that's sort of an old wives’ tale.”
“Oh. Well that's...good.”
He ducks his head, lowers his voice, just like Grant that first day in detention. “Natasha, are you sure you don't want to tell me who did this?”
I look at his face. He seems so nice. But then, so do a lot of people.
“No...I'm sticking to that stairs thing.”
He sighs, looking more sad than disappointed. “Okay.” 
Just like that. Like he's trusting me to know what's best for me. He's letting it go.
I wish my mom would learn a thing or two from Grant's dad.
Grant comes back with a stack of blankets. "Gen's busy studying. I'll go ahead and get everything ready."
"Okay, but consider your feet glued to the floor tonight, buddy."
“What?” 
My head hurts so bad. I must be addled, because that made no sense. Grant just nods though, like it made perfect sense. Perfect family. Perfect sense. I don’t belong here, it’s obvious.
"Yes, sir."
Grant gestures for me to follow him, so I do. He takes me down the hall, and I can't help but stare at all the family pictures I pass. Grant's family is like the freaking model family of America. All they're missing is a fluffy dog with a red bandanna around its neck, for fuck’s sake. He leads me into a bedroom that's bigger than my living room and kitchen, combined. And yet, for some reason, he seems embarrassed about it. How is that possible?
“Um, there's a bathroom through that door.” He hands me something soft and light blue. I realize it's a nightgown, one of those old fashioned ones with the crochet around the top. Like Nana wears.
“You're kidding, right?”
He smiles. “Sorry, it's my mom's. I didn't think you'd want anything of my sister's. She wears a lot of pink.”
Touché. 
I go into the bathroom, and close the door behind me. My mouth almost hits the floor. The towels match. The soap is shaped like sea shells. 
If I didn't already know that Grant and I were from two completely different worlds, this seals it. Even his soap is too good for me.

I change quickly, and wash my face with a green nautilus. Then I hunt through the drawers until I find a towel that doesn't look like it’s part of an elaborate home shopping channel display. When I’m done using it, I fold it neatly and leave it on the counter, sparing only a quick glance at the mirror and my face—which looks paler and puffier than usual—before turning to leave.
Grant is waiting for me, in the chair by the bed. He's made it all up for me, turning down the sheets and everything. When I come in, he's looking at me funny. I look down at myself, thinking that he couldn't possibly be checking me out. Not in this granny number. But I find myself blushing, anyway.
He's holding something in his hand—a remote. He gestures to a flat-screened TV on the wall.
“I thought you might want to watch a show or something, before you go to sleep. You know, so you don't have any messed-up dreams.”
My chest hurts. “Okay.”
I crawl into the huge, unbelievably comfortable bed, and tuck myself under the covers. The mattress is so wide and the pillows are so huge, I feel small. Worst of all, I feel like I might start crying. So instead, I do what I always do. I attack.
“So. Why didn't you come to Baskin Robbins earlier?”
Grant immediately looks guilty. I feel my wits sharpen. What is he hiding?
“I had a bunch of errands to run,” he says, sounding sincere as ever, “and they kind of went over. I'm really sorry. I should've called.”
Yeah, I think, somewhat bitterly. Maybe if you had, I wouldn't have almost gotten.... 
But my mind rebels. I can't even think the R-word in front of Grant, let alone say it.
“Are you really not going to tell me what happened?” 
I just look at him. He keeps turning the remote control over and over in his hands, like a nervous gesture, but much more precise. He’s counting, I realize.
“Okay, will you at least tell me, has anything like this happened to you before?”
I shrug. He really has no idea what kind of girl I am, does he?
“Was it...I don't know, your step dad, or?”
I sigh, closing my eyes to block out his sympathetic face. “My dad is dead. I don't have a step dad. And no, I'm not involved in an abusive relationship—at least, not that I'm aware of.”
“Okay. I get it. You don't want to tell me.” He points the remote at the TV. It flicks to life, electricity buzzing through the room a split-second before the sound of music. “What do you feel like watching?”
I blink, but it’s hard to focus on the flashing images through the crystal blur. Whenever he's not looking at me, sneaky tears keep trying to form. I try to sound flippant, but my voice comes out sounding quivery and small. 
“I don't know, Grant.”
He turns to me, reaches for my hand. He has to stretch for it, since I'm in the middle of the bed. I smile at how ridiculous it looks. Then I make a decision. I reach over with my other hand and pat the bed next to me.
Grant glances toward the door, a surreptitious look on his face. I snort. 
“What, are you going to get in trouble for sitting on the bed?”
“I might.” His answer is almost too quiet to hear.
I smile. “I'm not going to molest you. I promise.”
He doesn’t laugh, but I do. On the inside. That’s me, always crossing the line in my attempt to joke away the pain.
After another second, he kicks off his shoes and climbs into bed, settling next to me on top of the covers. I brace myself for the smell of sweaty boy socks, but it never comes. That's it. Grant Blue is officially perfect. And I fucking hate him for it. 
But not nearly as much as I like him.
I lean forward and take the remote from his hand, resting my head on his shoulder as I flip through the channels. I don't remember what we end up watching. All I know is, when I finally fall asleep, I've never felt so safe.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Six days until prom….
 
On Sunday morning, I talk Grant into driving me home at the crack of dawn.
I tell him it’s because my mom will freak out if I don’t get home before she does. Of course, it’s a lie—I’m sure she could really care less about who I spend the night with. To be honest, I just don’t want to have to fake my way through the perfect family breakfast. I’ll bet Grant’s mom even makes homemade waffles and bacon. I’ll bet she asks if I actually like eggs, before she gives them to me.
Hell, I’ll bet they even go to church.
After the night I’ve just had, there’s only so much surreal, unreachable happiness I can handle. 
At about 2:00 AM, I woke up to find Grant sleeping beside me, still respectfully on top of the covers, fully clothed and not even close to copping a feel. In fact, the only part of him that was touching me was his hand. Our fingers were still tangled together, but his face was totally relaxed. With his eyes closed, without his eyebrows knitted together in concern or sympathy, he didn’t look like a superhero or a savior. He just looked like Grant. 
In that moment, I realized I couldn’t breathe, because I have fallen for him. Way too fucking hard.
Somewhere in between the hating and the plotting, this beautiful, kind boy stole my heart. With my torn, battered heart in his hands, Grant Blue is now the most dangerous person I know. He holds the key to my ultimate destruction, and he doesn’t even know it. 
So no, I cannot handle homemade waffles this morning.
Instead, I need distance. I need time. I need to break something. I need to smother my pain with some good, old fashioned anger. And maybe some Pop Tarts. It’s the only coping strategy I know.
When Grant and I pull up in front of my house, Mom's car is still gone. I wait for a second, bracing myself for what I'm about to say. He seems to misinterpret my silence as fear.
“Do you want me to go in with you?”
“No.” I shake my head, and it only hurts a little now. Dimly. 
Maybe my head really is as thick as my mom always says.

“I just wanted....” I take a deep breath and turn toward him. “I just wanted to say thank you for taking care of me.”
“You're welcome.”
“And, I also wanted to tell you that I'll completely understand.” I look out the window. “If you don't want to go to prom with me. I think it's obvious at this point that I'm...I'm really fucked up, and a gigantic pain in the ass, and you're obviously perfect. And—contrary to popular opinion, I'm not a charity case. So...let's just quit being ridiculous, okay?”
I reach for the door handle, but Grant’s arm reaches across me. His hand touches mine. Stopping me, without even the slightest hint of force.
Slowly, I turn, knowing that his face will be dangerously close to mine. I finally get there, and I'm not wrong. His eyes search mine, before dropping to my mouth. Instinctively, I lick my lips. His hand traces my arm, up to my neck. Up to my face. His thumb brushes across my chin, then over my lips. 
I swallow, much too loudly. Waiting.
Grant dips his head, and his lips brush mine. Gently at first, but gradually, the pressure builds until every hair on the back of my neck is standing straight up. 
Like him, the kiss is perfect. I'm so happy I could die. And I sort of want to, because this moment is better than anything I ever could have imagined. And I know I don't deserve it, no matter what Grant says.
Slowly, carefully, I pull away. I allow myself to smile stupidly at him for a second. Then I kiss him. Then he kisses me again. And I kiss him. We go back and forth like that for a while, until I force myself to end the moment.
The fairy tale was great while it lasted. But like I said before, I am no princess. Not by any stretch of anyone’s twisted imagination.
When I finally go inside, I lock the door behind me and go straight for my room. I pull my prom dress out of the closet, and set it on the bed. I try to imagine myself wearing it, as I enter the room on Grant's arm. I try to imagine myself standing on stage, smiling. Winning. But I can't. Because even after everything I've accomplished, even after everything I've survived, it's still not enough.
It's not just about Margot anymore. Or getting revenge on Becca. It's also about me. I want that scholarship money. I need to get out of here. Away from Trent. Away from Lazy Acres and all its apathetic citizens, away from this god-forsaken town and all the petty people in it.
But most of all, I want to get away from myself. 
Because I don't want to be ‘Skangly’ or ‘Natty’ or ‘Tasha’ anymore. I don’t even want to be ‘Tash,’ or ‘Natasha Doreen Bohner.’ I want to be someone else. I want to be...better.
I go into the kitchen and pull out the emergency coffee can with the credit card we’re never supposed to use. I change into a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt—Keely’s fucking style profile be damned. I grab my yearbook, then I get in my car and drive to Kinko's across town. It's the only printing place that's open on a Sunday. 
When I tell the lady behind the counter what I want, she raises her eyebrows at me. But she lets me borrow her scissors and a Sharpie marker anyway. Half an hour later, I leave the Kinko's and swing by the bulk grocery store for the rest of the supplies I'll need.
When I get back home, it's late afternoon. Mom is still gone, but I barely even notice. I spend the rest of the afternoon cutting and gluing. 
Then I go to bed early, because I've got to get up at the crack of dawn.
It’s time to finish what I started. I can’t let anything stop me now. It’s time for Phase Three of the Plan.
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Five days until prom….
 
I try not to yawn when I walk into aerobics on Monday morning. I'm a little bit early, so I take my time getting ready. This morning, after coming home from my ‘mission’ at 4:00 AM, I paced around for a while, because I was too wired to sleep. Too full of angst. Too haunted by my own demons.
I think I’ve established how bad I suck at math, but if I had to guess, I’d say I’ve had a grand total of about five hours of sleep in the past two days. 
At this point, I'm fueled by nothing but caffeine and my undying thirst to see Becca Foster crumble.
After changing into my gym clothes, I find a good vantage point on the bleachers. I sit down. I wait, but nothing happens. 
Girls arrive in clusters, lining up on the bleachers below me like it’s just another morning. Ms. Tailor appears to give everyone the bad news: it’s Mile Day. Then, we run the mile. I actually run it this time, because without Margot, walking it just seems excruciatingly long and pointless.
Also, I really want to be back in the locker room before the fireworks start.
From what I can tell, at least from afar, Becca is behaving like her usual, snob-like, bitchy self. But she leaves me alone now. Ever since Margot has been absent from school, it's like there's this unspoken ceasefire between her and I. I don't know if it's because on Becca’s end, she thinks we no longer have beef. Like, now that she’s taken down the one person I care about most, I’m just going to call it Even Stephens. Or whatever.  But I'm not going to sound any alarms, just in case. Let her believe we’re square. Let her think I’m trying to play nice, so she’ll accept me into the fold. I make sure to act as civil and detached as possible, without being friendly or arousing suspicion.
Everything seems like a normal day, so far.
It's not until the end of first period that I start to notice a disturbance in the force. Girls with early-ending morning classes filter into the locker room a few at a time, spreading the gossip. I pretend not to hear them whispering, focusing on applying my red lipstick to absolute perfection. It’s like I’ve frozen myself, from the outside in. My core is still volcanic, but no one needs to know.
I’ve finally learned how to fit in. The answer is so simple: feel nothing. Give zero fucks. Accept the fact that I have nothing left to lose. That I can’t afford to hope, or want, or be afraid. There's a faint purple bruise on my neck, where Trent grabbed me. I cover it with makeup, trying not to think about how it happened.
After physics, Grant holds my hand and walks me to Leadership. His smile is a thousand watts stronger than usual. It’s blinding, like the damn sunrise. He’s so happy, so optimistic. He has no idea how ugly things are going to get, and soon. I take the seat next to him, and he puts his arm around me. Carrie passes by and smiles at me. She says good morning, and uses my name. I try to pretend like it doesn't get to me, but it does. How easily Grant has accepted me. How quick others are to follow his example, no questions asked.
If only they'd done the same for Margot, maybe I wouldn't be in this position.
A few minutes into class, this Asian kid named Tyler—I think he might be Sophomore class treasurer, or something—comes bursting in, late. 
“Hey, did you guys see the soccer team?”
Mr. Dodge is in a humorous mood this morning. He smiles. “You mean, have we ever seen the soccer team, or have we seen them recently?”
Grant laughs. “Wait, are they missing?”
“No,” Tyler says. His smile is cruelly ecstatic. “Seriously, come out here. You guys need to see this.”
We all go to the hallway, and Tyler gestures for us to follow him out into the parking lot. The soccer team is running laps around the school, just like they do every morning, three times a week. But today, they're doing it topless. 
Except for the white paper bags on their heads.
On the front, the bags say VOTE 4 BUTTERFACE FOSTER, with two eye holes on either side of the ‘4.’ On the back, there's a grainy, blown up picture of Becca's face, with a big check mark running through the middle, adequately obscuring her slightly crooked nose and general rat-like appearance.
As they pass us, everyone laughs. Except for Mr. Dodge. And me, of course. I just try to look like I'm shocked, yet mildly amused. 
High school kids can be real assholes, after all. I know that better than most. 
Plus, it's not like I’m the only one who ever called Becca ‘Butterface’ behind her back. And I'm definitely not the only one who hates her. The bags could've been made by anyone. I try to show all of this on my face, the perfect combination of innocence and speculation. 
 I think Mr. Dodge buys it, because instead of immediately coming toward me, he goes storming back into the building. Probably to tell Principal Shoemaker about this, before someone else does.
By lunch time, there have been at least half a dozen more sightings of students—mostly guys—walking around with ‘Butterface Bags’ on their heads. 
Some of the computer lab geeks even got creative and started an email meme. The kid who sits next to me in art class showed it to me on his phone. It's a yearbook picture of Becca in her cheerleading uniform, with a bag Photoshopped over her head. The caption says ‘There. Fixed it.’
During the last period of the day, we're all called out of class for an impromptu locker search. Almost every student at school has a Becca Bag in his or her locker, and some people—like Trent, and Becca's best friend, Brittany—have dozens. 
Of course, they both say they don’t know anything about it, but Principal Shoemaker suspends them anyway. Because unlike me, and even Trent, Becca has a dad willing to call the administration office and demand the school take disciplinary action against students who dare to hurt his daughter’s precious feelings. I didn’t plan on that, necessarily, but I had a feeling it might happen. If nothing else, Trent has now made Becca Foster’s shit list, which should hopefully keep him distracted for at least another week.
By the time we're released to go home, most of the conversations I overhear in the hall are talking about some variation of the Butterface Scandal. 
Ironically, not a single person has asked me about it yet. I'm not sure if it's because my new makeover has them thinking I've changed, or because they wouldn't have thought me capable of such a sophisticated prank in the first place. I probably wouldn't blame them if it was the latter. A month ago, I'd have settled the score by punching Becca square in the face, and everyone knows it.
After school, I meet up with Grant at the library. 
He doesn't bring up the Becca thing at all, but he does keep hinting about what happened on Saturday night. He’s not very subtle about it, either. I get the feeling Grant Blue is harboring some vengeance demons of his own. But I can't let him get involved in my shit, just like I can't tell him about how much I hate Becca Foster, or why. 
He'd never understand. In his world, people are civil. Honest. They talk things out. They apologize.
In my world, people hold grudges for years. They light each other's lawn flamingos on fire over the slightest snub. And they don't call the police, unless someone’s trailer is on fire.
So instead of talking about Saturday night, or Becca Foster, I bring up limits. Then prom decorations. Then corsage colors. Not that I give a damn about any of that stuff. But at this point, I'd rather talk about Auschwitz than what's going on in my head. Because what’s in there now is more disturbing and contradictory than ever.
The way Grant's been looking at me, since we kissed in his car...it's like everything has changed. But I don't know if that's good or bad. He doesn't ask permission anymore, either. Like, when he met me at the library, he automatically grabbed my hand and gave me a peck on the lips. 
What the hell does that mean? Am I his girlfriend now? 
I want to ask him, so badly. But I'm so terrified of messing up prom, of having him break it off at the last second. And even though the diabolical ‘bag phase’ of my plan worked out better—or butter, ha ha ha—than I hoped, I still don't know if I can beat Becca without Grant by my side.
I've finally realized that I need him, and that fact—more than anything—scares the shit out of me.
What's even worse than needing Grant, is wanting him. 
And wishing...hoping he wants me, too.
 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Four days until prom…and counting.
 
The next day at school, Becca breaks down crying in gym class.
Ms. Tailor actually lets her sit out of dodge ball, she feels so sorry for her. Even though I’m happy to see Becca start to lose it, I can't help but fume about how deeply unfair that is. I could be bleeding from my eyeballs and Ms. Tailor wouldn't let me sit out of a single athletic activity.
The fact that people can still find it in their hearts to feel sorry for Becca, after everything she’s done, after all the pain she’s caused, it makes me sick. I can’t understand it, can’t believe it. The word ‘unfair’ has always been kind of like a theme in my life, but now more than ever it seems like someone is playing a sick cosmic joke.
As the week drags on, it only gets worse. My diabolical plan has backfired epically. The guys of the senior class might have thought it was hilarious, but the girls have all decided that it was some guy's sexist joke, and they are not amused. They rally around Becca, and some bitch even makes buttons that say ‘Vote for Inner Beauty.’ 
What the fuck is that even supposed to mean? And more importantly, where in the hell were those feminist cunts when that half-naked picture of Margot was circulating? Where was the feminine outrage and girl-power solidarity then?
By Thursday, I'm starting to feel seriously desperate again. 
What if this doesn't work? What if Becca wins anyway, and nothing changes, and no one learns anything from this whole, stupid ordeal? What if I’ve jeopardized my relationship with Grant for nothing?
I need a backup plan. Maybe I'll just say ‘to hell with it’ and cut her brake lines. Or maybe I can find a way to rig a bucket of pig's blood above the stage in the gym, just in case. Thanks to my new position in Leadership, I have access. That’s one fringe benefit to being stuck on the damn decorations committee, at least. I could always cheat again, and try not to get caught. But if I do get caught dropping fake ballots into the voting box, in the middle of prom…I can bet my ass that Principal Shoemaker will expel me on the spot.
I start to wish I could bring Margot into the planning process, because I know she’d be creative enough to come up with something better than lighting Becca on fire during her acceptance speech. But I can tell by the way she talks, by the wistful look in her eyes, she’s not strong enough yet. Somewhere, deep down, she’s still holding onto hope that she can starve herself into being ‘enough’ for people like Becca. She’s still so afraid of rocking the boat. Of burning bridges she shouldn’t have ever wanted to cross in the first place. 
Why does she care so much about these people? Why can’t she just let them go?
Almost every time I visit, Margot asks me if people are talking about her. I tell her they aren’t, that everyone has forgotten all about the half-naked picture. And as far as I can tell, it seems to be true. Which only makes the whole episode that much more pointless and worthy of rage, because they chewed her up and spat her out, then moved onto the next target, like she was nothing. Like it meant nothing.
Which is exactly what they’ll do to me, the second Grant dumps me. I’ll go back to being a cautionary tale, the constant butt of a double-edged joke. Unless I can make it to graduation, somehow. Then, I’ll be able to just…disappear. The best I can hope for is that no one will remember me, or talk about me, after I’m gone.
But I’m not going to give Becca Foster that luxury. She doesn’t get to just walk away from four years of committing social atrocities against her fellow students, against Margot. Not without paying some kind of price. Not while I have breath left in my body.
And yet, something stops me from going full kamikaze, and just pulling the trigger on mutually-assured destruction. It seemed like such a simple plan when I had nothing to lose. But now I have Grant, and no matter how many times I tell myself his patience is going to run out, or he’s going to see through to the ugliness inside me and recoil in disgust…any day now…but he doesn’t. 
So I just keep putting off the plan, telling myself it’ll wait for just one more day. Just a few more hours filled with Grant’s warm, welcoming smiles. Just a couple more kisses. Just a few more minutes of feeling safe.
Then I’ll show Becca Foster what it’s like to be sorry.
 
###
 
Before I know it, it’s Friday, the day before prom. And I’ve almost run out of time.
Most of the students enrolled in Leadership are supposed to report to the gym right after school, to help Mr. Dodge and some of the other teachers decorate. Grant is in charge of the tickets, so he's excused from the decorating committee. But he offers to come along and help set up the gym anyway, because he's Grant.
When he shows up at my house after school, I'm ready and dressed for a long afternoon of slave labor. I've even broken Keely’s most sacred rule, and brought back my infamous red Converse shoes. I figure they're already covered in obscenities, what's the harm if a little bit of paint gets added to the mix?
“Hey Grant, I’m almost ready, just let me get my….”
But when I see the way Grant looks at me, I'm immediately nervous. He pauses, with one hand on my screen door, just...taking me in. The look on his face is unreadable, for once.
Today, I'm wearing denim cutoff shorts that used to be my mom's, and an old black t-shirt with The Beatles logo on it. My hair is in a loose braid, instead of all curled and preppy looking. But I've still got on the damn lipstick. 
At least it matches my shoes. And the red and black prom decorations. Which is more than I can say for Becca Foster’s stupid pink dress.
I back up a step, reaching behind me to swipe my keys off the table, but Grant still hasn’t moved.
Seriously, why is he staring at me like that? Do I have lipstick on my teeth?
Suddenly, I'm struck by a barrage of mutinous, girly thoughts. What if Grant only likes the new, fake version of me? What if the cool new hairstyle and leather jacket and frilly skirts are the only reason he's willing to be seen with me?
“Is your mom home?” Grant’s question seems to come out of left field, and it throws me off balance. His voice sounds clipped, almost businesslike. His face is unreadable.
Fear of loss tightens my gut. 
Oh, no. He’s going to dump me. Right here, right now. I really do have the worst luck in the world. One more day, and it would’ve been over.
I swallow, and try not to look as scared as I feel. “No, she left for work a few hours ago.”
Grant nods, like he’s calculating. “Good.”
Just like that, he's on me. 
Pushing me back through the open door, he slides his hands down to my hips and lifts me onto the back of the couch. Out of pure instinct, I wrap my legs around him. For some reason, I'm not scared by his sudden intensity. I’m delighted by it. I welcome it, fiercely and without question. Instead of pushing away, I'm pulling against him with both arms and legs, bringing him closer. 
This time, his kisses are far from nice. And I love it. In fact, I can't seem to get enough of it. In my mind, there’s no such thing as too much of Grant Blue.
His hands skim under my t-shirt, and his thumbs trace the waistband of my shorts before sliding around to knead my lower back. Suddenly, I have this burning need to know what his skin feels like, too. I slip my fingers under the hem of his sweater, exploring the ridges of his stomach. 
Every inch of him is so smooth and warm and firm. I want to feel all of it. I urge his shirt upwards, and he breaks loose just long enough to pull it off, over his head, the way only someone with great coordination can.
Shirtless, he's even more perfect than ever. I can't stand it. I run my hands over him, over and over. His arms, his chest, his back—my fingers explore him greedily, always wanting more.
But even as I'm trying to figure out how to clandestinely unbutton his pants, Grant just keeps kissing me. He doesn't even make a move to take off my shirt. 
Not a problem, I can do that.
I start to undress myself for him. For the first time in my life, I want someone to see me naked. I want to be touched. I want to do more than I’ve ever done. Go further. Maybe even all the way. 
What the hell, why shouldn’t I? It’s not like I’ve got dreams of wedding night purity or a reputation to protect. No, this moment has nothing to do with what other people think. 
This moment is mine. I'm choosing this. And choosing feels better than I ever thought it could.
But just before my t-shirt can clear my boobs, he stops me.
“Tash, wait.”
“What?” I’m panting, confused. “Why?”
He's breathing hard too, but he’s always had more control than me. Or anyone I’ve ever met. He closes his eyes and takes a step back.
“God, I can't do this.”
Oh, please. Please don’t let this be a religious thing. I swear to God, if that’s his excuse, I will run out of here now and burn down the first church I see.
Huffing in frustrated disbelief, I pull my shirt back down and slide off the couch. My landing is not graceful.
“What do you mean? You can't do what?”
“I'm sorry.” He turns away and picks his shirt up off the floor. Pulls it on, with his back to me.
“Grant, I don't understand what you mean.”
He turns to me, taking both of my hands in his. “Listen, Tash. I really like you, okay?”
I nod and grit my teeth, because I feel a ‘but’ coming, and I’m pretty sure whatever comes after it is going to hurt like a son of a bitch.
“The thing is, I’m thinking of doing this pre-med thing over the summer, instead of the internship with the mayor. I guess my dad has a friend at Duke, and they let a couple of Freshmen in to study anatomy over the summer. It’s this deal I made….” He shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter, the details aren’t important. It’s just a compromise between me and my dad. But I’d have to leave in June, right after graduation. And I just feel like…it wouldn’t be fair to start something now. I don’t want you to think I’m….”
“What?” My calm façade crumbles under the weight of his perfect, logical excuses. I can feel my old, angry self bubbling up through the cracks, spilling through my body, consuming me. Of course, that Tash never really left. All this has been a lie, a twisted social experiment gone wrong. Tigers can't change their stripes. Gay isn't something you catch. And skanks like me can't just become nice, dateable girls overnight.
The words rise to my throat like bile, and I spit them out, in Grant's direction. 
“Say it. Go ahead. Finish the goddamn sentence. You don't want me to think you're only trying to fuck me, like everyone else supposedly has.”
His eyebrows slam together. “No, that's not what I meant at all.”
But it's too late. I can see the guilt written all over his face. It's an emotion I've suddenly become quite familiar with.
“Wow! Oh my God!” I laugh, because it feels so much easier, so much more natural than crying. I'm so stupid. “You’re even fooling yourself with this whole nice guy routine. Seriously, you are really fucking good. You should eighty-six the whole med school thing and consider getting into method acting. The pay is absolute shit, or so Margot tells me. I’m sure your dad would love that.”
 “Tash....”
 I don't want to hear the word ‘sorry,’ ever again. Not from him. I shake my head. I take a step forward, advancing on him like I did that first time in the quad. 
My hand closes around the bulge in his jeans before he can react. It’s pretty damn obvious that he’s ready to start something. Just not with me, apparently.
“You were saying?”
For a long second, we just stand there, staring at each other. With his junk in my hand. If there ever was an ultimate point of no return, I just crossed it. 
In that moment, on some deep and very damaged level, I feel vindicated. Triumphant, almost. Because I’ve been right this entire time. He can lie to my face if he wants. But I know what he's really motivated by. I know what he sees in me now. I should've figured it out sooner. It’s so obvious, really.
Grant Blue loves to solve complex problems like me. But he’s also an over-achiever. He’s not just in it for the sex, he’s in it for the conquest—the challenge. He wanted to make me worship him first. 
Why else would he bother to spend this much time with me, and make me like him this much, if he already knew it couldn’t go any further than the summer?
He’s in for a rude awakening though, because I am a problem that can’t be solved. My angry, fucked up interior will never change. I can pretend all I want, but I'll always be this damaged enigma. The girl who refuses to admit defeat, even though she’s spent her life being defeated. The girl who lost her virginity at the age of nine to some asshole named Christopher, before she even really knew what virginity was. For me, pain is like gasoline. Hate is like coming home. So why not embrace it? My soul is fundamentally stained, and I can never wash that out.
Eat your fucking heart out, Dorian Grey.
Finally, after what seems like an eternity, I let my hand drop.
“Get out.” I spit the words into his face through gritted teeth. 
And he does. Because Grant is a nice guy, who does what he's told.
And I'm a dirty, nasty, slutty bitch who's finally decided to stop hiding her true colors, or trying to pretend I’m something I’m not.
 



 
Part IV: “Bitch”
 
At this point in my story, I imagine you’re asking yourself a great deal of ‘why’ questions. 
Such as: ‘Why can’t Tash just get over her issues and trust people, already?’ Or, ‘Why would she go to such great lengths, give up everything she has worked for, and have this miraculous Cinderella-like transformation, just to throw it all away in the end, and revert back to the embittered, petulant, trailer trash skank-a-tron she was in the beginning?’
To answer your first question, I’d like to invite you to please pull your head out of your ass.
Seriously, try letting go of your own, totally subjective view of the world, for one hot minute, and realize that I did not grow up in the same reality you did. I don’t care if you were born in the exact same trailer park, or if you went to the exact same school as me. Your experiences are not my experiences. Your thoughts and feelings and reactions are not the same as mine.
True, we’re all human. True, we all bleed if you prick us. But we all hurt in different ways. We all deal with our pain using personal, and at times, totally incomprehensible methods.
And secondly, about that whole Cinderella thing. Let’s discuss that for a moment, shall we?
One of the earliest derivations of the Cinderella myth was the folk tale of ‘Aschenputtel,’ which was set down by the Brothers Grimm. (And let me assure you, a more aptly-named pair of Germans has yet to be found, because those guys were some grim-ass mother fuckers. If you took the time to add up the amount of characters they’ve decapitated, tortured or disemboweled over the years, I’m pretty sure you’d end up with a higher body count than the entire Saw franchise. But I digress.)
In the original story, Aschenputtel—aka ‘Ash,’ because I’m too lazy to keep trying to spell that train wreck of a name—had this ‘Wishing Tree’ she used to cry on, which was planted over the grave of her dead mother. Every time something in her life was bothering her, little Ash would go tell her sob story to mommy deadest, and a magical white bird would appear and chuck things at her. Things she needed, like a pretty dress to go to the prom—or the royal ball, whatever. When she shows up at the ball, obviously Ash is looking pretty fine. But it still takes her three entire nights of dancing with the prince, and sneaking away from him at midnight, before he finally decides he’s had enough of her ‘dance and dash’ bullshit.
So what does this rather resourceful prince do? He smears the palace steps with tar—Home Alone style. And this time, when Ash runs away, she loses her shoe.
You’d think this would be the end of the story, right? Prince finds shoe, follows it to maiden, bah-dah-bing, bah-dah-boom. But nope. It takes this douche bag several months of searching, after which he gets duped—not once, but twice—by Ash’s evil stepsisters, who are so obsessed with landing a boyfriend that they actually cut off their own extremities to fit into this magical, prince-catching shoe.
In fact, the only reason the prince doesn’t accidentally go off and marry one of the step sisters, is because he happens to ride past the Wishing Tree every time with his new ‘future bride,’ and the magical white bird clues him in to the deception all like, ‘Hey fuck face, you’ve got the wrong girl!’
Anyway, after failing to recognize his so-called beloved twice, the prince goes back to Ash’s house and rolls up like, ‘Meh, I’m tired of riding around. You got any other eligible bitches up in this joint?’ 
And Ash’s dad—who is also apparently kind of a douche—kind of shrugs and goes, ‘Oh yeah we’ve got this kitchen girl in the back. She’s kind of dirty, though.’ (Keep in mind, this asshole is fully aware that he’s talking about his own daughter at this point.)
So the prince says something like, ‘Oh well, a girl is a girl, bring her out anyway. Yawn.’
That’s when Aschenputtel washes her face off and comes into the front room. But the prince still doesn’t recognize her. In fact, it’s not until she puts the disgusting, blood-covered shoe back on that he looks up and goes, ‘Oh, it’s you! You’re the one I’ve been looking for all this time! Ugh, finally! Let’s get married and stuff.’
And this is the story we tell to thousands upon thousands of little girls every day, to teach them about life.
Now, I think we’ve already established that you and I do not always see eye-to-eye on matters of morality. However, in the interest of bridging the gap, I’d like to share my thoughts on this rather horrifying, yet for some reason widely-beloved story. There are a couple of morals I gleaned from this, but to save time, I’ll just narrow it down to my top three.
One: Cinderella was a huge tease. I submit that the only reason the prince fell for her—or thought he fell for her—in the first place was that she kept playing hard to get and running away from him. Guys want what they can’t have, and history has shown us—Homer’s Odyssey, anyone?—that they’re willing to fight to get it. But that doesn’t necessarily mean they’re going to keep fighting for you, once they’ve got you. (Just look at what happened with me and Grant.)
Two: If your Prince Charming only recognizes you as the love of his life after you’ve washed all the dirt off your face and happen to be wearing the right shoes, dump that prick immediately. Because he’s obviously an idiot.
Three: Maybe if Cinderella had just let herself get mad, and punched those bitchy stepsisters in the face a few years earlier, they wouldn’t have made her their bitch. Just saying.
Oh, you think I’m being irrational, and making sweeping generalizations? We’ll you’re the one talking trash to a book, weirdo.
So let’s make a deal, shall we? I won’t give you shit for how you deal with your issues, and you won’t judge me for struggling and clawing my way through life, trying to figure out how to deal with mine.
Sound good? 
Great. 
Now please shut up and let me tell you about the night I ruined the Guthrie High Senior Prom.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Prom day.
 
On Saturday, I visit the peanut farm late in the afternoon, so my mom and Nana can take pictures with me and Margot with The Dress. 
Of course, I didn't tell them about my epic, junk-grabbing falling out with Grant, so they still think he's picking me up at the house later. After I leave to ‘go meet him,’ Nana and my mom are having dinner at the hospital with Margot, probably to take the sting out of her missing the prom. Not that she would've gone anyway. In fact, if she hadn't tried to kill herself, we'd probably be spending tonight watching old John Hughes movies and eating glaucoma brownies with Nana, totally oblivious to who was running for prom court or what the stupid theme of the dance even was. 
But she did try to kill herself, and I've finally come to grips with the fact that I’m still kind of pissed at her about that.
Margot's doctors say she'll be out in about three weeks, just in time to finish up her classes and get ready for graduation. But who knows if she'll even want to. Who knows if she'll ever go back to being okay? I used to think that all we had to do was leave high school, and we’d finally be free of our personal demons. But now, I know better. Hell, maybe she would’ve just found herself a brand new Becca Foster in college and started the cycle all over again.
The only thing I know for sure is that I'm not going to be around for graduation. Because I'm not going to keep my promise to Mr. Dodge, or my promise to Margot. I'm going to end it. Tonight.
As I clack loudly down the hallway, I get a thumbs-up from Jerry in room 214—or, as Margot calls him, ‘chronic masturbation guy.’ I take it as a compliment that his pants are still on, and flash him a crimsons-lipped smile as I continue down the hall. Live it up, Jerry. Enjoy the visual feast.
Tonight, I'm wearing actual heels, which makes me almost six feet tall. I'm done with that kitten heel bullshit. But I did keep the red lipstick, because Keely was right. It's kind of a signature thing now, and the color looks awesome with my dress.
Yesterday, after I got home from decorating, I went over to Mrs. Jimenez's trailer and begged her to make one final alteration. She rolled her eyes and I'm pretty sure she put a curse on me in Spanish, but she did what I asked. Because even in Spanish, Rule #1 translates.
When Margot sees me, she gasps. 
“Oh my God! You look...you look so....” Her eyes fall. “What the hell did you do?”
I hold up my hands. “I just made a tiny adjustment. Don't you think it looks more ‘Red Carpet’ now?”
Her eyes are huge. “Yeah, but...do you think they'll let you in?”
I look down at myself. The dress Margot designed was already strapless, with a deep sweetheart neckline, but now there's a huge slit running up the front, all the way to my upper thigh.
I shrug. “It doesn't matter. I'm showing up early to help finish setting up.”
She frowns. “I thought you were riding with Grant?”
“Oh yeah, I am.” The lie rolls off my tongue just a little too easily. “Goody two-shoes that he is, he offered to help, so I'm getting dragged along.”
“Oh.” She nods, but I can tell that her best friend senses are tingling.
Fortunately, that's when my mom and Nana show up. 
I turn, and my mom covers her mouth, with tears in her eyes. Her gasp is equal parts pride and wistfulness. She's jealous of me, I realize. Because I'm still young, and the rest of my life is still ahead of me, filled to the brim with so much potential. 
Little does she know....
“Oh, Natty,” she whispers.” You look so...glamorous.” Then, “Ooh, I love that purse!”
Instinctively, I close my hand around the dainty black clutch I picked up at the mall this morning, protecting it from my mom's grasping hands. It has a little chain on the corner that wraps around my wrist like a handcuff, so I won't lose it.
“Glamorous?” Nana snorts. “You look like sex on a stick, Tash. Minus the stick. Are you sure they're gonna let you in?”
Always the peacemaker, Margot rushes to defend me—even though she said the exact same thing not thirty seconds before. “I think she looks like a Greek goddess. Like what's her name, from Hercules.”
I raise an eyebrow playfully. “Megara?”
“No, dumb ass.” Margot rolls her eyes. “The actual movie. From the sixties.”
“Oh, right.” I smile, but it feels forced. “Well, let's go ahead and get with the picture taking. I don't want to be late.”
The older ladies coo and make a fuss about where we should stand, and whether or not Margot should take off her fuzzy Muppets robe or leave it on. I tell her she should wear it like a cape, so she does. We laugh and mug for the camera, and for a few minutes it almost seems like things are going to turn out okay. But that’s not the story of my life. So I try to savor the moment, and leave Margot with a few happy memories, just in case this is the last time I ever see her.
After a few thousand pictures, I wave goodbye. I leave the three of them to their Chinese takeout and Steel Magnolias DVD, and I drive straight to the school. I park behind the gym and go in through the back entrance, through the girl's locker room.
Before I make my big entrance, I check my lipstick one more time in the full-length mirror by Margot’s ex-favorite bathroom stall. Tonight, my hair is piled gracefully on top of my head. It’s meant to echo the delicate swaths of scarlet red fabric that fall in drapes from my waist to the floor. If it wasn’t for the indecently-high slit, I would look almost…classy. But, as they say, sex sells. And it’s the only thing of value I really have left.
I’ll just have to stop walking whenever I see a teacher, at least until the lights go down in the gym.
“Alright, Tash,” I whisper to my reflection in the mirror, the girl I barely recognize. “Time to show them what you’re made of.”
As I enter the cavernous room, I take inventory of who's already there: most of the senior student body officers, a couple of freshmen and sophomores who agreed to set up and then leave because they couldn't find dates, a deejay, and a few random chaperones. I don't recognize most of the adults, so they must be parents who actually give a damn. 
Grant isn't around, but then he's probably already at the front table—which is why I came in through the back. I can see Mr. Dodge standing over by the punch, wearing a tux with an orange bow-tie. Of all people, I figure he’d be least likely to play fashion police, so I decide to go and talk to him.
“Hey, Mr. Dodge. Nice suit.”
He's in the middle of filling up the punch bowl, so he barely glances at me. 
“Hello, Natasha. Are you here to—”
When he looks up a second time, Mr. Dodge almost drops the jug.
“Help?” I answer his stare with a wicked smile, like I know what he's thinking—and it doesn't bother me. After all, I'm just an object, right? I might as well use what I've got. “Yes, I am here to help.”
I lean my hip up against the table, bringing myself down slightly so our eyes are level. 
“Where do you want me?”
“Uh...” He rips his eyes away, letting them flit around the room—settling on anything but me. I feel a little thrill go through me, as I realize how much trouble he could get in for flirting with me.
Well, well. Maybe there's power in embracing the dark side.
Finally, he cries uncle. “Why don't you go see if Carrie needs help with anything?”
“Sure, Mr. Dodge. Let me know if you change your mind, and you think of something I can help you with.” I wink at him, then I walk away slowly, making sure to put a swing in my step. He’s watching me go, I can feel it.
But I stop cold in my tracks when someone steps into my path.
Grant looks at me like he's afraid I'm going to attack him again. He looks excruciatingly good in a tux, and definitely attack-worthy, but he can keep dreaming. I cross my arms, making sure to give him a nice look at what he's missing. 
I won't give him the satisfaction of thinking that he's better than me. Of knowing how close he came to breaking my heart. Not tonight.
“Aren't you supposed to be by the door, counting something?”
He doesn’t rise to my bait, but then again, he never did. “I asked Carrie to take over for a minute. I heard you were here. I went by your house, but no one was there.”
My ‘I don't give a fuck’ face wilts, just slightly. That was an outcome I hadn't considered, Grant actually trying to contact me again. Thank God my mom wasn't home. 
Not that I really care what she thinks of me, either. Not that I ever did.
“And?”
“And,” He steps toward me, lowering his voice. “I was hoping to talk to you, before the dance. I don't know, I guess I thought you were too mad at me to show up.” He pauses, and a shadow of doubt passes through his moss-colored eyes. “Unless... Did you come with someone else?”
I make a move to flip my hair, but then I remember that it's up. 
Damn it! Ugh, put your hand back down. No big deal, just keep acting like you’re over him.
“Why would I come with someone else?” I say, in my sluttiest, bitchiest tone. “This way, I can leave with whoever I want. And there are so many options. I've heard half the football team is going stag tonight.”
I say this to make him feel like a dick. 
But instead of giving me his ‘why did you just kill my puppy’ face, he actually gets angry. Which is surprising, and a little bit hot.
“Damn it, Tash! When are you going to stop letting other people tell you who you are?”
I don't have an answer for that. So I just keep on faking. I sigh, and roll my eyes at him, like any good stuck up bitch would.
“Seriously Grant, the lectures are getting a little old.”
He looks at me with thinly-veiled disgust. There it is. That's the response I've been waiting for.
For a second, I think he's going to turn and leave, and never look back. A part of me hopes he does. It’ll be easier that way. No looking back for either of us. 
But at the last second, Grant stops and comes toward me again. He speaks to me softly, but his jaw is clenched so tight, I can see a muscle twitching. My eyes are glued to that spot, fascinated.
“Did it ever occur to you that I might have started falling for you, Tash?” He says, in an angry whisper. “That maybe the reason I didn't sleep with you, is because you were the kind of girl I could see myself going ‘all the way’ with? Not just physically, but everything else, too. Maybe I was scared of wanting more than you were willing to give me.”
My eyes widen, then snap to meet his. That’s when I realize, he’s dead serious. But he’s not trying to convince me of anything, because it’s too late now. He’s telling me what I missed.
I feel like someone has siphoned my fuel tank, draining me of the anger that’s kept me going for the past twenty-four hours. My lips move, but nothing comes out. I try to process what he said, and find a way to respond to it, but it's like he’s speaking a language I’ve never heard before. Or maybe it’s just that the translation process from fairy tale to real life takes too damn long.
Before I can figure out what to say, he shakes his head, turns, and leaves.
That was it, I realize. 
That was my last chance to prove I could be better.
 
###
 
I stand still for a long time, just watching my would-be Prince Charming walk away from me. 
Then, I watch as the room starts to fill up with couples. Chaperoning parents reliving their glory days, happy teenagers, just being teenagers. 
Carrie comes back from the front and sits down at the prom court table, next to the stage. She pulls out the ballot box and sets it in front of her. It's wrapped in gold, but on the inside I know it's really just made of cardboard. Soon, it will be filled with little squares of meaningless red paper.
Suddenly feeling like I’m going to be sick, I turn and flee back into the locker room. I go into the handicapped stall—Margot's stall—and shut the door. There are some girls in there, chatting away, but they don't seem to notice me. I stare at the back of the door until their voices fade away completely. 
The words that started all of this have been scrubbed clean with some kind of heavy duty cleaner, but if you squint really hard, you can still see them.
LARGE MARGE, YOU CAN HURL ALL YOU WANT, BUT YOU'LL STILL BE A HIEFER.
I stare at those angry, slanting letters for so long, they start to wiggle and change shape.
YOU CAN SCRUB AWAY AT YOURSELF ALL YOU WANT, BUT YOU'LL ALWAYS BE DIRTY.
Dirty. Nasty. Slutty.
At worst, infamous. At best, a cautionary tale. Frowned upon, and eventually dismissed.
When are you going to stop letting other people tell you who you are?
Grant’s question is a good one, but mine is better.
When will I finally be able to stop proving what I’m not, and start figuring out what I AM?
All my life, I’ve been saying ‘no’ to the wrong people, at the wrong time. All my life, I’ve been focusing on what makes me broken, thinking that’s what makes me different from everyone else. That it’s what makes it impossible for me to be happy.
But what if I was always this way? What if Gretchen Cader had nothing to do with it? What if Mom lied, and I was never a ‘delightful, well-behaved’ child? What if the parts I hate about myself, the pinup girl and the stubborn brat and the fighter who has a tendency to swear like a trucker—like my dad used to…what if those were already there? What if I had been strong enough to own who I was, and tell myself that I wasn’t just enough, but somehow…inexplicably…better this way? 
Preferably, before high school.
Tears streaming down my face, I unchain the little purse from around my wrist and open it. I reach inside and pull out the thick stack of little red paper squares. They look almost identical to the real prom court ballots, or at least close enough that no one would notice until it was too late. 
But there's one important difference: instead of names, every candidate has a title. Becca's is ‘Bitch.’ Mine is ‘Slut.’ Darren Hillcrest’s is ‘Jock.’ Grant's is ‘Mr. Perfect.’ The others are ‘Follower,’ ‘Nerd’ and ‘Token Asian Kid.’ Every ballot is randomly checked, so it's impossible to tell who is who. Unless you listen to the gossip, that is. 
I planned on switching them out with the real ballots, right before the count. The teachers would've tried to keep it quiet, but I'd make sure to leave a few ballots accidentally lying around, so everyone would know that something was wrong. And if they still managed to come up with a winner, I was going to stand up on stage and take the microphone. Say something really insensitive and possibly racist. Maybe even accuse Principal Shoemaker of having an affair with me. Or Becca. Or Becca and I at the same time.
Anything I had to, basically, to get myself expelled. Even arrested, if I was really lucky. 
Because this morning I decided, there is absolutely no future for me here. I figured that maybe, if I burned every last bridge I could think of, maybe it would force me to leave once and for all. Regardless of my doubts. Regardless of whether or not I have what it takes to survive anywhere else. 
I'd be left without a choice in the matter. Like Cinderella, I’d run. Or else turn into a pumpkin, swathed in penitentiary orange.
But now, sitting here in this stall, looking at those words...I realize that wouldn't be any better than killing myself. All this time, I've been secretly mad at Margot for being selfish enough to leave me in this hell hole alone. For being so weak, so uncreative that she couldn't help me come up with another way out. 
So what if my suicide attempt was going to be social and academic instead of physical. I still would've only been hurting one person. Me.
My makeup is probably ruined by now, but I don't bother to stop the tears. I'm alone in my little sanctuary, and I've finally realized what this is: Rock Bottom.
This is the part where, if I had a painting of my true self, I would stab it. Because in this moment, I truly hate myself. More than I've ever hated anything in the world, including Becca Fucking Foster. I hate this new Tash for being brave enough to kiss the most popular guy in school, but too scared to stand up to her own damn mother. To tell her that what happened was not my fault. That she should have been a better mother. That I shouldn't have had to keep so many dirty little secrets for so long that they started to make my insides feel that way, too. 
And most importantly, I'm angry that it took me this long to realize that I came this far...and did all this...and I did it for someone else. When I should've been changing for me.
And actually, now that I think about it, I'm kind of pissed at Grant also. For wanting more for me than I've ever dared to want for myself.
You seem like you deserve better.
When are you going to stop letting other people tell you who you are?
At the thought of Grant’s words, I sit up a little straighter, and yank on some toilet paper to dab at my eyes.
In fact, I think I need to tell Grant how mad I am at him, right fucking now, for being the one person in my life that ever treated me like I was worthy of something better. Including myself.
I stand up and push against the door. The locker room is empty. With a deep breath for fortitude, I square my shoulders and stride purposefully toward the entrance to the gym. 
But when I'm halfway across the room, the door opens. 
Becca Foster is standing there, wearing a puffy pink dress. She looks surprised, even shocked to see me. But then her face morphs into a look of disdain. I finally see it for what it is, as cliché as it’s going to sound. Jealousy. Insecurity. And probably a little bit of self-hatred. 
It takes one to know one, I guess.
“Wow,” she says, her voice heavy with sarcasm. “Don't you look like a statutory rape waiting to happen.”
I smile, because you know, I've got to give it to her. That was actually kind of funny. 
“Thanks, Becca. You look like a cupcake with a dog on top of it.”
Her face goes from distasteful to downright sour. “I saw you flirting with Mr. Dodge earlier. That's not surprising, considering how desperate you must be, after Grant dumped you at the last minute.”
My smile wilts. 
Becca, in grand bitch form, doesn't miss a thing. She might be a moron, but she's an excellent bully.
“It's too bad Grant got cold feet,” she says. “Because it really was kind of the cherry on top of my whole plan. See, he was supposed to pretend like he liked you, and then we nominated you for prom court. After you lost, he was going to break up with you in front of everybody and tell them it was because you had like...a million STDs.”
Even though I’m smart enough to doubt her, the words still hurt. A lot.

And not just because, if it weren't for Grant's angry but really sincere sounding tirade earlier, I would have believed every word of it. Unfortunately, I do believe her about the nomination. Because really, it's just so unoriginal—‘So 1990's teen movie,’ as Margot would've said. No big deal, I cheated anyway, so I guess that makes us even.
I cross my arms. “Becca, who hurt you?”
She rolls her eyes at me. “Seriously, you are such a freak. Now, could you get out of my way? Because unlike you, I'm going to be up on stage in a minute, and I need to check my makeup.”
An insult immediately falls into position on my tongue—something about Becca needing a trowel to smear on the amount of makeup it would take to make that face of hers spotlight ready—but for the first time in...well, probably ever...I decide to hold back.
Instead, I make myself smile at her.
“Good luck.”
With a quick glance in the mirror to make sure I don't have eyeliner streaming down my face, I head for the door.
As I enter the gym, I pause at the trash can, just long enough to drop off the stack of fake ballots when no one is looking.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
As I weave through the crowd, looking for Grant, I barely even notice the way people are looking at me. A lot of them are staring, but I now I seriously, genuinely don't care what they're thinking. In a month and a half, Margot and I will graduate, and move to California. 
I never told Grant about our plan, because I never thought he really cared. 
But what if he does? What if it changes things between us? What if? What if? What if? The world is suddenly full of exciting and terrifying new possibilities.
I'm so set on finding Grant, I don't even realize the music has stopped.
“Excuse me, can I have everyone's attention?” Carrie's voice booms through the gym, and everyone turns to look up at her.
“It's time to announce the winners of this year's prom court.”
Seriously? Was my pity party in the bathroom really that long?

I glance toward the locker room doors, just in time to see Becca's gigantic pink skirt squeeze back through, followed by the rest of her. She hurries to the front of the stage. The crowd around me thickens, and I realize that finding Grant will be impossible, at least until after this whole ridiculous prom court charade is over. 
Now, more than ever, I want to kick myself for ever caring about something so meaningless. So vapid. Labels, that's all they are. Bragging rights. What in the hell was I ever going to do with those, anyway? 
Although, I won't lie. The two grand really would've been kind of nice.
The longer I stand in the center of the crowd, watching Carrie juggle the envelopes as she takes them from Mr. Dodge, the more I don't want to be there. So I turn away and head for the front entrance. Maybe I'll just find Grant's car and wait for him there.
I'm halfway across the room when I hear Carrie call his name. 
I can't help myself. I stop, turn. Stretch my neck out to see the look on his face. Unlike Becca, he really does deserve it. But if I have to stand around and watch them dance together, I swear to God I really will want to kill myself. 
So alright, I'll leave after the court is crowned. That doesn't mean I care. It just means that I'm curious. 
Slowly, casually, I inch toward the door, so no one will be looking at me as I make my escape.
Grant climbs the podium, looking really very amazing in his tuxedo. I can't help but replay what he said earlier, about me being the kind of girl he could go ‘all the way’ with. Never in my life have those three words seemed so romantic. 
In spite of myself, I smile as Carrie takes the big plastic Burger King crown and puts it on his head. He stands still, but the expression on his face is less than thrilled. Is it possible that he's truly not excited about this? 
Great. Now I have to add modest to his ever-growing list of good qualities. 
I still don’t know if I’ll ever be able to buy the fact that someone like him could actually be interested in me. But hey, there are all kinds of inexplicable scientific and mathematical phenomenon out there, right? Outrageous as it is, the thought makes me smile. Even blush a little. I glance down at the floor. 
My dress is pretty awesome, though. My boobs look amazing in it. That's one serious point in my favor.
I'm still looking down when Carrie announces prom queen. I'm trying to figure out what I'm going to say to Grant, something that will help him realize that I've finally figured out how to be a normal, well-adjusted human being. Then maybe he'll want to kiss me again. And if he doesn’t, maybe he’ll let me kiss him. Then maybe I’ll try something totally new, and apologize. And mean it.
Someone touches my shoulder. 
It's Ms. Tailor. I didn't even recognize her, standing right next to me, because she's wearing a dress. And makeup. Lots and lots of makeup.
“Honey, it's you.”
“What?”
Ms. Tailor smiles gently, then points to the podium. “They just called your name, Ms. Bohner.”
No. Fucking. Way.
My eyes bounce wildly around the room. Everyone else is looking around too, scanning the area. A few people near me are looking at me, smiling. Up on the stage, Grant is smiling. 
Becca Foster is nowhere to be seen. I walk slowly toward the podium, even as I'm thinking, ‘This is it. This must be the real evil end to Becca's plan. This has to be a joke. Any minute, she's going to jump out and cover me in pig's blood. Or dog food. Or some other really cliché teen movie shtick.’
But somehow, I make it to the stage, relatively unscathed. 
Carrie actually hugs me. Like, literally. She fucking hugs me. Then she puts the plastic Disney Princess crown on my head, and all I can do is look at Mr. Dodge over her shoulder, like ‘What the fuck is happening right now?’
I shuffle to stand next to Grant, and everyone is still clapping. I realize they've been clapping for a while, and that probably explains the ringing in my ears. For some twisted reason, I find myself searching the crowd of faces, looking for Margot. Is she proud of me? Is she freaking out on the outside, like I am on the inside? But no, of course, she isn’t here. She can’t be here.
Finally, I muster up the courage to look at Grant. He's still smiling at me, but there's an awkward tightness to his lips. He's not a hundred percent sure he wants to be up here, I think. 
And you know what? Neither am I.
A man comes forward and takes the microphone from Carrie. He hands each of us an envelope, and tells us congratulations. I realize this must be Becca's dad, Ken Foster, of Ken Foster Ford. He doesn't look mad that his daughter isn't standing in my place. In fact, he actually looks kind of happy for me. Or maybe, unlike Becca, he's just a really good liar.
Who gives a shit, really? The man just handed me a check for two grand. I like him.
After Mr. Foster is done speaking, he hands the microphone back to Carrie. Because this is the real world, and in the real world the prom court isn't allowed to give speeches. She announces that Grant and I are going to have a dance, and anyone can join in if they want, after the first few seconds. Make sure to let the yearbook photographer get a picture first, she says. 
I blink as a camera flashes, then Grant is leading me off the stage. 
His movements are formal, even kind of stiff. Apparently, he's decided to play this off like it's just a normal thing. Like it's not totally freakish that I won. Like we're meant to be...I don't know, winners.
Either this is the punch line of an eighteen year long cosmic joke, or the universe is really trying to tell me something.
“Wait.” 
I stop, just as we're passing Carrie. I reach for the microphone.
Her eyes go wide, and I can actually see the anal-retentive ‘student body president flight-or-fight response’ kicking in. 
“What are you doing?”
“There's something I need to say.” I soften my voice, imploring her with my eyes. “Please.”
Her eyes dart to Mr. Dodge, but then she relents. “Okay, but don't get me in trouble.”
“Thank you.”
I let go of Grant's arm and step back into the center of the stage, and the noise level drops. But not enough. So I clear my throat.
“Excuse me, you guys?” Some people turn, looking confused. “Hey, guys, seriously shut up for a second!”
Finally, most of the room is looking at me. Which is what I wanted, right? So why does it feel like I'm about to hurl?
I clear my throat again.
“I'm sorry... I know this is really... not how this is supposed to work. But there's something you guys need to know.”
Shit. SHIT. What am I doing? 
I promised myself I was going to let it go, didn’t I? I was supposed to walk away and take a shot at finding some kind of happily ever after. But I can’t. Or maybe deep down, I just don’t want to. Maybe people like me aren’t supposed to get happy endings.
Hell, it’s too late to back out now, anyway. Everyone is staring. Waiting.
“I'm still not sure if this whole thing was meant as a joke or not,” I tell them. “But even if it was... I pretty much only went after this to get back at Becca Foster, for making my best friend's life a living hell.”
A slight titter goes up from the crowd, but I plow on.
“Her name is Margot, and she probably wouldn't want you to know this, but a few weeks ago, she tried to kill herself.” 
A gasp goes up from some of the girls, but I ignore them, knowing their reaction is mostly for show. 
“But you should know what happened. Because if Becca Foster was the only one who ever made fun of her or called her names, Margot probably would have just shrugged it off.” 
I glance at Grant, lick my lips, then continue before anyone can stop me. For the time being, everyone seems too shocked to act. 
“Unlike me, she's forgiving like that. Unlike me, she's a genuinely good person. And she didn't deserve your cruelty. Actually, for that matter, nobody does.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Principal Shoemaker moving toward the stage, but casually. Calmly. He doesn't want to create a mob situation. Which is great, because neither do I. I just need a few more seconds of air time.
“I used to think that people deserved what they got, that they had it coming, but now I'm not so sure. Now, I think we all just walk around with different kinds of pain, and we try to spread it around so we don't feel so alone. But the more we share it, the worse it gets. And in high school—let's face it—there's too much pain and awkwardness already. It sucks huge amounts of ass. Nobody gets to be the person they really want to be in high school. But in the end, it's only four years. If you do the math,”—again, I can't help glancing at Grant—“even if we only live until we're forty, these four years make up just ten percent of our lives. That's nothing. But the way some of us have been acting, you'd think it was the end of the world. You'd think it was worth fighting over, even dying for.”
Principal Shoemaker's hand reaches out to grab the microphone from me, but I'm taller than he is, so I hold it out of his grasp.
“Get off the stage, Ms. Bohner,” he hisses at me, angrily, while trying to maintain a smile. “You're done.”
But I have one last thing to say, and if I'm going to get expelled for it, I'm damn well going to say it.
“Also, I'm not a slut, or a skank, or even slightly promiscuous. And I never have been. Enjoy the prom, fuckers.”
I hand the microphone back to Principal Shoemaker, kiss him on the cheek, and brush past him on my way toward the door. And it turns out that this isn’t at all like a teen movie, because no one tries to stop me. No one claps. They just kind of...quietly, awkwardly watch me go.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
When I get out to the student parking lot, the cloud of honesty-induced euphoria that has been carrying me finally evaporates. I’m halfway across campus before I realize that I left my car in the back lot, behind the gym. It's such a simple mistake, and yet it seems so stupid after everything that's happened.
Especially when I turn to walk back across campus, in the other direction, and I find Trent standing in front of me. He's wearing a collared shirt with stripes on it, and a loose-fitting jacket. Unlike Grant, he does not wear a suit well.
“Good speech.”
I try not to let the fear get to me, but it does. It crawls up my spine like a set of icy fingers, reaching through my lungs to wrap around my throat.
“I thought you were suspended.”
“I was.” He takes a step toward me, then another, taking his time. “But I didn't want to miss out on my second prom. It's so much better the second time. Trust me.”
My skin crawls, and I know he's not talking about a dance. He's talking about this. It's the second time he's caught me alone in the dark.
I take a step back, looking around for anyone that might help me. Because even though I just pretty much single-handedly ruined prom, this isn't a trailer park. And if there's one thing high school kids don't do, it's mind their own business. 
But the lot is dark. Deserted. Not even a single couple making out in a shadowed corner, as far as the eye can see.
Trent smiles, and starts moving forward. I keep moving back. Maybe if I can kick off my heels fast enough, I can run. But then I remember that these damn shoes have ankle straps. The moment I bend down to take them off, he'll attack me. I remember what it felt like to have his weight on me, and I cringe. Then I move backward a little faster.
“Damn, you look hot tonight,” he taunts. “You know, I really should thank Blue for getting you to make an effort. All this”—he gestures at my chest—“has been there the whole time, and I didn't even realize it.”
My back hits brick, the side of the shop building, and I realize there's nowhere else to go. On one side, there’s a dumpster. On the other, someone’s car has been parked in the middle of the pathway—probably some teacher or chaperone who was running late. But then I see the license plate, which reads ‘Ken Foster Ford.’ Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.
I hold out my hand, and it feels like the world's most ineffective barrier. Trent comes toward me until his chest is pressing into my hand, like he’s getting off on forcing me to touch him. His body odor hits me in the face, so strong that it somehow manages to overpower the dumpster’s reek. Or, maybe it’s just me. Maybe there’s a special part of my brain that can detect asshole pheromones, like a superpower.
“Trent, I’m only going to say this one more time. Stay the fuck away from me, or I will make sure you end up spending your third senior year in jail, getting pounded by huge gang members.” The look on his face tells me he thinks I’m joking, so I take a breath, and force myself to spell it out for him in a calm, mature voice. “If you touch me, I will go to the cops. And I will tell them everything.”
Trent just leans closer and laughs into my face. On top of the sour tobacco smell, there’s an unmistakable fog of alcohol fumes. Shit, he’s been drinking. A lot, by the smell of it.
“I mean it,” I say, putting steel into every word.
A scared, pessimistic part of me whispers that I shouldn’t hit him. Shouldn’t try to stab him with my shoes. If I leave so much as a single mark on him, he’ll tell everyone I attacked him. And they’ll believe him. 
“Step away from me, Trent. Right now.”
“Or what? You'll give me a lecture on how high school is lame?” He laughs. “News flash: I've been here for five years. I know it sucks ass. But it has its perks, too. Like sexy little high school girls with daddy issues.”
Trent reaches out to rake his hand over the front of my dress, breathing his foulness into my ear.
“Such a hot dress….” His hand reaches down to where the front of the dress is slit open. “Thanks for the easy access. I knew you secretly wanted it.”
“Fuck off!” I yell, pushing back against him as hard as I can. He barely moves, but I keep shoving. “What I wear has nothing to do with you, or any asshole like you! What I wear does not make it okay!”
Kicking my knee out through the convenient slit, I knee Trent in the balls. Hard. This time, he’s too distracted to block it. He hisses through his teeth, but unlike in the movies, he doesn’t go down.
“Let go of me, goddamn it!”
Trent’s hand closes around my throat, and I know he’s about to do his signature move where he bashes my head against something, like King Kong, until I pass out and become more willing. But I jab the heel of my right shoe into the top of his foot, and he yells.
“Ow, that hurt, you fucking cunt!”
Suddenly Trent gets yanked back. 
I feel cold as a wash of air fills the space, but I welcome its freshness after choking on Trent's breath. I fill my lungs with air, eyes burning as I watch Grant pull Trent backward by his jacket, spin him around, and deck him across the jaw. It all happens so fast, I don't even have time to react.
What I would have done if I did have time to react, I'm not really sure. 
Because, the truth is, I’ve never enjoyed anything as much as I enjoyed seeing Trent Gibson get knocked on his ass by the valedictorian of Guthrie High. 
It was actually a little like that scene in Back to the Future, when George McFly takes out Biff. Margot would have loved it. Especially the part where Grant casually steps over Trent's prone, groaning body, and holds his hand out to me. I take it, feeling the tentative ghost of a smile pulling at the corners of my mouth.
“Are you okay?” 
It's the sexiest thing I've ever heard a guy say.
“I think so.” 
I shiver slightly as Grant pulls me underneath his arm, as he purposefully steers me away from the pathetic mound of attempted-rapist asshole that is Trent. I don't bother looking back. And it's not because I've got Grant to protect me. It's because at this moment, I know without a shadow of a doubt that I'm going to tell the truth about the attack at my house. About the time Trent choked me up against his car in the parking lot. All of it. Potential disbelief and reputation backlash be damned. Because Trent Gibson deserves to be punished for what he tried to do, for what he did—just not by me.
Grant walks me to the parking lot, and opens the door of his car for me to step in. He comes around to the other side and gets in, locking the door behind him. He sighs, running a hand through his perfect hair.
“So, was he....”
“The one who almost gave me a concussion that time? Yeah. He's been on me ever since I hit him with my textbook in Pre-Calculus.”
“Which is why you had to drop out of the class.”
“Yup.”
The silence stretches on for what seems like forever.
“Did...did your friend really try to kill herself?”
Huh. I guess I was wrong. I guess Dr. Blue really does respect confidentiality, after all.
“Yeah, she really did. If I”—my voice catches, as I admit the truth out loud for the first time—“if I hadn't found her, she would've really done it.” 
I make a little choking noise in my throat, as I realize how pointless that would have been. It wouldn't have made those kids sorry for what they did. Hell, they probably would have just used it as one more thing to joke about.
“You know, we've always had this plan,” I tell him. “After high school, we were going to move to California. Margot was going to study acting at UCLA, and I was going to go with her and find a job. Maybe look into art school or something. Now...I have no idea what's going to happen.”
Grant looks at me, his face expressionless.
“You do have that $2,000 scholarship now. It's not much, but it would probably get you into some art classes.” He clears his throat, looking down. “And you could always apply for grants.”
I raise my eyebrow at him, teasing. I can't help myself. “Grants?”
“Yeah.” He smiles, and when he looks up again, his expression is completely straight, totally sincere. “For someone as resourceful as you are, I'm sure they wouldn't be hard to get. All you have to do is decide whether or not you're interested. …In them. The grants, I mean. Or you could have just one Grant. You really have lots of options, is all I’m saying.”
“Right.” A smile crawls across my face.
His smile grows right along with mine. And I can't help but feel it again, expanding through my chest like warm milk. That feeling of hope. Of being...better.
I shake my head, biting my lower lip. “I still can’t believe I won Prom Queen. In all seriousness, there’s no way that should’ve happened.”
“Oh, yeah,” Grant’s face looks immediately guilty. He might even be blushing.
“What?”
“I might have…kind of rigged it so we’d win.” He shrugs, and I’m floored. I can almost see his good guy persona warring with some other part of him, some tiny part I’ve never noticed before, that’s pleased with himself for breaking the rules and doing something a little bit bad. “Mr. Dodge let me help count the ballots, and I just…I really wanted you to get that scholarship.”
My view of the world has once again been dropped on its ass. “Wait, you’re saying you weren’t supposed to win, either?”
He shakes his head, and I catch a glint of mischief in his eyes. “I didn’t want you to dance with anyone else.”
For a few ultra-fast heartbeats, I just stare at him, taking him in. Grant Blue, Mr. Perfect. Prince Charming. My boyfriend, the rebel. As it turns out, he’s not the person everyone thinks he is, either.
I’ve never liked him more.
 



 
Part V: “Cautionary Tale”
 
So anyway, Superintendent Hobbs, that's the story of how I got expelled from Guthrie High, less than six weeks before graduation.
Mr. Dodge told me I should write a letter to you, because he thinks that Principal Shoemaker's decision to expel me was a little too extreme. Even if I did smack Trent Gibson in the head with a math book (which, for the record, I think I've established that he totally deserved.) And even if I did maybe, kind of pretty much ruin prom. 
But regardless of those mistakes, here I am, doing my very best to tell you why I think I deserve a second chance. 
Or a last chance. Whatever.
Like I said before, I've got a lot of anger. For most of my life, that anger has been misdirected. At my parents, at the people in my past who have hurt me...but mostly, at myself. For a long time, I thought that my anger was what made me strong. Strong enough to survive this often shitty world we live in.
But it was also my greatest weakness, because it kept me from realizing that I can be so much more than what people choose to see in me. I can be better. I can be a symbol of awareness, a force for change. Not just for myself, but for people like Margot, who define themselves by their weight. Or people like Grant, who let their parents tell them who they should want to be. Even people like Becca, who probably has some underlying issue that no one knows about, but in all honesty I really hate her so I never bothered to ask. Someday, I like to hope that high school won’t be such a cesspool of cruelty and self-hatred.
But for now, I’ve decided that breaking this cliché starts with me, changing the way I see the world, one person at a time. And if you decide you want to let me finish out my senior year and graduate, I'd like to take that final chance to change the way the world sees me, too. 
Starting with all the narrow-minded sycophants at Guthrie High.
Oh, by the way, Grant says I should mention that I passed my Pre-Calculus challenge exam with an 89%. It's not quite an A, but it's close enough. So maybe you should factor that in. 
And Margot says I should apologize for using the word ‘fuck’ so much. Among other various and creative obscenities. Also the insults, which in retrospect, were probably a little uncalled for. 
Sorry.
Like I said, I'm working through some pretty deep-seated issues. But with a little bit more life perspective, and the continued good influence of some really great friends—both old ones and new—I really think I might surprise you with what I can accomplish. Maybe I’ll even shock you.
 
 
 
 
THE END
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But Gretchen Cader was based on a real person, my childhood babysitter. And Margot Riley is based on a real person, and Becca Foster is based on a real person. 
Even Grant Blue is based on a real person. Yes, it does seem hard to believe—especially for girls like Tash—that there are actually guys out there who will love you for your flaws, and not just in spite of them. That there are men, real men, who will stop if they think they might be moving too fast physically. Or if they worry you might be making a mistake. 
Even if they’re attracted to you. Even if they want to keep going. Even if you don’t say no.
Unfortunately, there are also real guys out there like Trent Gibson, who get written off as ‘jerks’ or ‘sexist douche bags,’ when in reality there’s a more accurate word for them: rapists.
The “real” Trent Gibson—whose name has been changed in this book, because he does not deserve to be immortalized in fiction—was a super-senior who threatened to rape me in math class, my freshman year, in front of witnesses. At the time, I thought he was horrible and disgusting, but that his words were just that—ugly, inappropriate words. Nothing more.
After all, he didn’t ever follow through on those words, at least not with me. He didn’t follow me into the parking lot after school, or slam my head up against his car. But he did keep taunting me with his threats, almost every day, for the rest of that year. And to my ultimate dismay, I never did work up the courage to bash his head in with my math book.
I wanted to, but I didn’t. In fact, I never told anyone about the things Trent said. Not one living soul.
I’d like to say this part of the story has a happy ending, or even an ending. I’d like to say that ‘Trent’ never did more than talk. But a few years after I’d graduated high school and moved on with my life, far away from the small and often narrow-minded town I grudgingly called home, I saw an article in my hometown newspaper about how the real life Trent had been convicted of more than three different counts of forcible rape, and sentenced to ten years in prison.
As most experts on this type of crime will tell you, for every victim that comes forward, there’s usually at least one more victim who chooses to remain silent. Maybe because they’re embarrassed, or ashamed, or—worst of all—afraid of being targeted by people who will find it easier to label them ‘sluts’ and ‘liars,’ instead of facing the truth: that rapists can look like anyone you know, and once they think they can get away with it, they do not stop hurting people.
Even if it wasn’t six girls or more, even if it was only two, or three. That’s still way too many. And six years is still way too long for a rapist to go unpunished.
I can’t tell you how many times I’ve asked myself over the years, what if I’d just said something? Tash’s circumstances were extreme, she thought she wasn’t worth listening to. But I was a good student. I came from a good family. People might have listened.
I can’t tell you how sick it makes me, to think that the authorities and school administrators might have taken my word for it, when so many other girls are labeled as liars and shamed for being sluts. Just because of where they were when it happened, or what they were drinking, or what they were wearing. Just because of who people thought they were—they must have brought it on themselves, they must have deserved it.
This attitude is not okay. This precedent is not okay. The fact that at least one in three girls will likely read this story and say to themselves, ‘This could be me,’ is Not. Fucking. Okay.
So let’s stop pointing fingers, and throwing around labels. Let’s stop trying to rationalize or make excuses for things which are inexcusable. Let’s try to understand that each person’s story is not everyone’s story.
What happened to me was wrong. But it was not my fault.
My hope is that by telling Tash’s story, and my story, I’ll inspire and encourage others to tell theirs. And hopefully, if enough of us start to come clean about our dirty little secrets, the world will, too.
If you know someone this story might apply to, please click here to get help.
 



 
Contact Isobel Irons
As a proudly self-published author, there’s nothing I love more than connecting directly with my fans. Hearing their opinions, anecdotes, and even just making a connection. 
I firmly believe that storytelling is the highest form of sharing human experiences. So if you’d like to join me in shameless literary & film addiction, please click on any of the following links and say hello! Share your feelings and thoughts about this book by reaching out to me personally or by writing an honest review, or visit my website or Amazon author page to find out more about my other books.
I look forward to meeting you!
 
Website
Amazon
Twitter
Facebook
Facebook Author Page
Goodreads
Goodreads Author Page
Pinterest
The Book Escorts: Dominating Self-Publishing (in a Good Way) Since 2010
The S&M (Self-Publishing & Marketing) Podcast with Maven & Minx
(I’m Minx!)
 
 



 
What Happens Next?
OBSESSIVE
Book Two in the Issues Series by Isobel Irons
Coming in March, 2014
Sometimes, great expectations can be more damaging than NO expectations. Charles Dickens took 542 pages to explain that very lesson. I’m going to take less than half that.
For 18-year-old Grant Blue, the summer after high school graduation is a lot like that movie where the astronauts get cut loose and drift off into space. Any normal teenage guy would be glad for a few weeks of vacation, for all those extra hours spent with his gorgeous—but volatile—girlfriend, even for the chance to participate in a coveted internship that will make him a shoo-in for top of his class when he gets to college in the fall.
But Grant can’t seem to stop counting the reasons why he can’t do what ‘normal’ guys his age are doing. Why he shouldn’t want the things he wants. Why he doesn’t deserve to be called ‘perfect.’ On top of his parents’ expectations, Grant is getting tired of carrying a lifelong secret, one he’s betting that future employers, work colleagues and fellow students won’t understand. Let alone the girl he’s falling for, who thinks he’s too good for her, even though she couldn’t be more wrong.
Because the perfect student, the perfect son, the guy ‘most likely to succeed’…is about to crash and burn.
Click HERE to read a sample chapter of OBSESSIVE.
 



 

OBSESSIVE
The Issues Series: Book Two
By Isobel Irons
 
 
PART I: PERFECT
 
Tash likes to call me Mr. Perfect.
She thinks it’s funny, watching me blush when she says it. She has no idea I’m blushing because I’m embarrassed, because every time she calls me perfect, I count the letters. P-E-R-F-E-C-T. Seven letters. The number of days in the week. Seven is the first integer reciprocal with infinitely repeating sexagesimal representation. And then, because I’m a guy, I think of sex.
S-E-X. Three letters. Three is a prime number. If I step into an elevator with three people in it, something bad will happen. Like the elevator might malfunction and plummet to the bottom of the shaft. Three: the number of months Tash and I have been ‘together.’ But we still haven’t had sex.
And it’s not because Tash thinks she’s not good enough for me, or because she’s upset about her best friend Margot being shipped off to ‘Reverse Fat Camp’ this summer. It’s not even because she thinks my mom hates her ‘sassy, trailer trash guts.’
No, it’s because of me. It’s 100% my fault. Because every time she calls me Mr. Perfect, it’s a lie. I’m not perfect. I’m a walking malfunction. And more than anything, I’m scared. All the time. I’m scared to let Tash find out just how perfect I’m not, because then something bad will happen.
 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
JUNE
 
I’ve always hated summer.
The irregular schedule and lack of structure makes me feel adrift, like that movie Tash made me watch last week about astronauts who get detached from their shuttle and float off into space. 
Ninety-one minutes of terrified flailing in an airless abyss, and a brand new nightmare to keep me awake through the boredom. At least Castaway had that volleyball for comic relief. But then, nobody really watches Castaway to watch it, do they? I might not be a player like my friend Matt, but even I know what a ‘makeout movie’ is.
Now that I think about it, that might be why Tash wanted to watch the space movie in the first place. And I, total malfunction of a human being that I am, spent the entire movie wondering about space survival, instead of making out with the funniest, hottest and most down-to-earth girl on earth.
It’s no wonder I’m sitting in therapy right now, instead of getting a tan at the lake with friends I haven’t seen since graduation two weeks ago, or doing any other normal, summery teenage things.
Because I am abnormal. Dysfunctional, on a basic cellular level. Broken.
“Have you been keeping up with your journal?” Jeanne, my therapist, stares at me patiently over the thick rims of her bright blue glasses. I get the feeling she’s been doing that for a while, just staring at me and waiting for me to say something. As usual, I’ve been getting lost in my headspace, drifting off into gray matter, oblivious to my actual surroundings.
“Yeah,” I nod. “Not as much as I did during school, though.”
She smiles. “That’s right, I completely forgot! Wow, this year has flown by. How does it feel to be a graduate?”
How does it feel? I clear my throat. It feels like my space shuttle just blew up, and I’m drifting around, wondering when my oxygen supply is going to run out.
“Good,” I tell her. “It’s uh, it’s good to be done with high school.”
Jeanne cocks her head, eyeing me speculatively. “Just good?”
I squirm in my seat, careful not to touch the bare skin of my forearms to the leather armrests, which countless crazy people have undoubtedly come into contact with in the recent past. Another reason to hate summer: people think it’s weird when you wear long-sleeved shirts, and gloves are unheard of in June, unless you’re working outside. What else does she want me to say? It’s not like this is a new thing, me being taciturn. She’s basically a spy for my dad, to make sure I’m taking my meds, because of our deal. Because weekly therapy and meds are ‘necessary evils,’ in his words. We both know it. So why does she insist on pretending she cares about what I’m thinking?
If my dad gets his way, I’m staring down the barrel of ten more years of school, followed by residency, then 80 hours or more a week of surgeries, scrubbing in and cutting people open. I nod again.
“Really good.” 
Short answers are the key to getting through the next 37 minutes unscathed. Short answers are safe, even if they tend to piss off people who like to read a lot of emotions into your response. They call it sharing, but it’s more like oversharing. Like opening up a vein and just letting the thoughts pour out until everyone is uncomfortable. Verbal diarrhea—it’s a perfectly disgusting phrase to describe how awkward a situation can become when people share too much, too easily.
“Are you enjoying summer break so far?”
Thirty-five minutes left now. “Sure. What little is left of it.”
I smile, to soften the truth I never meant to say out loud. Tash must be rubbing off on me. Jeanne looks confused for a split-second, but then she consults her notes and remembers, smiling when she’s back in control of the conversation.
“That’s right, your dad said you’d been accepted to the summer anatomy program at Duke. You must be so excited.”
I keep my face blank, but a muscle twitches in my jaw, as my anxiety level jumps from a four to a five. Jeanne is a spy, so I’ll tell her what she—and by extension, my dad—wants to hear.
“Yeah, super excited. It’s a really great opportunity.”
Jeanne’s expression says she wants more. “Are you nervous at all?”
“Nervous?” I blink, and silently start counting. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven….
An unbidden slide show of disturbing images flashes through my head. Dead bodies. Cold skin. Metal slicing through flesh. My palms are starting to sweat, and I want to put my hands in my pockets, for safe keeping. But I’m sitting down, so instead I rest them on my knees. I’m always hyper-aware of where my hands are. It’s one of my ‘tendencies,’ as Dad likes to call them. So much nicer sounding than ‘obsessions,’ or ‘compulsions.’ Or, as Jeanne calls them, ‘rituals.’ Like I’m addicted to sacrificing wildlife for pagan mating rites, or something.  Not just washing my hands or counting.
“Just excited.”
When I was a kid, we went on this father-son hunting trip, my dad and me. When we were building a fire by the lake, this fisherman cut his hand open with a knife. My dad had an emergency kit with him, so he sutured the guy’s hand, right there by the lake. He made me hold the flashlight for him, so he could see what he was doing. I can still remember watching the skin pull away from the fisherman’s hand, tugged from the flesh with every stitch—flesh I could clearly see, exposed. F-L-E-S-H. Five letters.
I was five or six at the time, I think. I can’t really remember. Man, I hate that word, flesh.
“Grant?”
Jeanne is looking at me expectantly again, waiting for another short answer to another question I zoned out and missed.
“I’m sorry?”
“I asked if you’ve had any more attacks since the last time we talked.”
Of course I have. But I’m not telling her that. First of all, because she doesn’t really care. She’s only being paid to ask these questions. My 50 minute ‘sharing’ session is almost up, and unlike my dad, Jeanne gets paid no matter what. Even if she doesn’t ‘fix’ me. Even if I walk out of here every time every bit as broken as I was when I walked in, she gets paid. 
Maybe I should become a psychiatrist, instead of a surgeon. Wouldn’t that be ironic?
But then hey, no flesh to deal with. Bonus, as Tash would say.
I still haven’t answered Jeanne’s question, but she’s got to be getting used to that by now. We’ve been doing this one-sided dance for almost eleven months. Forty-four 50 minute sessions of pointless Q&A, 19 prescription refills—including two changes in medication and dosage, because of negative side-effects—and if I’d been keeping track, which I now realize I should have been, probably about 2,000,000 shrugs on my part, followed by the word ‘good,’ or ‘fine.’
I shrug again, number 2,000,001.
“No, it’s been a while since I’ve had any attacks.”
“That’s great, Grant.” Jeanne smiles again, her face encouraging, like she believes my lie and is proud of me. Or maybe she’s just happy that the hour is up, like I am. “I guess the medication is working, then.”
I don’t answer. If by ‘working,’ she means that the pills keep me from feeling normal human emotions, like fear, or pain, or happiness, or lust…then yeah, I guess they are.
 



 
Sexual Abuse Resources and References
(Courtesy of www.RAINN.org)
 
 
Child Abuse/Sexual Abuse
·         1in6 (men sexually abused as children)
·         ChildAbuse.org
·         Childhelp USA
·         Child Pornography CyberTipline
·         Child Sexual Abuse Statistics, Research and Resources
·         Darkness to Light (child sexual assault)
·         Justice for Children
·         National Center for Missing and Exploited Children
·         Pandora's Box
·         Sidran Traumatic Stress Foundation
·         Stop it Now
·         War Zone Study Guide
Domestic Violence
·         National Domestic Violence Hotline (1.800.799.SAFE)
·         National Coalition against Domestic Violence
·         National Network to End Domestic Violence
Drugs and Rape
·         Drug Enforcement Administration
·         Medline Abstract on GHB(requires registration)
·         National Institute on Drug Abuse (National Institutes of Health)
·         Project GHB
·         Rape Treatment Center
·         Samantha Reid Foundation
Federal Government
·         Bureau of Justice Statistics
·         Center for Disease Control
·         Office of Justice Programs
·         Office for Victims of Crime
·         Office on Violence Against Women
Incest
·         Darkness to Light
·         The National Children's Alliance
·         Stop It Now
International Resources
·         RAINN Links
·         International Directory of Services
·         Protection Project
Legal & Legislative Information
·         Findlaw
·         Find your member of the House of Representatives
·         Find your Senator
·         Protection Project
·         US Congress
·         US Supreme Court
Male Rape
·         1in6 (men sexually abused as children)
·         Child Sexual Abuse Statistics, Research and Resources
·         Men's Voices Magazine
Mental Health
·         Post Traumatic Stress Disorder
·         PTSD Alliance
·         Sidran Traumatic Stress Foundation
·         GoodTherapy.org
Military Resources
·         Safe Helpline
Other Sexual Assault Resources
·         Act for Kids
·         Cavnet (Communities Against Violence)
·         End Violence Against Women (Johns Hopkins)
·         Feminist.com
·         Girl Thrive
·         Learning Publications Inc.
·         National Alliance to End Sexual Violence
·         National Online Resource Center on Violence Against Women
·         National Organization for Victims Assistance
·         National Sexual Violence Resource Center
·         National Violence against Women Prevention Research Center
·         National Women's Health Information Center
·         Project Respect
·         Rape Treatment Center
·         www.911rape.org
·         Sexual Assault Training & Investigations
Prevention Efforts
·         Campus Outreach Services
·         The Date Safe Project
·         Good Touch/Bad Touch
·         Men Can Stop Rape
·         Partnerships Against Violence Network
·         Security on Campus
Professional Organizations
·         American Congress of OB/GYNs
·         American Prosecutors Research Institute
·         International Assoc. of Forensic Nurses
·         National Commission on the Future of DNA Evidence
·         SANE/SART Info
Sex Offenders
·         Association for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers
·         Center for Sex Offender Management
·         State Sex Offender Registry Websites
·         Stop it Now
·         U.S. Department of Justice: National Sex Offender Public Website
Stalking
Statistics
·         RAINN Stats page
·         Bureau of Justice Statistics (US Justice Dept)
·         FBI
·         College Rape Statistics (US Education Dept)
·         Federal Justice Statistics Resource Center
·         National Center for Health Statistics
·         Statistical Assessment Service
Support for Victims of Sexual Assault & Incest
·         Faces of Survivors
·         Homesafe Rape Crisis Center Survivor Listserve
·         It Happened to Alexa Foundation
·         Office for Victims of Crime (US Justice Department)
·         Promote Truth Online Counseling
·         Soar (Speaking Out About Rape)
·         Victim Compensation Programs
·         Welcome to Barbados
Other Links
·         American Social Health Association
·         Kristina Brooks Hope Center
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